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Preface

“It’s the same story all over the Middle East. In Libya’s capital city of Tripoli, people
express their aspirations and face bloody reprisals in Tripoli’s Green Square and Mar-
tyr’s Square. In Bahrain, they boldly march in Pearl Square in the capital city of Mana-
ma. In Yemen, protests have taken place in public spaces near the university in Sanaa,
which students renamed Tahrir Square. Kept out of the central Revolution Square in
Tehran by the repressive government, Iranian dissidents gather in Valiasr Square and
Vanak Sqaure [sic]” (Walljasper 2011).

In times where the “abstraction of space” is a common theme of scholarly works, the recent
developments in the Middle East once again allude to the relevance of physical public space
as a forum for dialogue and social interaction between citizens.

Since the early beginnings of the Greek agora in the Western hemisphere, the ideal of public
space has incorporated free accessibility while offering an arena for discussions about the
common good.

In light of the increasing use of information and communication technologies worldwide, it is
crucial to consider physical and digital public space in relation to each other.

The Internet’s digital space allows communication and social interaction within a non-
physical environment, thereby generating new forms of publicity and privacy. Yet, what at
first glance appears to be untraceable and unlinked to any physical location, still remains
bound to physical space as the means of communication such as mobile phones and comput-
ers are identifiable and traceable. The interconnectedness of the concrete and the virtual be-
comes even more apparent with respect to social mobilisation and the articulation of citizens’
interests. Peoples’ gatherings in the national public spaces of Cairo, Sanaa or Bahrain have,
for the most part, been organised in digital space. Information on the time and venue for the
protests was spread through social networks, e-mails, text messages, etc. However, the actual
demonstration used as a means to voice people’s opinion and to be heard by governments
needs to take place in the physical public space of the city, to be visibly seen and to encourage
participation.

“The influence of the new digital commons in democratic uprisings from Tunisia to
Egypt to Bahrain has been chronicled at length in news reports from the Middle East,
with Facebook, Twitter and other social media winning praise as dictator-busters.

But the importance of a much older form of commons in these revolts has earned scant
attention—the public spaces where citizens rally to voice their discontent, show their
power and ultimately articulate a new vision for their homelands” (Walljasper 2011).

“Whatever course history will follows [sic], the momentous changes in North Africa
remind us that our world is shaped by its cities. The poorer and less democratic parts of
the planet have become increasingly urban and that makes change, full of hope and fear,
inevitable.

That recent uprisings have been assisted by electronic technologies like Facebook and
Twitter only reinforces the point that technological change is making cities more, not
less, important.

Cities aren’t just places of economic productivity and cultural innovation. For millennia,
they have also been the epicenters of dramatic political upheaval” (Glaeser 2011).
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1 Introduction

“The values attaching to public space are those with which the generality of the citizen-
ry endows it. Citizens create meaningful public space by expressing their attitudes, as-
serting their claims and using it for their own purpose. It thereby becomes a meaningful
public resource” (Goheen 1998: 479).

The introduction of the economic reform program, Doi Moi, in 1986 opened the door for pri-
vate sector development in Vietnam, as well as the country’s integration into the world econ-
omy. As Hanoi is the national political centre, it occupies an important role in Vietnam’s
transformation process. The capital has become a major hub for socio-economic development.
Whereas “Hanoi was renowned for its quiet streets in the 1980s” (Drummond 2000: 2382),
nowadays it is characterised by its bustling street life. Public spaces, such as streets and side-
walks, are appropriated by private individuals for mostly small-scale economic activities. Ex-
isting green parks are privatised in order to cater to the growing demand for leisure space. At
the same time, official spaces like Ba Dinh Square or Ly Thai To Square are occupied by Ha-
noi’s residents for sports and gatherings. Thomas (2002: 1621) regards this a contestation of
the state-defined landscape by local people. In other words, the state’s defining power for the
urban image is challenged by a multiplicity of spatial producers.

This thesis focuses on the development of public spaces in Hanoi. Using the frame of an emic
reconstruction', major themes such as changes in power relations between state and society
and their reflection in the city’s physical environment are explored. Embedded in the disci-
pline of urban sociology, this thesis aims to contribute to the discussion about the correlation
between the public sphere as a sociological/political category and the materiality and practices
of public space. According to Sennett (2008), the public sphere is a crucial element of urban-
ism. Furthermore, as Eisenstadt and Schluchter (2001: 12) indicate, there is a strong relation-
ship between the public sphere and civil society, along with political and economic liberalisa-
tion. Therefore, the question remains whether public spaces in Hanoi are an expression of a
public sphere or a prerequisite for its development.

In his work, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit, Jirgen Habermas (1987) focuses on the politi-
cal function of the “bourgeois public sphere” in 18"/19"™-century Europe. For Habermas
(1987: 42), the “bourgeois” public sphere consists of private individuals assembling to form a
politically reasoning public. The basis of this public sphere is the city.> Habermas argues that
the main prerequisite for its development is economic liberalisation or, more precisely, the
emancipation of both commodity exchange and social work from state directives. Considering
private and public as two interrelated spheres, Habermas (1987: 14) declares: ,,Die Offent-
lichkeit selbst stellt sich als eine Sphére dar — dem privaten steht der 6ffentliche Bereich ge-

geniiber”.” Accordingly, “private sphere” denotes freedom from regulations established by

' According to Evers and Korff (2003: 16) the objective of an emic reconstruction of the city is “the at-
tempt to reconstruct the constructions of meanings of those living in the city”.

? Habermas (1987: 69, 93) depicts that in 18"/19"-century Europe, citizens assembled in salons and cof-
fee houses to discuss what they had read in newspapers and novels. Accordingly, the public sphere is often re-
ferred to as the ‘literary’ public sphere.

? Likewise, Sennett (2008: 183) explains that private and public sphere are two atoms of the same mole-
cule. However, in current literature the dichotomy of private and public is prevailingly discussed as a constructed
one. The poles of public and private are categories created to serve the purpose of analysis. Yet, at the same time
as they facilitate the study of socio-political processes, they also restrict thinking beyond such binaries, thereby
hiding power differentials. The main critique towards this dichotomy is expressed by the feminist strand of so-
cial theory. The differentiation between public and private is considered to relate to the distinction between male
and female. In her assessment of the bourgeois public sphere, Joan B. Landes illustrates the invalidity of univer-
sal access as a “fundamental requirement” of the public sphere. Her argument is grounded in the exclusion of
women in the modern public sphere as introduced in the French Revolution (Hohendahl 2002: 18).
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authorities. It designates individuals’ power to dispose freely capitalist functioning property
(Habermas 1987: 95 f.).

Although the development of private sector economy is a crucial element in Vietnam’s trans-
formation process, major premises associated with privatisation, such as freedom of private
business from state control and private property rights, are not yet granted. On the contrary,
the state maintains a strong presence both in the economic sector and in public life. According
to government statements, state-owned enterprises (SOE) account for 40% of the country’s
gross domestic product (Bloomberg 14.01.2011).* Equation of former SOEs is slow and still
SOEs have much better access to loans from state banks than private companies. In addition,
the party-state’s presence in the private sector is exemplified by the establishment of party
committees in private enterprises (Thayer 2008: 3). The recent introduction of price regula-
tions for basic consumer goods by the state is another example of state intervention in the
economy.

Furthermore, the city — that Habermas depicts to be the centre of the European public sphere —
is stricken with icons of the Socialist state. Until recently, the party-state was the dominant
influence that shaped the city’s physical environment (Thomas 2002: 1621; Ho Tai 1995:
273). In this context, Allen (2006: 445) remarks that design and layout are both instruments of
power, limiting people’s interaction and movement within space. Bourdieu (1991: 27) adds
that architectonic space is an integral part of the symbolism of power. The physical arrange-
ments of place are the result of political decision-making, economic rent-seeking and cultural
domination. In Hanoi citizens’ movement within urban space is limited and controlled
through the exact planning and design of physical structures by the party-state. Consequently,
so-called “public spaces”, such as squares and monuments, are governed by state dispositifs.
The state employs these spaces for its self-inscenation. State performances are staged in pub-
lic to demonstrate and symbolise state power (Scott 1990: 45). In this context, it appears to be
more appropriate to designate these places “official” rather than “public” spaces.

In sum, Habermas’ concept’ of public sphere as a sphere of political reasoning and will for-
mation is difficult to apply to Vietnam, where the three sectors of state, economy and civil
society frequently overlap.® In particular, an association of public sphere with civil society
appears to be problematic.

* However, The Vancouver Sun (17.01.2011) reports that state-owned companies would only produce
25% of the GDP, but absorb 40% of the capital invested in the country.

> Habermas’ theory has been subject to much critique. It is mainly criticized for its “eurocentrism” and
distinct focus on 18"-century Europe’s public sphere. More precisely, Fraser (1992: 115) locates the problem in
the failure to additionally examine other competing public spheres apart from the liberal one. However, in his
later work Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns Habermas (1981) employs a different approach in the way that
he chooses a linguistic grounding for the public sphere. By de-emphasising the historical relevance of the bour-
geois public sphere, Habermas paves the way for the recognition of competing public spheres during the 18" and
19" century. Accordingly, Fraser (1992: 123) suggests to talk of “subaltern counterpublics” when dealing with
stratified societies, “to signal that they are parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social
groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, inter-
ests, and needs”. What is crucial, is the acknowledgement of a multiplicity of publics on the one hand, and their
situation in one “single ‘structured setting’ that advantages some and disadvantages others”, on the other (Eley
1987 cited Fraser 1992: 125).

% The term “sector” is applied in reference to Wuthnow’s (1991) distinction between the state, economy
and the voluntary sector.
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Although Norlund (2007: 68) argues that civil society in Vietnam is of considerable size
comprising a multitude of organisations, this associational sector remains highly interwoven
with the state.” Moreover, organisations’ scope for activities is somehow limited with regard
to the legal framework. Most associations viewed as part of civil society engage in the field of
poverty alleviation rather than seeking political participation.

In this context, Eisenstadt and Schluchter (2001) offer an alternative approach. They suggest
that the concepts of public sphere and civil society ought not to be joined, declaring that “civil
society entails a public sphere, but not every public sphere involves a civil society, whether of
the economic or political variety” (Eisenstadt and Schluchter 2001: 12). They reason that the
concept of civil society, as it is referred to in contemporary social sciences, is historically
rooted in continental Europe in the 18"/19™ century, particularly in German society (Eisen-
stadt, Schluchter 2001: 9 f.). In German, the term has two meanings: On one hand it is “syn-
onymous with bourgeois society (biirgerliche Gesellschaft)”, on the other it connotes “‘socie-
ty of citizens’ (Biirgergesellschaft)” (Eisenstadt, Schluchter 2001: 11 f.). In this sense, “civil
society is not an unequivocal term” (Eisenstadt, Schluchter 2001: 11). Whereas the first inter-
pretation of the term is closely linked to economic modernisation, resulting in “rational capi-
talism in Max Weber’s sense”, the latter is related to political modernisation leading to “par-
ticipatory democracy” (Eisenstadt, Schluchter 2001: 12). Bourgeois society thus refers to in-
stitutions connected to economic liberties, for example private property and contract. In con-
trast, society of citizens connotes political liberties like freedom of speech, the right to assem-
ble and the right to form associations (Eisenstadt, Schluchter 2001: 12).

Moreover, Schiel (2007: 88) remarks that the “Great Transformation”, stipulated by Polanyi
(1978), not only led “to a private economy with the market as the base for self-organisation of
the bourgeois, but also to the public state, which enabled in the long run the formation of
dmocratic institutions as the base for the self-organisation of the citoyen/citizen”.* Schiel
(2007: 88) remarks that both processes occurred a-synchronously, as the “disembedding” of
the economy resulted in faster changes than the disembedding of the state (Schiel 2007: 88).
Moreover, Eisenstadt and Schluchter (2001: 12) declare that both meanings described above
overlap, and thus, it is often not evident which meaning is at stake.

Finally, Eisenstadt and Schluchter (2001: 12) contend that in every civilisation with some
complexity and literacy, a public sphere is likely to evolve, but not necessarily of the civil-
society type. In an attempt to prevent an imposition of “European patterns on other civiliza-
tions”, they propose to analyse state-society relations in non-European countries, taking into
account the concept of public sphere rather than the one of civil society.’

7 This is not to say that civil society per se fails to exist in Vietnam. The Civil Society Index Project
based on a common methodology developed by the research NGO CIVICUS, applies the following definition of
civil society to Vietnam: “the arena outside of the family, the state and the market where people associate to
advance common interests” (Norlund 2007: 72). The CIVICUS approach not only examines the forms of organi-
sations, but also their functions. Thus, in addition to the associative sector, it includes all attempts to improve
citizens’ well-being, also recognising informal groups (Norlund 2007: 72). Consequently, mass organisations or
socio-political organisations are also considered an integral part of civil society.

¥ In his analysis of the state in Southeast Asia, Schiel (2007: 86) supplements Polanyi’s (1978) concept
of the disembeddeness of the economy with the disembedding of the state. He argues that the “Great Transfor-
mation” not only resulted in the disembedding of the economy, and thus the development of a private sector
economy, but furthermore in the establishment of a public administration.

? Habermas (1987: 155) explains that the historical context of the “bourgeois” public sphere is based on
a separation between state and society. He declares that private individuals assembling to form a public openly
claim the political sanctioning of society as a private sphere. Correspondingly, Eisenstadt and Schluchter (2001:
11) indicate that the idea of private interests serving as a basis for the “pursuit of public interests” seems to be
rooted in Europe.
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In their definition of the public sphere, they supplement the dual relationship between private
and public with a third sphere, the official.

“The concept of a public sphere implies that there are at least two other spheres from
which the public sphere is more or less institutionally and culturally differentiated: the
official sphere and the private sphere. The public is therefore a sphere located between
these two. It is a sphere where collective improvements (the common good) are at stake.
While this also holds for the official sphere, in the public sphere this business is carried
out by groups that do not belong to the ruler’s domain. Rather, the public sphere draws
its personnel from the private sphere: (...)” (Eisenstadt, Schluchter 2001: 10).

Thus, the term “public” not only connotes the existence of arenas autonomous from the politi-
cal order, but also the accessibility of these arenas to diverse social groups. Located in be-
tween the official and private, the public sphere is the sphere where the common good is at
the centre of attention. Therefore, public spheres play an integral role in processes of institu-
tionalisation. In Wittrock’s (2002: 49) understanding of modernity as a “new set of promisso-
ry notes”, the “promise of a better life”, political institutions are what makes this promise of a
better life. However, a better life for the community can only be reached through the partici-
pation of the individual. Therefore, different ideas of a better life need to be integrated into
public spheres, and thus made public in order to be recognised. Consequently, Wittrock
(2001: 23) defines the public sphere as “arena for the formation of new collective identities
and where new forms of political and cultural order are made possible”. By offering a forum
for debate, as well as mediation between subjects and rulers, and citizens and governments
(Wittrock 2001: 22), the particular function of the public sphere is to legitimise institutions.

By defining urbanism as specific forms of institutionalisation that deal with how to cope with
heterogeneity and multiple diversities, Korff (2002: 4) outlines the essential role of the public
sphere for urban life. Lefebvre (1990: 95, 186) describes urbanised space as an area where
different strategies collide, and thus conflicts are expressed. Furthermore, Evers and Korff
(2003: 6) argue that the city “is reduced to a form and can thereby become the point of articu-
lation” of diverse social groups and their visions of the future.

“The dynamic of Southeast Asian urbanism, accordingly, results from the struggles of
different actors, who are trying to shape the city in a conscious effort, or who simply put
their stamp on the city through their everyday life within it” (Evers and Korff 2003: 6).

These contrasting ideas about the city are communicated in the public sphere. Moreover, they
are concretised in the architecture of urban public space.

In his semiotic'’ approach to architecture, Eco (1972: 307, 312) differentiates between the first
and second functions of an architectonic object; the former refers to “denotation” and the lat-
ter to “connotation”. In general, the denotation is the immediate reference that is evoked in the
receiver of a message. In contrast, an object’s connotation consists of other signs that are as-
sociated with it (Eagleton et al. 1997: 110; Eco 1972: 103). With respect to architecture, deno-
tation depicts an object’s primary use or “utilitas” function, whereas the connotation desig-
nates its symbolic communicative function. First and second functions are dynamic, and
therefore subject to continuous redefinition. Thus, a whole range of differing, even conflict-

' Semiotics examine cultural processes as processes of communication. The underlying assumption is
that culture is communication (Eco 1972: 38). Eco (1972: 69 f.) distinguishes between three different terms.
First, the significans, which means symbol. Second, the referens, which is a sign’s object. And, third the signifi-
cat of an expression, which constitutes a cultural entity (Eco 1972: 75). The significat can only be determined in
the context and the conditions of communication that it is based in. Moreover, one significans can connote di-
verse significats. With respect to architecture, Eco (1972: 296 f.) argues that in order to be able to interpret archi-
tectonic structures’ functions according to aspects of communication, the architectonic code needs to be trans-
formed into an iconic one. In fact, he regards architecture as a system of signs.

13



ing, meanings can be identified when viewing public spaces as urban symbols''. Different
social groups or individuals attach diverse meanings to one place. According to Nas (1993: 15
f.), the communicative function of urban symbols serves as the basis for social cohesion, gov-
ernment legitimacy, and nation-building. Due to their symbolic function, public spaces can
become spaces of contention and renegotiation (Goheen 1998: 479). Accordingly, Goheen
(1998: 487) points out: “Public space continues to be redefined by publics whose values and
demands are in competition in the political arena that is the city”.

The idea of public space being the material location of the public sphere is based on Hannah
Arendt’s (1958) theory of public space. The Arendtian concept of public sphere is distin-
guishable from the Habermasian due to its focus on an “ocular public”, rather than an “audito-
ry public”, where the former refers to demos, a group of human beings facing each other, be-
ing well aware of the others’ presence. Conversely, Habermas is primarily concerned with an
auditory public which derives from impersonal contacts through means of communication
such as print media (Benhabib 2006: 311 f.). It is precisely the conception of public space as a
“space of appearance”, which makes Arendt’s model interesting for an analysis of the devel-
opment of public space in Hanoi. Arendt draws her conclusions from the Greek agora. She
depicts the public realm, in comparison to the private realm', as “the potential space of ap-
pearance between acting and speaking men” (Arendt 1958: 200). In her work, The Human
Condition, Arendt (1958: 25) outlines the specific role of “action” for human politics. In the
ancient city-state the bios politikos, the political “good life”, was constituted by action (prax-
is) and speech (lexis). In the Greek polis, “political” meant that everything was decided upon
through speech and persuasion (Arendt 1958: 26, 36).

In her analysis of Arendt’s work, Benhabib (1992: 77) suggests to differentiate between the
two types of public space presented by Arendt, namely an “agonistic space” and an “associa-
tional space”.” According to the “agonistic view”, the public realm is a competitive space
characterised by competition for recognition and precedence. It is “that space of appearance in
which moral and political greatness, heroism, and preeminence are revealed, displayed, shared
with others” (Benhabib 1992: 78), for example the Greek polis or the Roman res publica. In
contrast, the “associational view” postulates that public space evolves where men act together
in concert. This “action in concert” is critical as it produces power. For Arendt (1958: 200),
action and power are fundamental constituents of the public realm. Power arises, where peo-
ple act in concert and it disappears the moment people leave. Power keeps the public realm in
existence. It needs to be constantly actualised, otherwise it is likely to dissolve (Arendt 1958:
244). Thus, public spaces are considered to be “sites of power, of common action coordinated
through speech and persuasion” (Benhabib 1992: 78). In the associational view, the quality of

"'Nas (1993: 14, 61) defines a symbol as a form to which a certain meaning is ascribed. Thus, symbol-
ism is understood as the “attribution” of meaning. Urban symbols are public symbols.

12 For the ancient city-state, Arendt (1958: 28) states that the private and public realm were two separat-
ed entities; the “distinction between a private and a public sphere of life corresponds to the household and the
political realms”. The term oikia refers to the private sphere of the household. The private sphere is grounded in
the necessities of life, as men have to work to provide nourishment for the family and women give birth. Con-
versely, according to Aristotle, the “good life” meaning the bios politikos was determined by freedom from la-
bour and work as well as independence from the biological life process (Arendt 1958: 36 f.; Arendt 1978: 117).
Only those who were considered Athenian citizens possessed freedom from labour, and thus leisure time. “As
living beings, concerned with the preservation of life, men are confronted with and driven by necessity. Necessi-
ty must be mastered before the political ‘good life’ can begin, and it can be mastered only through domination.
Hence the freedom of ‘good life’ rests on the domination of necessity” (Arendt 1978: 117). Yet, with the emer-
gence of the modern nation-state, and the “rise of the social”, the distinction between the private and public
realm was blurred (Arendt 1958: 28).

" The distinction between “agonistic” and “associational” space is made along two of Arendt’s major
works, The Origins of Totalitarianism, and The Human Condition.
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power outweighs the topographical quality of space, a critical aspect for an analysis of public
space in Hanoi.

Correspondingly, Mitchell (2003: 34) argues that:

“Implicit in much theorizing about the public sphere is the assumption that the provision
of an adequate space (or in some renderings, an adequate technology) will perforce cre-
ate a vibrant public sphere. The proliferation of and perhaps democratic control over
places to meet, gather and interact (whether these places be town squares, electronic
communities, televisions chat shows, or the ‘media’) are often seen as sufficient to the
creation of a public sphere”.

Likewise, Drummond (2000: 2380) qualifies the assumption of a correlation between public
space and public sphere by stating that “the ideals of the public sphere and the realities of
public space often do not coincide in Western societies”.

Zukin (1995: 45) defines public space “as places that are physically there, as geographical and
symbolic centres, as points of assembly where strangers mingle”. Sennett (2008: 38) adds the
attraction of several activities in one place to this definition. Yet, Mitchell (2003: 5) remarks
that the idea of public space as space of interaction and the co-mingling of strangers was nev-
er guaranteed, but “won through concerted struggle”. This point, made by Benhabib, Mitchell
and Drummond, is most crucial to the study of public spaces in Hanoi. This thesis argues that
a multiplicity of public spaces is emerging in Hanoi, yet differing to the degree of being “pub-
lic”. As Mitchell (2003: 35) outlines:

“(...), what makes a space public — a space in which the cry and demand for the right to

the city can be seen and heard — is often not its preordained ‘publicness.” Rather, it is
when, to fulfil a pressing need, some group or another takes space and through its ac-
tions makes it public”.

In this light, the focus of research lies on the social production of public spaces in the city
rather than taking their mere existence for granted.

Low (2001: 190, 194) states that space is produced and transformed within and through ac-
tion. The constitution of space is accompanied by negotiations of power relations.

Furthermore, Lefebvre (1991: 33, 129) declares that social realities only become real and con-
crete if they are inscribed in space." In other words, relations of production are manifested in
space in the forms of buildings, monuments, or works of art.

'* Bourdieu highlights the significance of the distribution of resources and commodities for an analysis
of space, identifying the possibilities of the appropriation of resources as an important factor. Bourdieu (1991:
27) distinguishes between physical and social space. Despite this differentiation, like Lefebvre, he emphasises
the interrelationship between the two. For him, social space is a structure of co-existent social positions. Social
space consists of social subspaces or so-called “fields”. The structure of these fields is based on the unequal
distribution of different kinds of capital. Therefore economic, intellectual, and art fields, etc., evolve. Social
space is almost completely realised within physical space. This realisation of social space in physical space is
manifested in the distribution of commodities, services, actors, and groups, as well as in their different possibili-
ties of appropriating commodities and services in physical space (Bourdieu 1991: 29). Yet, social and physical
space are not identical. Reified concretised social space equals appropriated physical space. The capability to
dominate appropriated space through the symbolic or material appropriation of distributed commaodities relies on
the specific capital. From the position of a social actor in physical space, conclusions can be drawn about his
position in social space (Bourdieu 1991: 26).
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In his work, The production of space, Lefebvre (1991: 11) ceases to regard space as the “pas-
sive locus of social relations”, but considers it to have an active “operational or instrumental”
role itself.” The result is a relational conception of space, a tripartite system of spatiality.
Within this system, he distinguishes between three spatial moments: “spatial practices”, “rep-
resentations of space”, and “spaces of representation”.'® Lefebvre regards the three spheres

dialectically inseparable from one another."’

Spatial practices concern the space of everyday production and reproduction. It is space that is
perceived to be real. “Perceived” space is that materialised empirical space that is directly
sensible. It has always been the traditional focus of all spatial disciplines (Prigge 1991: 106;
Soja 1996: 74). Spatial practices of society dominate and, at the same time, occupy space.
Soja (1996: 66) considers these practices to be “the process of producing the material form of
social spatiality”. Spatial practices ensure continuity and a certain degree of cohesion
(Lefebvre 1991: 33).

Representations of space comprise ideologies of the political technical domination of space
and are tied to the relations of production, and consequently to knowledge, signs and codes
(Lefebvre 1991: 33; Prigge 1991: 106). They are “conceived” spaces (Soja 1996: 67). Finally,
representations of space are to mediate between the space of the individual and the larger so-
cial and historical realities. Lefebvre describes this level as architecture, urban planning, na-
tion building and social engineering (Wegner 2002: 14 f.).

In contrast, spaces of representation comprise dominated and experienced space; in fact, it is
the “lived” space of “inhabitants” and “users” (Soja 1996: 36). It is distinct from the other two
moments of space, while at the same time it encompasses them. Moreover, embodying sym-
bolism, it is closely linked to the clandestine of social life and to art. It refers to space that is
experienced through the accompanying images and symbols. Finally, it superimposes physical
space by making symbolical use of its objects (Soja 1996: 68). Spaces of representation are
spaces of expression supplementing spatial practices and representations of space. This aspect
of space has the capacity to undermine the dominant order and discourse, and to imagine oth-
er spaces. Those resistant spaces that scrutinise existent social conditions might be found in
spaces of art, mythical, or pre-modern spaces (Lefebvre 1991: 33; Low et al. 2008: 54).

“Representational space is alive: it speaks. It has an affective kernel or centre: Ego, bed,
bedroom, dwelling, house; or: square, church, graveyard. It embraces the loci of pas-
sion, of action and of lived situations, and thus immediately implies time” (Lefebvre
1991: 42).

In sum, Prigge (1991: 106) locates the significance of Lefebvre’s conception of space in its
recognition of all three moments of space, in contrast to most other urban sociological ap-
proaches that remain restricted to the first and second moment. All three-spatial practices,
representations of space and spaces of representation-share the common characteristic that
they are all shaped by the workings of power (Soja 1996: 87). A further crucial aspect is the
concept’s emphasis on the role of communication and social interaction in the production of

' Both, Lefebvre (1991) and Foucault present a relational conception of space. For Foucault (1994:
178) space is no longer perceived as an empty container or void, but contemporary space is an ensemble of rela-
tions, which define emplacements. Emplacements are constituted by relations of proximity between elements
and points. Formally, these relations are described as grids, trees or series (Foucault 1994: 177 f.).

' This tripartition of space refers to Lacan’s distinction of “the real”, “the symbolic” and “the imagi-
nary”. With his recognition of the complexity of imaginary and symbolic processes embedded in space, Lefebvre
introduces a completely new approach to the analysis of space (Prigge 1991: 101).

' Although Lefebvre (1991: 40) stresses the necessity of the interconnectedness of the three moments
of social space, he adds that they only constitute a coherent whole under favourable circumstances, the estab-
lishment of a common language, a consensus and a code.
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space. Whereas representations of space are dominated by profit-seeking interests, meaning
that space is structured by market principles, spaces of representation are reliant on communi-
cation and social interaction between users and inhabitants. Furthermore, being lived spaces,
they are constituted by practices of everyday life. De Certeau (1984: xiv) regards practices of
everyday life as modes of resistance, evading discipline from within the sphere it is exercised
from. Through practices of everyday life, users are able to re-appropriate space governed by
the “techniques of sociocultural production” (De Certeau 1984: xiv).

In his work, The right to the city, an obvious reference to Lefebvre’s Le droit a la ville",
Mitchell (2003: 129) contends that public space actually evolves out of the dialectic between
representations of space and spaces of representation. Mitchell links the two spatial moments
to the two prevailing views of public space; that is as “a controlled and orderly retreat where
a properly behaved public might experience the spectacle of the city” (Mitchell 2003: 128) on
the one hand, and a space open for social interaction and unconstrained from coercion on the
other. Here, he succeeds in constructing an empirical analogy. According to Mitchell, repre-
sentations of space correspond to the controlled and ordered, whereas spaces of representation
are “appropriated” spaces, thereby becoming sites of oppositional political action. Conse-
quently, public spaces are spaces for representation, from which the demand for the right to
the city can be expressed and become visible (Mitchell 2003: 129).

In fact, Mitchell follows up on Arendt’s conception of public space as a space of appearance.
In this context, Benhabib (2006: 313) particularly stresses the relevance of face-to-face inter-
actions. Public space makes communication and interaction among private individuals possi-
ble, enabling them to form a public. Furthermore, it allows a formed collective to make itself
visible in the public arena of the city.

In conclusion, Arendt’s emphasis on the spatial location of public spheres implies the exist-
ence of plural public spaces”, an essential element for identifying a multiplicity of public
spaces in Hanoi. Moreover, focus is placed on understanding public spaces as socially pro-
duced entities, including the practices as well as the symbolic communicative function of pub-
lic space. Additionally, Habermas’ conception of public sphere, deriving from impersonal
contacts through means of communication, becomes most relevant with regard to the for-
mation of public opinion in virtual/digital space.” Although government ministries, the party
and/or other official organisations own print media and digital press in Vietnam (Kerkvliet
2001: 251), increasingly articles and letters to the editor critical to local politics are published.

Based on empirical data, the thesis will illustrate that a multiplicity of public spaces is evolv-
ing in Hanoi, of which some become ‘associational’ or ‘agonistic’ spaces, while others-public
in Zukin’s and Sennett’s definition-are primarily used for leisure and social or private eco-
nomic activities. Yet, this does not mean that the latter cannot be transformed into public
spaces in Arendt’s sense. The main premise is that public space is constantly redefined.

'8 According to Lefebvre (1996: 173), the “right to the city manifests itself as a superior form of rights:
right to freedom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and to inhabit”. Thus, Mitchell (2003: 6) con-
cludes that the right to the city is defined by debates about the accessibility of public space as well as forms of
exclusion.

' According to Howell (1993: 317) the acknowledgement of “competing notions of the common good”
of diverse communities, and thus Arendt’s emphasis on localism rather than on universalism is exactly what
distinguishes Arendt’s understanding of politics from Habermas’.

0 Habermas (1987: 225) in particular, points to the communicative function of the print media in the
18"/19™ century. It communicated and enforced the reasoning of private people assembled to form a public. He
contrasts the print media to today’s’ mass media, which instead of communicating reasoning shapes it. ,,Wah-
rend die Presse frither das Rdsonnement der zum Publikum versammelten Privatleute blof3 vermitteln und ver-
stirken konnte, wird dieses nun umgekehrt durch die Massenmedien erst geprigt™ (Habermas 1987: 225).
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Places of economic profit-making like the streets and sidewalks — the so-called “pavement
economy” (Forbes 1996a: 62) — or leisure spaces like Thong Nhat Park can from time to time
be turned into spaces of “concerted struggle” as well.”!

1.1 Data collection and analysis

The data presented in this thesis were collected during a one year field research from Septem-
ber 2007 until September 2008. Two additional short-term visits were conducted in March
and December 2010. The required data were assessed through a triangulation of qualitative,
mainly ethnographic, and quantitative methods. Major methods of data collection were partic-
ipant observation, semi-structured and narrative interviews, expert interviews, newspaper
analysis, as well as a review of literature.

To date, research on public space by Vietnamese scholars has primarily focused on the trans-
formation, as well as the usage of public space within housing units. Most studies deal with
public spaces such as playgrounds and courtyards in public housing estates established during
the Socialist urban planning period.”> However, rather than taking the social production of
public space into account, these studies look at public space as an object of planning. The
Vietnamese term for public space khong gian cong cong--khong gian literally meaning space
and cong cong public--hints towards a rather technocratic approach. The term is mainly
adopted from the field of urban planning and architecture. Another translation of public space
is put forward by the Vietnamese architect Pham Trong Thuat. He introduces the term khong
gian sinh hoat cong cong, which besides space (khong gian), also denotes living activities
(sinh hoat) in public (cong cong) (Pham Trong Thuat 2002: 98). However, the problem re-
mains that both terms are not used colloquially. This was also one of the main experiences
during the fieldwork; when asked about their usage of public space, respondents simply did
not know what was being referred to. Instead, it needed to be asked where they liked to go to
during their free time (di choi). A frequent answer was that they enjoy to “go out on the
street” (ra ngoai duong). In these responses, an emic distinction between private and public is
immanent since “public” appears to be associated with “going out”. Other interviewees an-
swered more precisely by naming a specific form of public space like a “park” (cong vien) or
the “lakeside” (bo ho).

Participant observation was carried out within four “public” spaces at the municipal level, and
several local public spaces on the ward level. The samples were selected following an opera-
tionalisation of public space according to Zukin’s (1995: 45) definition “as places that are
physically there, as geographical and symbolic centers, as points of assembly where strangers
mingle”. According to these criteria, the following four places were identified at the munici-
pal level: Ba Dinh Square, Ly Thai To Square, Lenin Monument, and Thong Nhat Park. Dur-
ing field research, minutes of observation and photos of the examined places were regularly
taken at different times of the day.

! Benhabib (1992: 80) criticizes Arendt for her “phenomenological essentialism” in the way that she
assigns work and labour to the private realm alone. In this manner, all struggles and negotiations linked to topics
of work and labour become ultimately excluded from public space. Benhabib argues against this that work and
labour will become a topic of public discourse if they are subject to “asymmetrical power relations” that are
disputed and challenged. Again, the reference to power is critical. Activities of labour and work are always
linked to power differentials, and therefore can become public spaces or more precisely sites of public spheres,
where negotiations take place. It is in this sense, that the pavement economy in Hanoi is turned into a public
space. In the case of the pavement economy, work and labour have been set on the public agenda of the city.

*2 See for example the works by Pham Trong Thuat (2002), and Tran Hoai Anh and E. Dalholm (2005).
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Adopting the method of thick description™ the collected data was brought into “an inspectable
form” (Geertz 1973: 19) and therefore an image of the studied places could be drawn com-
prising diverse activities and events occurring in a specific space at a particular time.

A further part of the fieldwork consisted of a case study on the practices and materiality of
local public spaces in the urban ward of Ngoc Ha. Comprising a whole string of former vil-
lage communities, public spaces in this foremost residential area consist of sacred spaces such
as communal houses, Buddhist pagodas, and temples, as well as local markets and lakesides.
Here, again the method of participant observation was applied. In addition, semi-structured
and narrative interviews with residents of the urban ward as well as semi-structured and open
interviews with members of the management boards of Ngoc Ha, Dai Yen and Huu Tiep
Communal Houses were conducted.

Information on the history of the studied places was obtained from the review of documents in
National Archive No. 1 as well as in the National Library Hanoi. Most of the data acquired
there stem from the colonial period.

In addition, expert interviews with sociologists, social anthropologists, historians, geogra-
phers, and architects of the Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences and the Vietnam Nation-
al University Hanoi were conducted.

With respect to the role of the media in the course of political will formation, newspaper anal-
ysis was applied as a further method. The main focus was on two daily newspapers: Thanh
Nien and An Ninh Thu Do. Thanh Nien, literally meaning “youth”, is the official organ of the
Vietnam National Youth Federation with its head office in Ho Chi Minh City. An Ninh Thu
Do 1is the official Hanoi police newspaper. Furthermore, Tuoi Tre, Tien Phong and Ha Noi
Moi Newspapers, and their digital versions and internet platforms such as VietNamNet, were
also analysed. Additionally, platforms for debate such as letters to the editor or digital discus-
sion fora were of major concern for the analysis.

Quantitative data was acquired from secondary sources such as newspaper articles, World
Bank reports, and reports by the United Nations. Quantitative data on the usage and amount of
area of public space in Hanoi was attained from the Comprehensive Urban Development Pro-
gramme in Hanoi Capital City of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam (HAIDEP 2007a, 2007b)
prepared by the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) in cooperation with the Peo-
ple’s Committee of Hanoi.

2 In his semiotic approach to culture, Geertz (1973: 14) depicts culture as “interworked systems of con-
struable signs”. Consequently, culture constitutes a context, in which events, institutions, behaviour, etc., can be
thickly described. These symbol systems can best be accessed by studying events, as cultural forms are articulat-
ed through social action (Geertz 1973: 5, 17). According to Geertz, the advantage of thick description lies in its
generalisation within cases as compared to the generalisation across cases. Thus, the primary objective is not the
codification of abstract regularities, which is the task of theory building, but ethnographic description is rather
microscopic (Geertz 1973: 26). Nonetheless, the anthropologist has to face the same “grand realities” as political
scientists, sociologists, historians, etc., do, albeit in a smaller or more “homely context”, where the anthropolo-
gist has “extended acquaintances with extremely small matters” (Geertz 1973: 21). These so-called “grand reali-
ties” comprise power, change, faith, authority, violence, prestige, etc. “It is with the kind of material produced by
long-term, mainly (though not exclusively) qualitative, highly participative, and almost obsessively fine-comb
field study in confined contexts that the mega-concepts with which contemporary social science is afflicted —
legitimacy, modernization, integration, conflict, charisma, structure, ... meaning — can be given the sort of sensi-
ble actuality that makes it possible to think not only realistically and concretely about them, but, what is more
important, creatively and imaginatively with them” (Geertz 1973: 23).
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2 Hanoi’s Urbanism

According to Wheatley (1969: 8 f.), modern urban theory has neglected to date the “genre of
urbanism characteristic of the traditional world”. Most studies focus on the modern industrial-
ised city as it exists in America, Europe and Japan, and only few are concerned with the
“cosmo-magical symbolism” inherent to the traditional city. This pre-industrial urban form
mediated between the mundane and the sacred and it is exactly this linkage between the pro-
fane and the sacred that determines Hanoi’s urbanism.

2.1 Early State Formation

In his assessment of early state formation in Southeast Asia, Wertheim (1980) differentiates
between inland states and harbour principalities; he distinguishes the first as entities that are
closely linked to the sacred, while the economic base of the latter is built on trade and com-
merce. Early state formation in Vietnam followed the principles of inland states. After gaining
independence from China in the 11" century the Ly Dynasty (1010-1225) introduced a cen-
tralised administrative system that allowed for control over territory and population in the Red
River Delta. In 1054, Dai Co Viet was renamed in Dai Viet (Taylor 1991: 281). Political cen-
tralisation was recognised as a necessary means to maintain independence from China. The
territory included fertile lands favouring wet-rice cultivation and consequently the centralised
state’s source of revenues was agricultural production. In 1010, King Ly Thai To installed the
royal capital of Thang Long along the banks of the Red River. Geographically, the area repre-
sented the centre of the kingdom’s territory; later it became the cult centre from which the
territory was controlled and towards which the state was oriented (Wheatley 1971: 264).**

According to Wheatley (1969: 9), the capital was able to mediate between the sacred and pro-
fane worlds. He explains that in religions where human order emerged at the creation of the
world, cosmogony was dramatised through the creation of a “reduced version of the cosmos”
- or, in Eliade’s (1957: 26) terms, an “imago mundi” - on earth, which usually found its physi-
cal expression in the state capital (Wheatley 1969: 10). Thus, the capital was a ceremonial site
establishing a cosmo-magical symbolism. Accordingly Wheatley argues:

“..., the representative capitals of the traditional world were axes mundi where it was
possible to effect an ontological transition between the worlds, quintessentially sacred
enclaves within which man could proclaim the knowledge that he shared with the gods
and dramatize the cosmic truth that had been revealed to him. As such they were more
often than not constructed as imagines mundi with the cosmogony as paradigmatic
model, islands of sacred symbolism in the intrinsically hostile continuum of profane
space. They were theatres for the performance of the rituals and ceremonies which
guaranteed man’s liberation from the terrors of the natural world” (Wheatley 1969: 26
f.).

Apart from its mediating function, the capital also held a redistributive function as well. In
fact, it was a sacred centre of re-distribution. Wheatley (1971: 264) asserts that the approriat-
ive role of the centre consisted of its rights over the disposal of specific goods.” This devel-
opment was made possible through the generation of a centralising power whose authority

*In his work The Birth of Vietnam Keith Taylor (1991) provides a balanced view of the early history of
Vietnam by drawing on both Chinese and Vietnamese sources.

> Wheatley (1971: 265) presents the impressive example of Angkor, where foundations of temple steles
indicate that precious commodities such as gold and silver, sandalwood, diamonds, etc., as well as thousands of
people were offered to shrines in order to worship the gods. Most data stems from the period of Jayavarman VII.,
a follower of Buddhism.
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was acknowledged by formalised sanctions and the evolution of new social institutions
(Wheatley 1971: 267).

In his work, Oriental Despotism, Wittfogel (1957) introduces the concept of a “hydraulic so-
ciety”, which is characterised by a strong centralised state bureaucracy. He argues that the
need for organisation and management of large irrigation systems results in the evolution of a
powerful bureaucracy that assumes coordinating functions. This “hydraulic bureaucracy” was
able to mobilise the maximum labour force through hydraulic corvee®, allowing for an expan-
sion of agricultural production in order to attain socio-economic development. Wittfogel con-
tends that rule over water finally resulted in a “total and despotic” government (Wheatley
1971: 289 f.). However, Wittfogel’s theory met diverse criticism. In particular, Wheatley
(1971: 289) challenges the “analytical value of a theory which is so generalized that it tells us
little more than that all these rulers were despotic (however, that term be defined), and that
they ruled with the aid of corps of bureaucrats”. Moreover, he criticises Wittfogel’s single
criterion of comparison, which is “the evolution of Western-style institutions”, in combination
with despotism, which is a “sociologically unacceptable concept” (Wheatley 1971: 291). Fur-
thermore, Eberhard (1954 cited Wheatley 1971: 292) illustrates that large-scale hydraulic
constructions in China were built mainly for transportation. The labour force for these edifices
was mobilised through cooperative action at the local level or by a district official rather than
the central government. It is under the influence of this extensive critique’’ that Wheatley
(1971: 297) concludes:

“In the light of this consensus we have no choice but to deny irrigation the role of an au-
tonomous causative factor in the emergence of primary urban forms. At best it can have
been but a component in an extremely intricate network of cause and effect. As for the
large-scale hydraulic systems to whose managerical requirements Wittfogel ascribed the
power of generating coercive bureaucratic controls, they appear to have been more a re-
sult than a cause of the emergence of state and urban organizations. This is not to deny,
however, that irrigation was often one of a group of functionally interrelated factors op-
erating to augment agricultural productivity, and thus to facilitate the realization of a so-
cial surplus whenever a locus of power had crystallized out in society”.

In sum, although Wheatley does not deny the requirement of a superordinate authority to mo-
bilise large numbers of the labour force, he determines that for such constructions an authority
was presupposed, not the other way round. Consequently, ceremonial centres qualify as urban
forms as they symbolise the transformation from a predominantly reciprocative structure to a
“superordinate redistributive mode of economic integration”, resulting in the formation of
“effective economic space”. Overall, the city was a “sacred space, the sanctified habitabilis of
a group integrated politically, socially and economically by the reallocative functions of the
central shrine” (Wheatley 1971: 389).

*% In Northern Vietnam, hydraulic corvee was used to maintain the dyke system of the royal capital. As
Thang Long was constructed below the level of the Red River, there was already a network of dykes called La
Thanh erected in the 8" century.

7 With respect to Vietnam, Wheatley (1971: 296) asserts that the lower Mekong valley is almost the on-
ly area of nuclear urbanism that does not completely contradict Wittfogel’s thesis. Chinese annals report of a
kingdom in the first century AD called B’iu-nam which had hydraulic systems of considerable size. Yet, as the
history of the kingdom still is elliptical, it is unclear how these systems chronologically related to the formation
of cities in the lower Mekong region. Furthermore, prehistoric remnants of small-scale hydraulic systems were
found in the Gio-Linh uplands of Quang Tri Province, but then again a state apparatus was not involved in the
organisation of labour force.
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2.1.1 The Vietnamese ruler: sacred and profane authority

According to Wheatley (1969: 18), Asian capitals “were the material instruments of a particu-
lar political theory”, and therefore established a relationship between the political system and
its urban form. In Vietnam, the overall power of the ruler was represented in the highly cen-
tralised administrative system as well as in Hanoi’s outstanding position within Vietnam’s
urban system.

The Vietnamese ruler was called vua or vuong, corresponding to the Chinese term for king,
wang. The king was a tributary of the Chinese emperor, which might explain why he was not
referred to as “emperor”. The king’s responsibility was to mediate between the transcendental
and the secular. In this sense, he had to fulfil two major functions. First, as he was the chosen
one, he was to guide his subjects to moral action. He was responsible for the maintenance of
social justice and order. Second, in his role as high priest, he had to make oblations to deities
in order to achieve peace and prosperity for his followers (Chapuis 1995: 197; Cima 1987).

In reference to Weber’s definition of domination, the political theory of precolonial Vietnam
can be regarded a composition of both “traditional” and “charismatic” domination.”® The tra-
ditional character of domination was built on the common belief in the sacredness of the
“mandate of heaven”. The ruler’s legitimacy was based on his virtue. In turn, his virtuousness
constituted the foundation for charismatic domination. His subjects obeyed his rule because
they believed in his morality; only a virtuous ruler was deemed capable of preventing his peo-
ple from suffering.

Although it was not until the 15™ century that Confucianism officially became state doctrine,
Confucian ethics exerted great impact on the institutionalisation of power relations in Vi-
etnam.” Vietnamese society was structured along the following “three bonds” (tam cuong):
first, the subject’s submission to the ruler; second, the child’s submission to the parents; and
third the wife’s submission to the husband (Woodside 2001: 196). At the top of the social
pyramid was the king followed by princes, courtiers, military commanders and civil officials,
who all expected obedience from common subjects (Marr 2004: 28 f.). Woodside (1976: 29)
remarks that in principle, the emperor and mandarins cared little about the people’s livelihood

and the people in turn “knew nothing about the inner business of the imperial bureaucracy”.”

The organisation of society along the three bonds resulted in the pre-eminence of vertical rela-
tionships. This stands in sharp contrast to the mandala ideologies of other Southeast Asian
inland states. In the mandala structure, power radiated horizontally from the centre in concen-
tric circles. By contrast, in Vietnam political ideology functioned along vertical ties institu-
tionalised in an administrative hierarchy extending from the capital down to the village (Marr
2004: 47).

** In many works on the history of Vietnam, the term “feudalism” is applied to describe the political
system during dynastic rule. However, Lockhart and Duiker (2006: 133) remark that “generally speaking the
model of feudalism is not a comfortable fit for much of Vietnamese history”. The only period that bore “some
resemblance to European feudalism” was the reign of the Tran Dynasty, during which large estates were owned
by members of the royal family and nobles, thus controlling land and man power.

% Although the rise of the Ly Dynasty marked the development of an empire independent from China, it
must be noted that the Ly kings maintained many of the political and social institutions introduced by the Chi-
nese. In particular, political institutions were built upon Confucianism (Nguyen D. Chi 1996).

% Woodside (1976: 29) contends that the concern of “society” and the workings of the “nation” were
actually disassociated from each other.
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2.2 Administrative system during dynastic rule

On the local level, the rural village (xa) was the basic unit of administration. The specific
characteristic of the village lay in its position as both an administrative unit and a social enti-
ty.”! The social structure of the village consisted of family clans. Village lineages were to pre-
serve the survival of the family line (Phan Huy Le 2006: 28). Beyond family authority, the
ruling authority in the village was the council of notables (hoi dong ky muc).** It consisted of
male elders who supervised internal affairs according to customary rules (tuc le). The village
head (ly truong) was usually a young man aspiring to belong to the notables one day. The
main responsibility of the village council was to protect the village’s interests against the out-
side world (Marr 2004: 29). Accordingly, the specific tasks of the village officers and nota-
bles were divided into internal and external affairs. Internal affairs comprised the periodic
reallocation of public land, resolution of intra-village disputes, punishment of villagers for
minor crimes, and the collection of fees for the maintenance of local facilities. Conversely,
external affairs included the organisation of the protection against outside thieves, communi-
cation with neighbouring villages, as well as the interaction with higher administrative levels.
In the decision-making process, the council was not the only organ of power but also main-
tained a participatory attribute through the council’s consultation of other village organisa-
tions, like the literati association, lineage councils, brotherhoods and neighbourhood groups.
In sum, the village society arranged itself according to hierarchical principles, while searching
for elite consensus (Marr 2004: 30 f.).

Above the village was the commune. The commune head was chosen by the village elders in
approval with the district mandarin. Beyond this was the canton (tong), often comprising fish-
ing villages, tenant housing on estates, artisan clusters, and guild quarters.*® The canton chiefs
were elected by the district or prefecture mandarins from a list passed on from below. Canton
officials acted as intermediaries between the villages/communes and the district level. They
informed the higher levels about the villages’ difficulties and aspirations. Additionally, they
were to assist the district mandarin in collecting taxes, conscripting soldiers, and organising
corvee labour for public works. The district magistrate (z7i huyen) was in charge on the distric
level. He represented the emperor’s power in the province. His tasks included the enforcement
of quotas set by higher levels, dispensing social justice, monitoring economic conditions, as
well as looking for signs of unrest (Marr 2004: 33). In order to supervise the villages, district
magistrates travelled from place to place by palankeen or boat to make allies and to exchange
favours (Marr 2004: 34). Although some districts were the site of a market place or artisans’
settlements, Marr (2004: 34) maintains that the district did not bear the same functions of a
town.

3! Before dynastic times, villages used to be autonomous entities headed by a male leader called gia
lang. His leadership was legitimised by his experience and prestige. The monarchy made use of this natural
community to form the basic administrative unit of xa, which denotes village. Under the Le Dynasty the so-
called xa finally became the organisational template at the bottom of the state ladder (Marr 2004: 32; Phan Huy
Le 2006: 32). Marr (2004: 32) remarks that most of the communities kept on referring to itself internally as /ang,
thon or ap. Phan Huy Le (2006: 28) adds that the actual Vietnamese term for village (lang) was mainly used in
folksongs, proverbs and vernacular literature.

32 GroBheim (2004: 55) reports that the Ly Dynasty tried to exert direct rule over villages by appointing
mandarins (xa quan) on the village level. Their main tasks were the collection of taxes, the recruitment of villag-
ers for the corvee and military service. In 1280, the annals first mention the existence of councils of notables (koi
dong ky muc) that officials had to consult.

3 Marr (2004: 33) remarks that the canton often was less a functioning government unit than a satisfac-
tion of the local elites’ demand for official titles.

23



A collection of three to five districts formed a prefecture (phu).”* During the rule of the Le
(1428-1788) and Nguyen (1802-1945) Dynasties, the prefecture had a predominantly adminis-
trative function. The walled compound comprised a mandarinal hall, the official residences as
well as the warehouse where taxes were stored (Marr 2004: 34). Thus, even within the prefec-
ture a segregation was evident between the sphere of officialdom and the sphere of common-
ers.

Unlike the canton and district, provincial capitals of the 19" century exhibited distinct urban
qualities, often including a citadel which served as a military site, shops, and leisure spaces
such as tea houses and ateliers. The population of provincial towns rarely exceeded 5,000
inhabitants (Marr 2004: 35). Moreover, Marr (2004: 35) remarks that there was a functional
division between the official and economic sphere introduced by the emperor. He argues that
“[w]here commercial centres did exist, it seems that the emperor chose to position the provin-
cial capital elsewhere to avoid pollution by merchants, money lenders and foreigners”. The
ruler’s fear of commercial elites gaining political power and contesting his rule was certainly
one reason for this preference. A further explanation may relate to the low-level reputation of
traders in Vietnamese society rooted in Confucianism. Traditionally, society was divided into
four strata; scholars (si), peasants (nong), craftsmen (cong) and traders (thuong) and accord-
ingly, traders were viewed as subordinates to society.

In conclusion, during the pre-colonial administrative system, larger settlements existed but
only few were to develop urban features like the provincial towns. The concentration of ad-
ministrative functions in these agglomerates is striking. Moreover, the spatial exclusion of
specific social groups, such as traders, already hints towards a critical element of Hanoi’s ur-
banism, the exclusiveness of space associated with officialdom and sacredness.

2.2.1 Vietnam’s urban system

The first Vietnamese succession settlements documented by Vietnamese archaeologists are
settlements along the northern and western fringes of the Red River and Ma River Delta da-
ting from the 3™ millennium BC. The largest of these settlements is associated with the site of
the ancient capital of the Hung kings. The Hung kingdom of Van Lang is believed to have
ruled from 7™ century BC. Around this time the different cultures of Northern Vietnam were
united under “the influence of the oldest bronze-using culture”, marking the beginning of the
so-called Dong Son Culture (Taylor 1991: 4). However, the first recorded kingdom is the Au
Lac kingdom (258 B.C. - 207 B. C.). Under its reign, Co Loa, located thirty-five kilometres
north of present day Hanoi, formed the centre, the first reported fortified Vietnamese city.
Keyes (1977 cited Douglass et al. 2002: 1-8) refers to this kind of city as “garrison city”, a
construction that was also maintained by the Han military administrators during the Chinese
occupation in 32 BC. They founded small garrisons in the populous northern and western
fringes of the Red River Delta, next to ethnic Vietnamese settlements along important
transport routes. These prefectures served as barracks for troops, centres of administration,
entrepots, and market places, as well as points for cultural and religious exchange (Douglass
et al. 2002: 1-9). This early stage of urbanisation in Vietnam provides evidence of urban fea-
tures as, proposed by Weber (1978: 1213 f.), who defines the city as an administrative as well
as an economic centre whose core is constituted by the market place.

In the 5™ century, the Chinese founded a military station in the province of Tong Binh at the
estuary where the To Lich River flows into the Red River. In the 7t century, this settlement
was made the capital of the Vietnamese protectorate, which was at that time called Annam.

** Marr (2004: 34) argues that in the 19" century, the prefecture duplicated the role of the district, espe-
cially in South-Central and Southern Vietnam.

24



Subsequently, in the 9™ century, the fortification of the citadel was enlarged and the site was
named Dai La. After the defeat of the Chinese in 938 A.D., Ngo Quyen reinstalled the capital
of his dynasty in Co Loa. However, his reign only lasted thirty years. In 968, he was over-
thrown by Dinh Bo Linh, a local chieftain, who then renamed himself Dinh Tien Hoang. He
brought political unity to the country, naming it Dai Co Viet (Great Viet) (Taylor 1991: 281).
Dinh Tien Hoang shifted the capital to Hoa Lu (968-1009), far away from the Chinese border
and about 100 km south of present-day Hanoi (Waibel 2002: 52). To guarantee independence
from China, he sent a delegation, as well as triennial tributary payments, to China thereby
accepting its suzerainty (Cima 1987). Finally, in 1010 King Ly Thai To installed the royal
capital of Thang Long close to the site of the former Chinese Dai La citadel, thereby deter-
mining the location of present-day Hanoi.

Except for the royal capital of Thang Long, there is not much evidence of any other large ur-
ban agglomerations during medieval times. Under the rule of the Ly and the Tran Dynasty
(1225-1400), Thang Long remained the royal capital. It was only in 1400 that the capital was
periodically transferred to Thanh Hoa Province. In 1407, Thang Long was returned to its for-
mer status, as result of the invasion of the Ming Dynasty from China (Nguyen Vinh Phuc
1995: 45). 1t is reported that under the rule of the Le Dynasty some urban settlements in the
north, as well as in the south, emerged as economic and political centres. Pho Hien, Vi Hoang,
Phu Xuan, Thanh Ha, Hoi An, Tran Bien and Ben Nghe are the major cities that came into
existence during this period. Except for Phu Xuan, present-day Hue, and Hoi An, these cities
never had the potential to severely challenge Hanoi’s dominant role as political centre. It was
only in economic terms that the new cities were able to contest Hanoi’s hegemony. In particu-
lar, the harbour city of Hoi An, located in Central Vietnam, took on an important role in the
entrepot trade between China and Japan. It competed with other Asian port cities, such as Ma-
cao (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 281; Wheeler 2006: 165). In the 17/18" century, the Nguyen
lords were able to form an opposing power in the South based on Hoi An’s commercial poten-
tial. Charles Wheeler (2006: 167) marks that foreign trade was a crucial point in the Nguyen’s
opposition to the Trinh clan reigning in the Northern city of Thang Long.*” Through the estab-
lishment of mercantile links, the Nguyen were able to obtain weapons, revenue and infor-
mation about their adversary’s activities. The port of Hoi An was attractive to merchants be-
cause of the court’s guarantee to provide a haven where merchants could “safely gather”.*
The ruler himself did not reside within the harbour principality of Hoi An, but in Cham Garri-
son founded in 1602. This garrison was located away from the sea and Hoi An, overlooking
the local riverside market of Sai Giang. The location of the religious centre, consisting of
Long Hung Monastery and a temple on Buu Chau hill, a sacred space for the Cham®’, indi-
cates the Nguyen’s political focus on the hinterland (Wheeler 2006: 171 ff.). Notwithstanding
this contestation of its function as political and sacred centre, Thang Long remained the capi-
tal of the Vietnamese kingdom until 1802, when the newly established Nguyen Dynasty shift-
ed the royal capital to Phu Xuan.

Overall, the centralised political system with its basis in the royal capital did not leave much
room for the rise of other cities with a political function. Comparing urban development in
Vietnam and Europe during medieval times, the absence of anything coming close to the sort

* The Le Dynasty formally ruled the country, after a short period of Chinese domination, from 1428
until 1788. The political power of the Le Dynasty was diminshed by conflicts between the Trinh lords in the
North and the Nguyen lords in the South, which lasted from the 16™ century until 1788 (Cima 1987).

36 This is also the literal meaning of Hoi An (Wheeler 2006: 167).

37 Up to the 10™ century, the region around Hoi An, present-day Quang Nam Province, comprised the
political and religious centre of the Kingdom of Champa (Chiem Thanh). The Champa Empire was based on
Hinduism and Sanskrit. In 1471, the kingdom of Dai Viet under King Le Thanh Tong conquered the Champa
territory. In reaction, the Champa kingdom took refuge in the South. Its final collapse is dated much later in 1832
(Wheeler 2006: 174).
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of “Free Cities” that existed in Europe is recognisable. The only kind of settlement discussed
in the literature that could have been classified autonomous was the Vietnamese village.*®
Corresponding to the motto, Stadtluft macht frei (“city air makes you free”), the Vietnamese
believed in the adage, “the laws of the king are less than the customs of the village” (phep vua
thua le lang). In general, Phan Huy Le (2006: 32) argues that village-state relations were
characterised by both cooperation and confrontation.

In terms of autonomy, there was no constitution determining the ruler’s interference in village
affairs. However, in practice, the king’s rule over the whole territory permitted the confisca-
tion of land. This ambiguity is best demonstrated by the two more or less contradicting say-
ings, “the laws of the king are less than the customs of the village”, in contrast to “[t]here is
no land under the vault of heaven that does not belong to the king” (pho thien chi ha, mac phi
vuong tho). On one hand, villagers were well aware of the fact that what was granted by the
ruler could easily be taken away. On the other hand, kings refrained from intervention into
village affairs because they anticipated that compliance to royal edicts was low and could not
be sustainably enforced (Marr 2004: 32). Consequently, rulers in Vietnam had to face prob-
lems similar to those of Southeast Asian mandala states. However, whereas within the manda-
la state, power vanished at the periphery, the central authority of the Vietnamese king dimin-
ished at lower administrative units, and hence along vertical lines.

2.2.2 Spatial enclosure: the sacred and the profane

A typical feature of both urban areas and villages was the replication of power differentials in
space. Physical boundaries in the form of walls, fences, moats, etc., indicated different
spheres of power. The distinction made between community and strangers, the sacred and the
profane found its spatial manifestation in the demarcation of territory. The result is an exclu-
siveness of spaces associated with officialdom.

In urban areas the citadel was a crucial characteristic. The most common form was the afore-
mentioned garrison city, a fortified settlement (Douglass et al. 2002: 1-9). Analogous to the
garrison city, physical boundaries defined the village territory. Most often this limitation con-
sisted of a bamboo hedge, sometimes amended by an earth wall or moat. The hedge was re-
garded a common property resource, therefore its maintenance was integrated into village
statutes. A further similarity to cities is the orientation of the four gates towards the cardinal
points. Access to the village was controlled. At night gates were closed and watched by
guards. In front of these gates there was usually a banyan or kapok tree planted. In the trees’
shadow, tea and cake stalls were set up to serve refreshments to villagers returning home from
fieldwork. The main lane consisted of a larger path leading into the village, which then split
up into smaller alleys, which narrowed the deeper they went into the village (Nguyen Khac
Tung 1993: 13 1.).

Villagers’ private space was also protected against outside intrusion. The concrete delineation
of a family’s land hints towards the early conception of private property. Comparable to Chi-
nese settlements, lots were marked by stones laid out on the four corners of the territory. Fur-
thermore, the lot was surrounded by a fence or wall (Nguyen Khac Tung 1993: 16). Geoman-
tic principles dictated that a private house would never face a road, dike or another house per-
pendicularly. The shape of the house signified the wealth of the owner. Rich people tended to
build their house in a U-shape with the main house comprising two wings and a courtyard in
the middle. Mandarins sometimes built H-shape houses. Among farmers it was common to
construct L-shape dwellings. The main edifice had to face the south or southeast, as it was

¥ For elaborations on the rural village in Northern Vietnam see Phan Huy Le et al. (1993), GroBheim
(1997, 2004), Endres (2000), Nguyen Quang Ngoc (2009).
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believed that evil powers could enter from the north with the cold wind in winter (Nguyen
Khac Tung 1993: 17). The private house was surrounded by a veranda. This veranda desig-
nated a “transition space” between the house, which was considered an artificial space, and its
natural surroundings (Nguyen Khac Tung 1993: 19).

Apart from the market, villagers’ social interaction mainly occurred within sacred spaces.
These comprised the Buddhist pagoda (chua), the temple (den), the communal house (dinh),
and the temple to worship scholars (van chi). Both the Buddhist pagoda’s and the communal
house’s construction were financed by villagers’ contributions. In the communal house, the
tutelary deity is worshipped, whereas the temple is used to honour a national hero or benefi-
cent deity. A smaller temple which is dedicated to other genii is the mieu. Unlike the other
sacred spaces of the village, it often lies in “out-of-the-way places” like a hillside, riverbank
or the village’s outskirts. The van chi serves the cult of Confucius as well as “the manes of
laureates of mandarinal competitions who were natives of the village” (Nguyen Khac Tung
1993: 14). It is often centrally located, for instance next to the main gate, with an open terrace
on which a raised platform serves as an altar (Nguyen Khac Tung 1993: 15 f.).

In this system of sacred spaces, the communal house is unique due to its incorporation of
overlapping spheres of power during pre-colonial and colonial times. On one hand, the com-
munal house represents a sacred space where the village deity was, and still is, worshipped on
specific dates of the lunar calendar. On the other, it formed an official space, namely the ad-
ministrative centre of the community, where the village council assembled and taxes were
collected. Moreover, it was an exclusive space, where access was granted based on gender
and social reputation. Endres (2000: 29) determines that so-called “strangers” (ngoai tich) or
“non-natives” (dan ngoai) were only accepted as members of the village community after
having lived in the community for three generations. Only then they were granted access to
assemblances in the communal hall. The semiotics of the communal house and its redefinition
over time will be elaborated on in Chapter 4 which discusses the correlation between sacrality
and public.

In conclusion, different categories of space determined by their degree of accessibility seem
to have existed from the earliest settlements in Vietnam onwards. A distinction between pri-
vate and public spaces was both inherent in urban areas and in villages.

2.3 Thang Long — mediation between the mundane and the sacred

According to the founding legend, King Ly Thai To saw a dragon rise into the sky when he
approached the citadel of Dai La (Logan 2000: 26).”” Therefore he chose to locate the royal
capital on this site and gave it the name Thang Long, which translates into “ascending drag-
on”. Additionally, Pedelahore (2001a: 42) notes that the location of Thang Long was selected
based on geomantic principles, or more precisely the trilogy of harmony between heaven,
earth and human. Likewise the royal edict on the capital’s foundation states:

“Furthermore, Dai La citadel that is the ancient citadel of Lord Cao Bien is situated in
the space between Heaven and Earth, in the location where the dragon is coiled and the
tiger crouching. The capital is laid out on North-South East-West axes and is favourably
situated with regard to the mountains and river. The site is large and flat, the fields high
and well enough exposted. The population is protected against high water and floods.
Everything there flourishes and prospers. It is a most beautiful site where men and rich-

** Dai La citadel was built by the Chinese governour Kao P’ien according to geomantic principles (Ma-
drolle 1923: 16).
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es from the four cardinal points converge” (Tran Quoc Vuong, Nguyen Vinh Long 1977
cited Logan 2000: 34).

Unlike the Theravada-Buddhist centres of other inland states in Mainland Southeast Asia,
Thang Long was built according to the Chinese conception of urban space. Wheatley (1971:
423) states that the Chinese city was surrounded by a high wall. The city’s gate-towers were
used to project the ruler’s authority, with reference to the four cardinal points. Overall, the

city was characterised by a centripetal orientation denominating a symbolic focus on the cen-
tre (Wheatley 1971: 426). Accordingly,

“[t]he city gates, where power generated at the axis mundi flowed out from the ceremo-
nial complex towards the cardinal points of the compass, possessed heightened symbol-
ic significance which, in virtually all Asian urban traditions, was expressed in massive
constructions whose size far exceeded that necessary for the performance of their mun-
dane functions of access and defence” (Wheatley 1969: 16).

In the spatial outline of the city, the North-South axis played an important role. It presented
the the symbolism of “an ominous, threatening north opposed to a benign, auspicious south”
(Wheatley 1969: 17). The more important official buildings were arranged along this axis,
facing towards the south.

In contrast to the cities of ancient Hindu and Mahayana Southeast Asia where temples were
located at the most sacred site formed by the axis mundi, in China the seat of the secular au-
thority, or more specifically the royal palace, was erected on this site. Wheatley (1969: 12)
argues that this difference is due to the concern in Chinese culture “with the ordering of socie-
ty in this world rather than with personal salvation in a future life”. In the imperial Chinese
capital, the royal palace corresponded to the Pole Star (Pei-Ch en), which was believed to be
“the residence at the axis of the universe whence T’ai-1 watched over the southerly world of
men” (Wheatley 1969: 13). For the royal capital Thang Long it is difficult to determine
whether it was a temple that followed the Hindu/Mahayana principle or the royal palace ac-
cording to the Chinese conception that constituted the axis mundi. In all probability, it was the
dien that was situated on this site. The problem lies with the English translation of the Viet-
namese term because it bears two connotations. First, it can be translated as “throne room”,
thereby clearly connoting the authority of the ruler, and second as “temple” which refers to
the sacred sphere.”” That the dien must have been of overall importance is supported by the
fact that it is reported to have persisted throughout the reign of the Ly, Tran and Le dynasties.
This implies that it was an edifice that was important to all dynasties, as it did not vanish de-
spite attempts at redefinition.*' In general, the royal citadel hosts a concentration of buildings
linked to sacred and mundane authority, such as the king’s palaces, temples and administra-
tive buildings.

* Nguyen The Ninh (2006: 64) gives a description of the dien that lacks the religious connotation. The
dien is depicted as the king’s working room where he holds meetings and welcomes guests.

*! The dien Kinh Thien is a major edifice within the royal citadel that many sources report. Although
most sources refer to it as a temple, the above mentioned correlation between state and sacrality appears to be
immanent. According to a French source stemming from the beginning of the 20" century it was under the rule
of the Le Dynasty that the main palace was modified and called dien Kinh Thien (Palais céleste du Dragon).
Furthermore, it is reported that it primarily functioned as a temple of the royal family (Madrolle 1923: 18).
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Overall, the royal capital Thang Long was characterised by a dual structure; the royal citadel,
or the so-called “City of the Emperor”, (hoang thanh) and the “City of the Commoners” (kinh
thanh). An additional area consisted of the so-called 13 farms (thap tam trai)*. These were
villages located within the administrative boundaries of the city that provided the citadel with
agricultural products. The emperor’s city was separated from the commoners’ city by a 4-5 m
high wall called Long Thanh or Phuong Thanh. The wall was also surrounded by a 10-12 m
wide moat (Nguyen The Ninh 2006: 50). This separation between the king’s residence and its
profane surroundings corresponds to Wheatley’s (1969: 12) assessment of the capital’s cos-
mo-magical symbolism, in which he declares that it represented a “sacred territory within the
continuum of profane space”.

In 1029, an even more exclusive space was created within the walled compound of the citadel.
During the Ly Dynasty’s rule the Forbidden City (cam thanh) comprised the king’s palace
and temple as well as the women’s palace, thereby separating members of the royal family
from courtiers, bureaucrats and military commanders. Initially, the Forbidden City had been
surrounded by earthen walls which were later enlarged and replaced by brick walls. The spa-
tial configuration was characterised by a rectangular structure. The relevance of the North-
South axis is presented in the dominance of the southern gate. In contrast to the practice of
marking the other three walls with only three gates, the southern wall had five gates. A large
road passed through the southern entrance. On this road mandarins were able to access the
Forbidden City when they travelled to it for audiences (Logan 2000: 35).

Similar to the Chinese concept of space, the outline of the royal palace displayed the geoman-
cy immanent dualism of mountain and water. The front faced the Red River, whereas the back
was protected by Tan Vien mountain in particular and the Northern mountains in general
(Tran Quoc Vuong 2001: 39). Furthermore, the king’s palace was erected on an artificial
mound called Nung Son (“Hill where the dragon sits”) (Logan 2000: 35). Once more, this
indicates that the palace determined the axis mundi. The area outside the Forbidden City com-
prised temples and palaces, courtyards, the pagoda, the house for teachers as well as places to
hold festivities (Nguyen The Ninh 2006: 52).

The rectangular wall that surrounded the Forbidden City heightened its exclusiveness.*
While the citadel’s walls and the capital’s overall fortification had been adjusted to the topog-
raphy of the area, the Forbidden City showed a clear geometric form (Waibel 2002: 54). Simi-
lar to the precise planning and placement of churches in European medieval cities, the holi-
ness of the place was emphasised by its distinctness from its secular surroundings. Sennett
(1991: 27) reports that the living quarters of commoners in European medieval towns were
characterised by narrow meandering alleys. In contrast, the sacred centre determined by the
church was well calculated and impressive due to its architectural greatness.

Ultimately, the royal citadel formed a site of mediation between the sacred and profane
worlds. It was a “territory exclusive to the king and high mandarins of the central administra-
tion” (Logan 2000: 35). In this context, Pedelahore (1986 cited Logan 2000: 37) points out
the “creation of rather exclusive spaces whose differentiation was not based on criteria of ur-
ban functions, but on the identification of a social rank and an activity”. Although the citadel
is sometimes referred to as the “imperial city”, Logan (2000: 35) also argues that “while eve-
rything gravitated around the emperor, clearly at this stage it did not look much like a town”.
Likewise Nguyen Duc Nhuan (1984 cited Logan 2000: 37) states that the royal citadel ap-

2 According to Papin (1997: 52), the Vietnamese term #rai indicates a makeshift settlement rather than
a village. Often it was regarded a first step in the overall foundation of a village.

* Interestingly, Sennett (1991: 28) makes a comparison to Chinese and Japanese cities which were also
defined by sacred places. In contrast to European cities, where sacrality was represented in tangible greatness, in
China and Japan sacred place consisted of emptiness. He presents the example of the Forbidden City in Peking
which was conceptualised as emptiness, at the centre, and where the profane was absent.
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peared to be “an entrenched camp” in the middle of rice fields, garden and ponds, rather than
resembling a city.

In contrast, a second area that clearly displayed urban attributes developed outside the walls
of the royal citadel. The commoners’ city was characterised by a high degree of functional
differentiation, ethnic heterogeneity, and density. According to Loga