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At this writing, both the total number and composition 
of the Vietnamese refugees to be resettled in the U.S.A. 
were still somewhat uncertain. The Ford administration 
has just presented to Congress a fund request covering 
150,000 refugees, but when all the Vietnamese fleeing on 
ships are finally counted the grand total may be closer to 
200,000. Many of these Vietnamese are legitimate rela­
tives of U.S. citizens and can thus count on their assis­
tance in the resettlement process. Until the initial screen· 
ing procedures are completed, we cannot be certain about 
the composition of the remaining Vietnamese who do not 
have relatives in the U.S.A. One IBM computer projec­
tion has already estimated that there may be only 30,000 
heads of household among the approximately 150,000 
refugees accounted for so far. 

Because the social, religious and geographical (i.e., north­
ern, central, southern VN) composition cannot yet be 
ascertained, this paper will of necessity be very general in 
scope. Hopefully, however, it will serve as a basic intro­
duction to the Vietnamese for sponsoring families and 
churches throughout the country. Despite the hundreds 
of millions of words about Viet-Nam which have been 
published during the last 20 years, only a small percen­
tage has dealt with the Vietnamese as people. Who the 
Vietnamese people are and what makes them tick is an 
extremely complex subject to which I cannot begin to do 
justice here. One can begin to understand the Vietnamese, 
however, if one tries to comprehend that whereas we 
Americans tend to base our approach to life on reason, 
the Vietnamese place their primary emphasis on senti· 
ment. 

Another aspect of the Vietnamese personality is a Confu­
cian belief in the value of harmony in social relations, for 
only by achieving harmony in social relations (father-son, 
husband-wife, employer-employee, etc.) can one achieve 
tranquility of the soul. If Americans working in Viet­
Nam had been better able to understand these aspects of 
the Vietnamese personality, many of the mutual miscon­
ceptions and misunderstandings between our two peoples 
could perhaps have been avoided. 

After the confusion and turmoil of their departure from 
Viet-Nam, hours of mind-numbing sea or air travel, pro­
cessing through various camps, and arrival at their new 
home, a Vietnamese family is very apt to be emotionally 
exhausted, whether the members openly display these 
feelings or not. It is very important, therefore, that the 
Americans who come into contact with the family upon 
its final arrival realize the trying period the family has 
just experienced and react sensitively to the situation. 
do not recommend brass bands, large crowds, banners 

or welcoming speeches. These would only add to the 
confusion and perhaps create a false atmosphere accom· 
panied by false expectations. A quiet, simple welcome 
by the few people who will assume primary responsibility 
for the family will be meaningful enough for them. It is 
after all, their needs, rather than our own, with which we 
should be concerned. One of the first problems which 
may arise with the Vietnamese fainily is the matter of 
communications. It will by very helpful if the sponsors 
can determine in advance whether anyone in the family 
speaks English. If there is no English-speaking family 
member, the sponsors should make arrangements to have 
either an English-speaking Vietnamese or American on 
hand when the family first arrives. This will greatly facil­
itate the initial settling-in process for both parties. If the 
family does have an English-speaking member, it is very 
possible that he/she will not be fluent or have instant 
hearing comprehension. If this is the case, the sponsors 
will find it useful to speak distinctly and a bit slowly (not 
so slowly, however, as to appear condescending I) and to 
ask occasional discreet questions to determine whether 
previous conversation has been understood. The latter 
is necessary because many Vietnamese are very reluctant 
to admit that they don't comprehend something. Con­
sequently, they will nod their heads as if everything is 
crystal clear, when actually they may understand little 
or nothing of what has been said. 

Other aids to better communication will be to speak in a 
normal tone, avoid excessive boisterousness, and-above-all­
avoid losing one's temper, shaking one's finger in a Viet­
namese family member's face, laying unfriendly hands on 
a family member, etc. (remember the harmony in social 
relations!!). 

Besides the language problem, the Vietnamese family will 
probably have major adjustments to make regarding both 
climate and food. Most of the Vietnamese being received 
in the U.S. will have been used to a monsoon climate 
with rather consistent average temperatures. of -86°. 
In some sections of the U.S. (Florida, California, etc.) 
adjusting to the climate will not present much of a pro­
blem. In others (New England, Mid-West, etc.). however, 
Vietnamese families will have to make a major adjustment 
to the climate, particularly during the winter months. 
Sponsors in these regions should make sure that the Viet­
namese know what types of clothing are required for the 
different seasons. Sponsors should also pass on the many 
little tips for getting along during seasonal changes which 

Americans take more or less for granted; e.g., wearing 
slippers when the floors are cold, not going outdoors on 
a cold day without a jacket, not letting a child stand 
around wet after taking a hot bath on a cold day, etc. 

Sponsors may find that a Vietnamese family will have 
difficulty adjusting to the typical American diet. In 
Viet-Nam, as in most of Asia, rice is the staple food. 
Other standard foods include fish, pork, tongue, heart, 
stomach and a variety of intestines, various soups with 
plenty of noodles, spices, hot peppers, fish sauce, soy 
bean sauce, fresh fruits and vegetables. Sweets are usual­
ly made from rice glutine, fruits, seeds, spices or coconut. 
Most of these foods are available to one degree or another 
throughout the U.S., particularly in or near cities which 
have Chinese sections. The Vietnamese way of preparing 
food is very time-consuming and the smells can be pretty 
hard for Americans to take. We should grin and bear it, 
though, for if the Vietnamese can occasionally prepare 
the food they like in the way they're used to, the overall 
problems of adjustment will be a lot easier for them. 

As American churches will be playing an important role 
in the resettlement of Vietnamese families, it seems ap­
propriate to include here a few words about religion in 
Viet-Nam. The population of the former Republic of 
Viet-Nam is between 18-19 million. Of this number, ap­
proximately 2 million are Catholics, 2 million followers 
of an indigenous religion called Cao Dai and one million 
followers of an indigenous religion called Hoa Hao. Esti­
mates of the number of Protestants vary considerably, 
but there are probably around 150,000, counting child­
ren. The great majority of these Christians belong to the 
Evangelical Church of Viet-Nam (affiliated with the 
Christian and Missionary Alliance, headquartered in 
Nyack, N.Y.), with much smaller numbers belonging to 
the Mennonite, Southern Baptist, Seventh Day Adventist, 
and several other denominations. 

Viet-Nam has often been referred to as a Buddhist coun­
try. There is no doubt that in the former RVN, Buddhist 
influence was widespread, particularly in central Viet· 
Nam. Estimates of the number of fervent Buddhists and 
nominal followers, however, also vary widely. For com­
parison's sake, we can perhaps say that among the 18-19 
million population there may be between 5-7 regular 
practicing Buddhists and as many nominal followers. 

Another pervasive influence in Viet-Nam, particularly 
among the older generation, is Confucianism. More a 

way of life involving a code of ethics and morals than a 
religion, Confucianism.was introduced into Viet-Nam by 
the Chinese during the first centuries of the Christian era. 
The Vietnamese belief in harmony in social relations is 
rooted in this Confucial'lism as is the practice of ancestor 
worship, Confucianism's most important ritual. Many 
Vietnamese followers of other religions also practice 
Confucianism in some form or other. 

Douglas R. Beane served with Viet-Nam Christian Service 
from 1 June 1967 to 17 April 1975, when he, his Viet· 
namese wife and their three children departed from Viet· 
Nam. Mr. Beane's last position with VNCS was as Direc· 
tor of Personnel and Special Projects. He is presently 
serving as Indochina Consultant to Southern Asia/Church 
World Service. 



Some recent newspaper reports have indicated that 10% 
of the new Vietnamese refugees are Catholics. Sources 
for this information have not been named, however, so 
only when the screening process has been completed and 
the results tabulated will we know exactly what the reli· 
gious breakdown among the refugees is. 

Living in theiF own country, the Vietnamese expected 
Americans working in Viet-Nam to make an effort to 
learn and abide by Vietnamese customs-and rightly so. 
The Vietnamese-even those with regular American con­
tacts-were not always so tolerant about ignorance of or 
failure to abide by these customs. Consequently, mis· 
understandings, hard feelings, or loss of friendship be­
tween Americans and Vietnamese often occurred. The 
Vietnamese are in many ways, however, a very practical 
people. Accordingly, I think that most of them are 
aware that in the U.S.A. they must be the ones to adapt 
to American customs rather than to continue expecting 
Americans to adapt to theirs. The actual adaptation pro­
cess may be difficult for the Vietnamese and some Amer­
ican understanding of their customs will help to make the 
transition process somewhat easier. I cannot go into these 
customs in great depth, but will try to mention some 
things which should help to promote smoother two-way 
communication. 

Handshaking has gained wide acceptance among men in 
Viet-Nam. It is probably best, though, not to shake 
hands with a woman unless she offers her hand first. 
Vietnamese names nearly always consist of a family 
name, middle name and given name, in that order (this 
is the reverse of our custom, where the given name comes 
first and the family name last). The terms Mr., Mrs., Miss 
are used with the given name rather than the family name. 
Again, this is the opposite of our custom. Thus, DUONG 
VAN MINH is addressed as Mr. Minh and NGUYEN THI 
BINH as Mrs. Binh. It is best to call to people in a quiet 
voice. Waving, beckoning or snapping the fingers to get 
someone's attention is considered very impolite. 

Americans feel that looking straight into someone's eyes 
while we are talking to them is a sign of straightforward­
ness. Don't expect the Vietnamese to do this and don't 
misunderstand when they don't. Traditionally, in conver­
sation, the Vietnamese don't look into the eyes of those 
whom they respect or who are superior in rank to them. 
This is an indication of politeness, not deviousness. 
Similarly, the Vietnamese smile does not always mean the 
same thing as an American smile. This is particularly 

true when the Vietnamese are talking to someone whom 
they regard as their superior. A smile may mean tolerance 
of an error or misunderstanding, submission to an un­
just situation, acceptance of guilt, or embarrassment. It 
does not necessarily mean the Vietnamese thinks that 
someone or something is funny. 

Vietnamese usually take an indirect approach in their 
conversations or dealings, particularly when they involve 
unpleasant matters. Americans often regard this as un­
necessary beating around the bush, but the Vietnamese 
consider it a tactful, delicate approach toward the 
achievement of the previously mentioned harmony in 
social relations. In the same vein, Vietnamese will say 
yes to things when they really mean no. This, again, is 
not deviousness, but a desire not to hurt feelings or cause 
unpleasantness. In dealing with Vietnamese, Americans 
will achieve better results if they are pleasant, quiet and 
patient, avoiding talking in loud tones and, especially, 
losing their tempers. 

"Dutch treat" is not a Vietnamese custom. In a restaur· 
ant situation, one member of the party pays for all. If 
an American and a Vietnamese happen to be eating in a 
restaurant and the Vietnamese offers to pay, the Ameri­
can should let him do so, even if the Vietnamese is obvi­
ously less able to afford it than the American. For the 
American to pay despite the Vietnamese offer would be 
considered a rejection of the latter's hospitality and a 
reflection upon his ability to pay. 

The foregoing is not intended to be a complete guide to 
understanding the Vietnamese people. The thoughts 
expressed here are merely a brief introduction to the 
Vietnamese, an introduction which hopefully will spur 
sponsoring American families to seek additional infor­
mation from their local libraries or other sources. In 
conclusion, I would like to add one of my own deeply 
held feelings: the Vietnamese are people, just like we 
Americans are people. Although their thoughts, actions, 
customs and physical appearance may differ from ours, 
the Vietnamese have feelings and emotions, just as we 
Americans have feelings and emotions. When dealing 
with the Vietnamese, therefore, Americans should sensi­
tively treat them as human beings worthy of the same 
human dignity with which we would expect to be treated 
if the situation were reversed. The Vietnamese are not 
"gooks" and it demeans us more than them to regard 
them in such an ignorant way. The Vietnamese, Christian 




















































































