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Introduction

The South-east Asian country of Vietnam is best known for the 
wars it fought during the second half of the 20th century. The 
country became involved in conflicts with France, the United 
States, Cambodia and China. Vietnam also faced a civil war that 
pitted the northern part of the country against the south. After 
two decades of fighting, the two parts of Vietnam were united in 
1976. The capital is Hanoi.

 

Geography

Vietnam is a long, narrow country. At its narrowest point it is only 56 kilometres (35 
miles) wide. It is bordered on the north by China and on the west by Laos and 
Cambodia. The South China Sea and the Gulf of Tonkin lie to the south and east. The 
Gulf of Thailand is to the south-west.

Vietnam occupies an area of 331,041 square kilometres (127,816 square miles). A 
mountain chain called the Annamese Cordillera covers about two thirds of the land. 
Northern Vietnam is especially mountainous. The country's highest peak, Fan Si Pan, is
in the north-west. It reaches a height of 3,143 metres (10,312 feet). The two major 
lowland regions of Vietnam are fertile river deltas. In the north, the Red River delta is
formed where the river enters the Gulf of Tonkin. The much larger delta of the 
Mekong River in the south is one of the richest rice-growing areas in the world.

Vietnam has a mostly tropical climate with warm to hot temperatures and heavy 
rainfall. Seasonal winds called monsoons bring rains and occasional typhoons during 
the summer and autumn.

 

Plants and Animals

Many of Vietnam's forests were destroyed during the Vietnam War of the 1960s and 
1970s. The destruction continued after the war as people cut down trees for timber 

Britannica Elementary Article

Vietnam



Vietnam ebcid:com.britannica.oec2.identifier.ArticleIdentifier?tocId=0&articleId...

2 of 4 3/12/2015 4:05 PM

A settlement (in
the background)
overlooks rice
paddies near the
town of Hoa Binh,
in northern …

 

and to create farmland. Today forests of oak, beech, chestnut, pine, teak and ebony 
cover about a third of the land. Bamboo is widespread and mangrove trees grow along
the coast.

Vietnam's forests provide shelter for deer, elephants, tapirs, tigers, leopards, wild 
oxen, bears and monkeys. Crocodiles live along the edges of some lakes and along 
riverbanks. Other reptiles include several kinds of lizards, pythons and cobras. Wild 
boars, porcupines, jackals, otters, mongooses, hares, skunks and flying squirrels are 
also common.

 

People and Culture

The Vietnamese are descended from both Chinese and Thai peoples. Ethnic 
Vietnamese make up almost 90 per cent of the country's population. Minorities in the 
north include Chinese and Hmong. Southern minorities include the Khmer (or 
Cambodians) and the Cham. Many other small ethnic groups live in the highlands. The 
official language is Vietnamese, which shows a strong Chinese influence. Chinese, 
Khmer, English, French and numerous other languages are also spoken. Buddhism is 
the major religion. The Chinese religion and philosophy called Taoism also has many 
followers in Vietnam. Christians are a large religious minority.

 
The population of Vietnam is largely rural. Most of the people live
in villages in the Red and Mekong river deltas. The largest cities 
are Ho Chi Minh City in the south and Hanoi in the north. Ho Chi 
Minh City, formerly known as Saigon, was built largely by the 
French colonial rulers of Vietnam in the second half of the 1800s. 
The Hanoi area was the site of several early Vietnamese capitals

 

Economy

Vietnam is one of the world's poorest countries. Its economy depends heavily on 
agriculture. Most of the country's workers earn their income by farming. The most 
important crop is rice, which is both used for food within the country and exported. 
Other significant food crops include cassava, maize, sweet potatoes and peanuts 
(groundnuts). Sugarcane, coffee, tea and rubber are major cash crops. The main 
livestock are ducks, pigs, cattle and buffalo.

Fishing and forestry also contribute to the agricultural economy of Vietnam. Seafood –
especially shrimp, squid, crab and lobster – is a major export. Wood from the forests
is used to make furniture, paper, lumber and other products. In the 1990s, however,
the Vietnamese government banned the export of most wood products in an effort to
protect the country's remaining forests.
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In the late 1900s industry grew in importance in Vietnam. The processing of 
agricultural products is the largest industrial activity. The leading manufactured 
products include cement, chemicals, textiles, leather goods, steel and electronics. 
Mining is not as important in Vietnam as it once was. Nevertheless, the country still 
produces large quantities of coal, oil and other minerals. Oil is a major export.

 

History

Little is known about the origins of the Vietnamese people. The first people to be 
considered distinctly Vietnamese lived in a kingdom called Nam Viet. Formed in 207 
BC, the kingdom covered what is now northern Vietnam as well as much of southern 
China. In the 100s BC the Han Dynasty of China conquered Nam Viet. The Chinese 
dominated the area until AD 939, when the Vietnamese won their independence.

Over the next several centuries the Vietnamese fought off foreign invaders. Beginning
in the 1470s they gradually expanded their territory southward until they controlled 
much of the Mekong River delta. During this period of expansion, conflict developed 
between powerful governing families in the north and south. In the early 1600s the 
country was divided into two parts: Tonkin in the north and Cochinchina in the south. 
The country was reunited in 1802.

 

French Rule

Political weakness in Vietnam allowed the French to conquer the region in the 
second half of the 1800s. In 1867 France made southern Vietnam into a colony 
named Cochinchina. By 1883 the French had extended their control to central and 
northern Vietnam. Later Vietnam was combined with Cambodia and Laos to create 
French Indochina.

During World War II (1939–45) Japan occupied Indochina and ousted the French.
After Japan was defeated in 1945, a Communist group known as the Viet Minh seized
control of northern Vietnam. The French retook Cochinchina in the south. In 1946
war broke out between the French and the Viet Minh. After eight years of fighting,
the French were defeated in 1954. Vietnam was then divided into two parts. The
northern part was ruled by Ho Chi Minh, the leader of the Viet Minh. It was 
commonly called North Vietnam and its capital was Hanoi. The southern part, called
South Vietnam, was led by Ngo Dinh Diem. Its capital was Saigon.

 

Vietnam War

The division of Vietnam was meant to be temporary. Elections to unify the country 
were scheduled for 1956, but they were never held. Instead, North Vietnamese 
troops and Communist rebels called the Viet Cong began fighting the 
anti-Communist government of South Vietnam. They wanted to unify the country 
under a Communist regime. The United States provided economic aid and military 
assistance to South Vietnam. Then, in 1965, the United States began bombing North 
Vietnam and sending troops into the south.

Within a few years it became clear that this help from the United States was not 
going to lead to victory. A cease-fire agreement was signed in 1973, and United 
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States forces left Vietnam. The cease-fire did not last, however. Communist forces 
overran South Vietnam and captured the southern capital of Saigon in 1975. Saigon 
was then renamed as Ho Chi Minh City. (See also Vietnam War.)

 

Recent History

In 1976 North and South Vietnam were officially reunited into a single country, the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Vietnam was admitted to the United Nations in 1977. 
But unity did not bring peace. In 1978 the Vietnamese attacked neighbouring 
Cambodia. A year later they installed a new government there. China had backed 
the ousted Cambodian government. In response to the Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia, China invaded northern Vietnam. A short war was fought, but neither 
side won a clear victory. As a result of the war, thousands of people of Chinese 
origin living in Vietnam fled the country.

Vietnam's occupation of Cambodia continued for a decade. It led to serious quarrels 
not only with China but also with other countries in South-east Asia. Vietnam's 
strained relations with its neighbours and the West prevented the country from 
receiving aid it needed for development. Vietnamese forces pulled out of Cambodia 
in 1989, and a peace agreement was signed in 1991. Relations were renewed with 
China in 1991 and with the United States in 1995. As Vietnam's relationships with 
other countries improved, it began to attract much-needed foreign investment and 
trade. Population (2011 estimate), 88,145,000.

 

 


