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Introduction

Under the spreading branches of the banyan tree—a symbol of shelter, wisdom, and
community across Vietnamese villages—generations have gathered to share stories,
meals, and milestones. Today, even as Vietnam transforms at a breathtaking pace, the
spirit of daily life continues to thrive in the rhythm of its neighborhoods, the aroma of
bustling markets, and the persistent echo of festival drums that bridge past and
present. Beneath the Banyan: Daily Life, Food, and Festivals in Modern Vietnam invites
readers on a vivid journey into the heart and soul of this dynamic nation, blending its
timeless traditions with the energy and innovation of the contemporary era.

Vietnam'’s appeal lies in its intriguing contrasts. In cities like Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh
City, modern skyscrapers rise alongside ancient temples, and the narrow lanes hum
with motorbikes and artisanal coffee stalls. Yet, in the Red River Delta or the lush
paddies of the Mekong, time seems to move at a gentler pace, shaped by rites, rituals,
and enduring social bonds. Navigating these contrasts requires seeing Vietnam not
just as a destination, but as a living tapestry—woven with both resilience and
reinvention.

This book emerges from the belief that understanding Vietnam'’s present demands an
appreciation for the subtle interplay between continuity and change. How do urban
youth honor ancestral altars in high-rise apartments? Why do family meals remain
central, even as work hours and city life grow ever more fast-paced? In what ways do
street food pioneers reinterpret regional classics for modern palates? Through these
daily details, the contours of Vietnamese society—its challenges and celebrations, its
tensions and harmonies—come to life.

Over the following chapters, readers will step inside family homes, stroll through
chaotic wet markets, join the communal laughter during a Tet New Year’s feast, and
witness the transformative energy of a new generation building startups or reviving
lost crafts. The book draws on interviews, lived anecdotes, local voices, and expert
insights to offer a panoramic yet intimate portrait. Practical tips, cultural reflections,
and signature recipes further ensure this journey is as immersive as it is enlightening.

Ultimately, this exploration is an invitation: to savor the flavors on a Vietnamese table,
to marvel at the colors of its festivals, to listen carefully to the stories of its
people—each one a living thread in the evolving fabric of the nation. Whether you
come as a traveler, a food lover, or simply someone curious about how tradition
endures amidst global change, you’ll find in these pages the beauty, complexity, and
hope that define today’s Vietnam.
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Let us begin, then, beneath the banyan: where stories are told, where the old
welcomes the new, and where everyday life in Vietnam reveals its enduring soul.
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CHAPTER ONE: Family at the Heart:
Multigenerational Households and Kinship

In Vietnam, the family isn't just a unit of individuals; it's the very foundation of society,
a complex web of relationships and responsibilities that extends far beyond the
nuclear model often seen in the West. Step into almost any Viethamese home, and
you're likely to encounter three, sometimes even four, generations coexisting under
one roof. This multigenerational living isn't merely a quaint tradition; it's a vibrant,
living testament to deeply ingrained cultural values and practical necessities that
continue to shape daily life.

Imagine waking to the gentle murmur of an elder preparing breakfast, the laughter of
children echoing from another room, and the quiet buzz of a parent getting ready for
work. This isn’t an unusual scene. Grandparents often play an indispensable role in
childcare, allowing parents to pursue demanding careers, especially in urban centers
where the pace of life is relentless. This arrangement offers more than just practical
support; it weaves a continuous thread of wisdom, history, and affection through the
fabric of family life. Children grow up immersed in the stories and experiences of their
elders, absorbing lessons in respect, resilience, and community simply by being
present.

The concept of "family" in Vietham extends outward from the immediate household to
encompass a broader kinship network, often stretching across villages, provinces, and
even continents. Family gatherings, particularly during holidays like Tet, are
monumental affairs, bringing together dozens, if not hundreds, of relatives. These
reunions reinforce bonds, transmit traditions, and provide a vital support
system—financial, emotional, and social—that remains crucial in a rapidly developing
nation. While modern influences and urbanization are undoubtedly shifting dynamics,
the enduring strength of these familial ties remains a defining characteristic of
Vietnamese culture.

In many ways, the Viethamese family operates like a miniature, self-contained society,
with clearly defined roles and a strong emphasis on collective well-being over
individual desires. Respect for elders, or kinh ldo dac tho, is not just a polite custom
but a deeply ingrained principle. It translates into deference in conversation, care in
old age, and a reliance on their experience for guidance. This respect is reciprocated
by the elders, who, even in their later years, often continue to contribute actively to
the household, whether through childcare, managing household affairs, or simply
providing a comforting presence.
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This interconnectedness is perhaps most visible in the rural areas, where
approximately three-quarters of the Vietnamese population still resides. Here, life
revolves around agricultural cycles, predominantly rice cultivation. Men and women
rise early to tend to their fields, and even children lend a hand with household chores
or lighter farm tasks. The success of the harvest, and thus the family's livelihood, often
depends on the collective effort of every member. This shared responsibility fosters a
powerful sense of unity and mutual reliance, a bond forged through daily labor and
shared purpose.

While urban life introduces new complexities, the core values persist. In bustling cities
like Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, the demand for space and the pursuit of diverse job
opportunities can sometimes lead to more fragmented living arrangements. Yet, even
in apartment blocks, families often strive to live close to one another, on the same
floor or in neighboring buildings, maintaining a frequent flow of visits, shared meals,
and mutual assistance. The motorbike, the ubiquitous symbol of urban Vietnam, often
carries entire families, underscoring the constant movement and interaction between
relatives.

The home itself often serves as a living altar to family history. Most Viethamese
houses, whether modern high-rises or traditional rural dwellings, contain an ancestor
shrine. This dedicated space, typically adorned with offerings of fruit, flowers, and
incense, is a daily reminder of the lineage that connects past, present, and future
generations. Ancestor veneration is not about worshipping the dead in a morbid sense;
rather, it is a profound expression of gratitude, respect, and a belief in the ongoing
spiritual presence of those who came before. It is a ritual that reinforces the continuity
of the family line and the importance of remembering one’s roots.

Marriage, as a result, is often seen not just as the union of two individuals, but as the
joining of two families. While modern romance and individual choice play a greater
role today than in generations past, family approval and harmony remain incredibly
significant. Weddings are grand celebrations that bring together extended kinship
networks, symbolizing the expansion and strengthening of family ties. Even after
marriage, the newly formed couple often lives with one set of parents, at least for a
period, further embedding them within the existing family structure.

The evolution of family dynamics in modern Vietnam is a fascinating study in
adaptation. Economic reforms, known as D4i Mdi, initiated in the late 1980s, have
brought unprecedented prosperity and opened Vietnam to global influences. This has
led to greater individual mobility, new educational opportunities, and a shift towards
more nuclear family units in some urban areas. Young people may move to cities for
work or study, sometimes living independently for the first time. Yet, the umbilical
cord to the family remains strong, maintained through frequent phone calls,
remittances, and regular visits back home, especially during major holidays.
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The resilience of the Vietnamese family is also evident in its ability to navigate
challenges. During times of economic hardship, illness, or personal crisis, the family
unit serves as the primary safety net, providing both practical and emotional support.
This communal responsibility alleviates pressure on formal social welfare systems and
highlights the inherent strength of collective care. The informal social security
provided by family networks is a cornerstone of Vietnamese society, fostering a
profound sense of security and belonging.

Even as Western-style consumerism and youth culture gain traction, the fundamental
values of filial piety and family cohesion continue to hold sway. Social media, rather
than isolating individuals, often becomes another tool for maintaining family
connections, with relatives spread across the globe sharing updates, photos, and video
calls. E-commerce facilitates the sending of gifts and support to family members in
distant provinces, bridging geographical gaps. Technology, in this context, often
reinforces, rather than erodes, traditional bonds.

The Vietnamese family, then, is a dynamic entity—constantly adapting, yet firmly
rooted in a rich historical and cultural soil. It is a place of unwavering support, shared
laughter, and sometimes, the gentle friction that comes with multiple generations
living in close quarters. But above all, it is the beating heart of Viethamese society, a
testament to the enduring power of kinship and community. As Vietnam continues its
journey into modernity, the strength and adaptability of its family structures will
undoubtedly remain a defining characteristic, shaping the nation’s future while
honoring its past.
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