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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 their 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, | 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. | 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, | 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





























































































































