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Abstract

This paper examines the persistent effects of direct colonial rule compared to indi-
rect colonial rule in Vietnam under French colonialism. Direct colonial rule was char-
acterized by complete foreign control, which eliminated all native institutions, whereas
indirect colonial rule indicated incomplete foreign control, with the colonial empire su-
pervising existing local administration. The main results suggest that direct colonial
rule has led to positive long run economic development. Using a spatial regression dis-
continuity approach, I show that household consumption and individual hourly wages
are significantly higher in areas previously under direct rule. I hypothesize that direct
colonial rule shaped cultural norms and preferences associated with long-term economic
growth. Vietnamese precolonial society can be characterized by the concentration of
power in the hands of elites and the prevalence of collectivism as a social norm. Colo-
nialism broke that old structure, consequentially shifted cultural traits and preferences.
To examine the main mechanism, I collected survey data from individuals living in two
villages across the historical border between regions subject to direct rule and regions
subject to indirect rule. I find that individuals living in the village historically un-
der direct rule are more likely to possess individualism as a cultural trait. Moreover,
survey results show that those individuals have a higher willingness to take risks to
achieve better economic outcomes. This paper provides evidence that different colonial
institutions could positively affect development by shaping certain cultural traits and
preferences associated with economic growth.
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1 Introduction

Throughout the history of colonialism, colonial states varied widely in many aspects such
as the use of direct versus indirect rule, European settlement patterns, missionary activity,
and level of investment. This paper examines the persistent effects of the different forms
of French colonial rule in Vietnam – specifically, direct and indirect rule – demonstrating
how long-term economic performance is determined by cultural changes induced by different
colonial institutions. In short, French direct colonial rule established a highly centralized
system of control in which French officials governed directly and traditional structures were
largely eliminated. On the other hand, under indirect rule, the colonial empire governed
through existing local rulers and traditional structures, keeping them in power under colonial
supervision.

The variations observed in French colonial rule in Vietnam mirror a larger question
in development research: how do different colonial institutions shape long-term outcomes?
Colonialism was one of the most impactful and disruptive episodes in history. It not only
profoundly shaped global history, but also left enduring legacies that continue to influence
present-day development in countries around the world. An important line of research has
utilized colonialism as a natural experiment to investigate the relationship between colonial
institutions, post-colonial institutions, and development (Acemoglu et al. 2001, Acemoglu
et al. 2005). Yet the influence of colonialism may extend beyond formal institutional legacies
to cultural ones, as the main ideology of the civilizing mission (mission civilisatrice) centered
on assimilating Western language, culture, ideas, education, and governance. Prominently
associated with French colonialism in the 19th century, this concept served to justify the es-
tablishment of control over colonies. Consequently, besides political institutions, colonialism
may also leave deep cultural legacies by imposing the colonizer’s language in schools, trying
to convert local populations to Christianity (Bergeron 2025), or using coercive and violent
measures to implement medical campaigns (Lowes and Montero 2021b). It is therefore im-
portant to investigate how colonialism affects development by means of cultural change. Our
key finding is that, compared to indirect colonial rule, French direct colonial rule had a pos-
itive impact on long-run development in Vietnam, and it did so by shaping certain cultural
norms and preferences associated with long-term growth.

Vietnam was unified under the Nguyen dynasty in 1802. Having gone through a long
period of Chinese domination (111 BCE to 939 CE), the traditional Vietnamese state was
deeply influenced by Chinese statecraft with a centralized monarchy. However, Vietnam also
adapted and localized to suit its own society. A distinct feature of traditional Vietnamese
society was local self-government, in which villages (lÃ ng) enjoyed a high degree of autonomy.



In each village, local leaders – notables and the chief – had the authority to handle all social
affairs ranging from tax collection, land distribution, public works, to conflict resolution.

French Indochina was a group of territories colonized by France from the mid 19th century
to mid 20th century. It was formed in 1887 and lasted until 1954. It comprised present-day
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Laos, Cambodia, northern and central parts of Vietnam were
put under indirect colonial rule, whereas the southern region of Vietnam was under direct
colonial rule1. Figure 1A presents the map of Indochina during the colonial time. Vietnam
was one of a very few countries where both forms of colonial rule coexisted during roughly
the same period of time; therefore, this study focuses exclusively on Vietnam.

The French initial plan was to capture Hue, the imperial capital of Vietnam located in the
central region of the country, and occupy all of Vietnam in a decisive war. However, their early
defeats in 1853, combined with the resistance of the Nguyen dynasty, stalled these ambitions.
As a result, the French shifted their focus southward and eventually captured Saigon. In
1862, three eastern provinces of southern Vietnam were ceded to the French, followed by
the cession of three western provinces in the South in 1867. Southern Vietnam, comprising
six large provinces, was officially established as a French colony and named Cochinchina in
1867. A critical event that shaped the development in Cochinchina was the withdrawal of the
Vietnamese mandarins in response to the French presence. There was a substantial increase
in the number of officials, as more and more positions – even at a lower administrative level
– were filled by Frenchmen. This drastic transformation in governance signaled a potentially
meaningful shift in political and social relations.

After conquering Cochinchina, the French resumed their expansion in 1883. Further mil-
itary efforts led to the establishment of protectorate status over Northern Vietnam (Tonkin)
and Central Vietnam (Annam) in 1887. In general, the decision to invest in establishing
direct rule was shaped by a few factors such as geopolitical importance and economic poten-
tial2. Lange (2004) noted that the disease environment of the colonies and the presence of
local populations also influenced the form of rule. These two forms of colonial rule differed
primarily in their degree of colonial control. Direct colonial rule involved the construction
of a complete system of control over the colony, lacking any indigenous components. On the
other hand, under indirect colonial rule, the colonizer ruled by supervising the existing local
administration, so most local institutions and practices were maintained. As protectorates,
the French were responsible for representing the Vietnamese feudal state in all foreign affairs
as well as the defense of territorial sovereignty (Luu and Nguyen 2023). Table 1 summarizes

1Ha Noi and Hai Phong city, located in Northern Vietnam were two exceptions.
2In fact, because of these reasons, Hanoi and Haiphong in Tonkin were put under direct colonial rule.

Hanoi was the hub for transportation to China, and Hai Phong was the largest port in the North (Luu and
Nguyen 2023)
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key differences between the two forms of colonial rule3.
This paper conceptualizes direct rule as a set of reforms and policies implemented by

the French to exert comprehensive administrative, political, economic, and cultural con-
trol over Cochinchina. Exposure to direct rule involved living under institutions that dif-
fered substantially from the traditional feudal system and was characterized by much deeper
foreign penetration4. In their thorough review of research examining historical legacies in
Africa, Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2020) note that direct/indirect classification was
often blurred, and there was significant variation within each category. This makes the
single-country setting of this paper an advantage for studying this aspect of colonialism. It is
worth noting that this paper does not seek to evaluate the impacts of colonialism in general,
as there is no credible counterfactual for what would have happened if the French had not
colonized Indochina. Rather, this study aims to assess whether different colonial institutions
in which the degree of foreign intervention or control varied resulted in different development
trajectories. The analysis presented in this paper can not answer the question what outcomes
would have been without colonialism.

I examine the implications of direct rule for development outcomes using a spatial re-
gression discontinuity (RD) approach. The geographical boundary is the historical provin-
cial border between Cochinchina and Annam as shown in Figure 1A. Vietnam is a narrow
country with substantial geographical variation from north to south. The French initially
planned to capture Hue, the imperial capital and political center of Vietnam located in the
central region of the country, and occupy the entire country in a decisive war. However, due
to resistance of the Nguyen dynasty, they settled for making only Cochinchina its colony.
Tonkin and Annam were later recognized as French protectorates. This outcome was mostly
driven by political reasons rather than economic factors. Nonetheless, potential selection
bias remains a concern for causal interpretation. It is unlikely that the French simply col-
onized Cochinchina at random and chose not to expand the border of control. In addition,
even though the country was unified and governed as a centralized state before the arrival
of the French, provinces in the far south might have exhibited distinct characteristics due
to their distance from Hue, the administrative and political center. Precolonial conditions
likely varied between the southernmost region and other parts of the country5. To address
these concerns, I conduct the analysis within a narrow 25km bandwidth across the historical

3Overall, while the Dutch and English regarded local conditions and incorporated local rulers to varying
degrees, the French tended to impose a centralized control.

4The boundary used in this study corresponds to the former provincial border between southern and
central Vietnam. It is different from the border at the 17th parallel during the Vietnam war period. Figure
1A and 1B present maps of Vietnam during the two periods.

5Dell et al. (2018) documented different historical states between the east and the west of Southern
Vietnam in the precolonial period.
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boundary6. I show that geographical characteristics such as average temperature, precipita-

tion, and crop suitability do not change signi�cantly at the border in the restricted sample.

The balance test ensures that observations across the historical boundary are comparable

and serve as appropriate counterfactuals.

I use data from Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey (VHLSS) for the years 2002

- 2012 to estimate the e�ects of exposure to direct colonial rule on present-day household

consumption per capita and individual hourly wages. I �nd that direct colonial rule has

had a positive impact on long-run economic outcomes. At the individual level, individual

hourly wages are signi�cantly higher in regions historically under direct colonial rule. At the

household level, consumption is also higher in regions previously subject to direct rule. The

�ndings are robust to a variety of speci�cations, di�erent RD functional forms, alternative

choices of bandwidth, and adjustments to standard error to account for spatial autocorrela-

tion. I address several potential concerns such as selective migration and placebo borders.

The divergence could stem from relatively more productive individuals moving to the more

prosperous side of the border. Another concern is whether the results merely re�ect under-

lying spatial trends rather than the causal e�ect of direct colonial rule. However, I �nd no

evidence that these factors explain the observed results.

To test whether the e�ect was consistent throughout Vietnam's history following the end

of French Indochina, I examine economic performance across the border during the Vietnam

War period � approximately 15 years after the end of the French colonial empire in Indochina.

For this analysis, I use data from the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES), which was conducted

for all hamlets and villages in the Republic of Vietnam from 1971 to 1974. I analyze a range

of outcome variables related to economic well-being and public good availability. Overall,

results indicate that hamlets and villages formerly subject to direct colonial rule exhibited

better economic performance than those under indirect rule.

French colonialism was largely extractive, and the conventional wisdom holds that extrac-

tive institutions lead to poor economic performance. Therefore, it is important to examine

the mechanism of the positive and persistent e�ects in this study. My interpretation of this

�nding is informed by several theoretical premises. Bisin and Verdier (2024) present an

abstract model of the interaction between institutions and culture, in which the two com-

ponents can be complementary, leading to persistence in economic development, with initial

conditions playing a crucial role in determining long-run equilibria. The second premise is,

that while culture is persistent, it is malleable if incentives change, transforming actions and

beliefs7.

6The border between di�erent historical states in Dell et al. (2018) lies within the South Vietnam, whereas
the border in this paper is the former provincial border between the South and the Central of Vietnam

7FernÃ½ndez (2025) reviews the literature illustrating how historical experiences can shape people's beliefs.
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Regarding culture, I de�ne old cultural norms and preferences as those that hinder eco-

nomic growth, and new norms and preferences as those that promote economic growth.

I focus on the cultural dimension of individualism-collectivism, and risk preference since

those are relevant in this historical context. Individualism-collectivism is the central cultural

dimension related to long-term economic growth (Gorodnichenko and Roland 2011). Risk

preference has been studied in the Global Preference Survey as an important preference in�u-

encing economic behavior. An individual can have a preference for engaging in risky activities

to achieve higher economic returns or a preference for prioritizing safety and survival.

In the Vietnamese context, the traditional society was heavily in�uenced by Chinese

statecraft. Studies by political scientists and historians show that the precolonial institutions

were characterized by a high concentration of power in the hands of mandarins and local elites

(Woodside 1971, Buttinger 1958). Collectivism and risk aversion were the old norm and

preference which prevailed in this society. These de�ned the initial conditions of institutions

and culture in the traditional Vietnamese villages. To protect their power, the elites created

incentives that discouraged change and innovation8, thereby forcing individuals to prioritize

collective goals over personal interests and discouraging them from engaging in activities

such as exploring or migrating to a new land. In short, the Vietnamese precolonial society

can be characterized by the concentration of power in the hands of elites, the prevalence of

collectivism as a social norm, and a general tendency toward risk aversion.

Colonialism was a major institutional shock. The complementary relationship between

culture and institutions had previously led to stagnant, subsistence based economy. The

key turning point was French introduction of a completely new administrative structure in

Cochinchina, which dismantled the old village system. The old institutions were replaced by a

colonial government in which o�cials were elected through voting. Development-constraining

incentives established by the mandarins were eliminated, shifting norms and preferences to-

ward individualism and entrepreneurship. The economy transitioned from subsistence-based

to commercial. In addition, the study of Confucianism was less emphasized and replaced

with Occident subjects. This environment fostered adaptability and risk-taking. On the

contrary, indirect colonial rule in Tonkin and Annam did not make any changes at the lower

administrative levels, and thus experienced a milder shock. Consequently, individuals liv-

ing under direct colonial rule became more individualistic, risk-taking, entrepreneurial, and

opportunity-driven than their counterparts under indirect rule. In the long run, these cultural

shifts contributed to superior economic outcomes in regions formerly under direct rule.

Acemoglu and Robinson (2025) proposes a system approach to culture and emphasizes how �uidly di�erent
cultures can respond to conditions

8This idea that a small group of people resisted changes in order to protect their political power was
described in Acemoglu and Robinson (2012)
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I hypothesize that direct colonial rule shifted cultural norms from collectivism to indi-

vidualism and risk preferences from risk averse toward risk taking. To test this hypothesis,

I conducted an in-person survey in Vietnam across the historical provincial border. The

survey was distributed in present-day Binh Thuan province, where some districts were his-

torically under direct rule while others were under indirect rule. These two districts are

located within the 25km bandwidth of the historical border. Following widely used surveys

such as theWorld Value Survey, Asian Barometer Survey, and Global Preference Survey, I

designed my own survey to measure a broad range of di�erent cultural traits and preferences

related to economic behaviors. I collected about 400 responses from two districts.

Regarding the individualism-collectivism dimension, I measure it using two sets of sur-

vey questions. The �rst one asks directly whether the individual prioritizes group goals or

personal goals. The second approach draws on work-related goal questions and results from

Hofstede (2001), who constructed and compared an individualism index across 80 countries.

Both measures indicate that individuals residing on the direct-rule side of the border are

more likely to possess individualistic cultural traits9. A potential concern is reverse causal-

ity. It is possible that as people become wealthier, they also become more individualistic.

Using data on provincial GDP per capita and survey data from Asian Barometer, I argue

that individualism-collectivism is a deep-rooted cultural trait, rather than one in�uenced by

contemporary development.

In addition, direct colonial rule shaped risk-taking preferences that continue to in�uence

economic growth today. A growing body of research has documented a positive relationship

between risk-taking preferences and economic development (Falk et al. 2018, Chanda and

Unel (2021)). I �nd that individuals living in the village historically under direct colonial

rule are more likely to engage in risky activities in pursuit of higher economic returns.

Another possible channel is colonialism may in�uence post-colonial policies or institutions.

Some papers provide evidence of this channel (Dell (2010), Lowes and Montero (2021a), and

Iyer (2010)). I examine this mechanism by analyzing a variety of variables related to public

good provision drawn from the VHLSS survey at the commune level. I �nd no evidence that

the quality of local governance di�ers between the two regions today. However, this doesn't

eliminate the possibility that post-colonial institutions were di�erent in the past.

While a number of studies have emphasized the importance of institutions in shaping

economic trajectories, this paper highlighted culture as a key channel in understanding eco-

nomic divergences in the long run. The �ndings from this study carry some important policy

implications. They provide evidence for how an autocratic feudal system could have a long

9Gorodnichenko and Roland (2011) provided empirical evidence of a causal e�ect of individualism on
measures of long-run growth by instrumenting individualism scores with the frequencies of blood types which
are neutral genetic markers and plausibly satisfy the exclusion restriction
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lasting negative e�ect on development, especially in rural areas. In Vietnam, the implementa-

tion of the market-oriented reforms and policies to alleviate poverty have eliminated absolute

poverty, and China is a similar case. However, di�erent groups may bene�t unequally from

those measures. Cultural norms can in�uence how individuals respond to and make use of

these programs, and deep-rooted restrictive norms may slow progress, especially among rural

populations. Therefore, beyond policies such as redistribution or minimum wage, the gov-

ernment could design initiatives that target restrictive and harmful norms, helping people

become more adaptive, which is crucial with the onset of globalization.

This paper contributes to several strands of literature. An important set of papers study

the e�ects of colonialism by examining di�erent dimensions or characteristics of this major

historical event. La Porta et al. (1997), La Porta et al. (1998), Acemoglu et al. (2001),

Acemoglu (2005), Dell (2010), and Banerjee and Iyer (2005) highlight the importance of

domestic institutions in determining economic growth. La Porta et al. (1997) and La Porta

et al. (1998) show that former colonies with a legal code based on Roman civil (France, Por-

tugal, and Spain) had weaker investor protection than British colonies with a legal system

based on common law. Acemoglu et al. (2001) treat institutions as a black box and cate-

gorize good versus bad institutions based on property rights. Using mortality rates as an

instrument, they examine institutions across countries and �nd a positive link between inclu-

sive institutions and development. Other papers focus on rubber concessions in the Congo

Free State (Lowes and Montero 2021a), forced labor institutions in colonial Peru (Dell 2010),

and a speci�c administrative rule such as land tenure system in India (Banerjee and Iyer

2005). Those papers focus on the e�ect of colonialism on development primarily through

institutional channels.

Other dimensions of colonialism have also been examined. Michalopoulos and Papaioan-

nou (2016), for instance, study the e�ect of ethnic partitioning during colonial time in Africa

on development and con�icts. Related literature has documented the positive e�ects of infras-

tructure and investment made by colonial empires. Huillery (2009) examines the persistent

e�ects of colonial public investment on current outcomes in French-speaking West Africa. In

a di�erent context � Dutch Cultivation System � Dell and Olken (2018) �nd that economic

structures implemented by colonizers to create the surplus they wanted to extract can con-

tinue to promote economic activity in the long run,. A few papers examine the relationship

between historical events and trust. Nunn and Wantchekon (2011) �nd a negative relation-

ship between the number of slaves taken from the individuals ethnic group during the slave

trades and reported trust in others. Lowes and Montero (2021a) study the e�ects of rubber

concessions in the Congo Free State and �nd that local governance inside the former con-

cessions is weaker while individuals in the concessions are more trusting and supportive of
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sharing income. Their �ndings suggest a substitute relationship between culture and institu-

tions. While the idea that culture norms and behaviors could a�ect economic performance

is not new (Joel 2008, Guiso et al. 2006), there has been limited literature investigating

the impact of colonialism on development via culture assimilation. My paper explores deep

rooted precolonial norms10 and shows that colonial shock can a�ect long-run trajectories by

shifting cultural norms and preferences directly related to growth.

Dell et al. (2018) examine how precolonial institutions condition long-run development

in the context of Vietnam. By 169811, part of Vietnam was ruled by a strong, centralized

state, while the other part of the country followed a patron-client model with more informal,

personalized power relations12. Their �ndings suggest that the strong, centralized historical

state has led to better economic outcomes by encouraging local cooperation, which persisted

long after the original institutions disappeared. My paper, on the other hand, looks at

a di�erent question and shows evidence that cultural norms can be shaped by changes in

institutions.

Past work has shown evidence that indirect colonial rule was associated with poor eco-

nomic performance. Lange (2004) compiled information on court cases held in 33 former

British colonies in 1955 and found a negative relationship between the extent of indirect

rule and a variety of measures of institutional quality and good governance. Indirect rule

impeded political development through institution legacies that created a system of decentral-

ized despotism with unaccountable leaders Mamdani (1996). Other works such as Acemoglu

et al. (2014), Lowes and Montero (2021a) have shown empirical evidence supporting that

idea.

This paper is closely related to the literature studying the long-term e�ects of di�erent

forms of colonial rule. To the best of my knowledge, existing studies addressing this question

have primarily focused on India as their empirical setting. Iyer (2010) and Colleoni (2024)

study the long-term impacts of British direct colonial rule compared to indirect colonial rule

in India and �nd opposite results. By examining all British states and native states in Cen-

tral India, Iyer (2010) suggest that British direct colonial rule have led to lower access to

public goods such as schools and hospitals. Iyer's proposed mechanism is that bad quality

of local governance in the British states resulted in worse economic outcomes in the post

colonial period. In their follow-up study, Iyer and Weir (2024) �nd that two decades later,

these di�erences have been mitigated or eliminated. On the other hand, Colleoni (2024)

10Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2020) stressed the importance of precolonial norm in determining long
term growth.

11French colonialism started in 1862.
12The border Dell et al. (2018) look at lies within the southern part of Vietnam and does not overlap with

the border used in this study
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looked at a smaller sample of districts and found that institutions which favored private

investment in British states have positively impacted economic outcomes in the long-run. K

(2023) examines distributional consequences of colonial institutions in India. Their �nding

suggests indirect rule is associated with lower educational and wealth outcomes for disadvan-

taged caste groups. The persistence of those di�erences is partly due to di�erential growth

in credit institutions. Chaudhary et al. (2020) conducted a public goods game in some small

towns in India and showed evidence that participants in British town are more co-operative.

First, my study extends this line of research to a di�erent empirical setting � Vietnam under

French colonial rule. La Porta et al. (1997), and La Porta et al. (1998) provide evidence

that the identity of the colonizer matters when examining the e�ects of colonialism on de-

velopment. Moreover, the distinction between direct and indirect rule is often blurred, as

there was signi�cant variation within each category depending on how it was implemented.

Investigating this question in di�erent settings is important. My paper provides a detailed

analysis of historical background of the pre-colonial period and how di�erent colonial insti-

tutions were implemented in Vietnam. While most of the papers mentioned above focus on

the institutional or investment channels, my paper provides evidence that di�erent forms of

colonial institutions may also shape culture, which in turn can lead to persistent e�ects on

development.

There is growing theoretical evidence that culture responds to institutions and that under-

standing this process is important for understanding persistence (Bisin and Verdier (2024),

Acemoglu and Robinson (2025), Giuliano and Nunn (2021), Alesina and Giuliano (2015)).

On the evolution of culture, Desmet and Wacziarg (2020) propose a model of cultural change

where the distribution of cultural traits is determined by social forces and inter-generational

transmission. FernÃ½ndez (2025) provides an excellent review on works which aim to un-

derstanding cultural change. By combining survey with my historical analysis, I am able to

empirically examine the cultural response to institutions.

The article is organized as follows. Section II provides historical background on the

precolonial institutions, and key di�erences between direct and indirect colonial rule. Section

III presents the main empirical framework and multiple data sources used for analysis. Section

IV presents the main results in the long-run and medium-run. Section V discusses the

mechanism, survey data, and survey results. Section VI concludes.
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2 Historical Background

2.1 Pre-colonial period

Before the French colonization, Vietnam history was marked by periods of Chinese rule and

independence. The Chinese domination lasted from 111 BC until 938 AD. During the �rst

era of Northern domination (111 BC to 40 AD), Buddism was introduced into Vietnam, and

Confucianism was spread to Vietnam through Chinese rulers. After gaining independence,

over centuries during the dynastic period spanning from the 10th to the mid 19th century,

Vietnam experienced 10 major dynasties. Vietnam, then Dai Viet, adopted the general po-

litical form from the Chinese state, over time modifying it to serve Vietnamese needs. It was

a centralized state under a dynastic court and uniform territorial administration. Dai Viet

expanded southward, conquering areas that were subsequently organized into Vietnamese

administrative villages. In 1802, Vietnam, including three regions: the northern region (Red

River delta), the central region, and the southern region (Mekong River delta), was uni�ed

under the Nguyen dynasty. In the 1830s, Vietnam consisted of 31 provinces (approximately

16,000 villages), encompassing the area of present-day Vietnam. The three majors cities were

Hanoi, located in the North, Hue, the capital city located in the Central, and Saigon, located

in the South.

Vietnamese villages essentially formed the administrative structure of the country. Vil-

lages procedures were determined not only by conditions within villages, but also by the

central policies at the state level. National in�uences on village culture were a crucial part of

state-making in precolonial Vietnam. Each village might have their own customs, laws, and

social orders; however, the state made e�orts to homogenize local beliefs, promote Buddhism

and Confucianism by controlling literacy and printings (Le and Tran 2024). Each village

had a chief, a council of notables, and a ranking system or ladder for determining the social

hierarchy. The council was a self-perpetuating elite body, not one that was democratically

elected. Village chiefs and notables played an institutionalized role and were responsible

for handling all matters within villages ranging from collecting taxes, allocating communal

land, conscription, to resolving con�icts. Social relations were governed based on preexisting

customs and norms, granting this small group near-absolute power within their communities.

The decisions of the village council were made by unanimity, not by majority vote (Ralph

Smith).

Popkin (1980) described precolonial Vietnamese villages as possessing characteristics of

what Eric Wold has called a "closed corporate community". There was a strong sense of

village identities with a clear boundary between insiders and outsiders. Each village was

self-su�cient, and there were limited activities between villages. Outsiders were generally
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not welcome, had fewer rights if any, and were in a decidedly inferior position. Thus, the

discrimination between insiders and outsiders encouraged local ownership and impeded the

development of powerful multivillage landed fortunes. The economy was largely village-

oriented and subsistence-based.

2.2 Direct and Indirect French Colonial Rule in Vietnam

The French conquest of Vietnam was a series of military expeditions that started in 1858. The

�rst attacks were launched in Da Nang, a city in the central Vietnam, with an intention to

force the Vietnamese to surrender in a quick and decisive war. After �ve months of combats,

French forces were unable to achieve their initial goal, so they sailed towards the South to

the lower Mekong provinces and captured Saigon. Six large provinces of the South became

French colony under Treaty 1862 and Treaty 1867. The colony was called Cochinchina. The

withdrawal of the mandarins from those provinces following the French arrival was a critical

event that shaped developments in Cochinchina (Osborne 1970). Further military e�orts

forced the Nguyen to establish indirect colonial rule over Tonkin (the North)13 and Annam

(the Central) in 1884. Unlike Cochinchina, these two territories were still part of Vietnam

legally and were ruled by the Nguyen dynasty. Figure 1A shows the map of Vietnam during

the colonial period.

The imposition of direct rule is evident in the drastic changes in the administrative struc-

ture of Cochinchina. When Cochinchina was put under direct colonial rule, many mandarins

from six southern provinces withdrew from the South of Vietnam. After much debate over

whether to use French o�cials or utilize local o�cials in Cochinchina, most positions in the

government were eventually run by French o�cials or by French supporters14. The process

took a long time and there were a lots of changes proposed by di�erent colonial governors15.

The French also wiped out native initiative within smaller units, phu and huyen - compara-

ble to communes and arrondissements. The distinction between insiders and outsiders was

mitigated or eliminated in Cochinchina. Chaigneur said"In Cochinchina, the laws make no

distinction between native and stranger; and the later can travel, buy, sell, in the interior,

provided he be furnished with a passport from the Ministry of Strangers; for which he pays

nothing." The organization in Tonkin and Annam did not change much, on the other hand.

In theory, the Nguyen dynasty continued to rule Tonkin and Annam under French super-

13With an exception of Hanoi and Hai Phong, which were under direct rule.
14In Cochinchina in 1910, there were 86 high agents for a region in which England controlled with 15.
15Bonard was equally convinced of the value of indirect rule since he believed using Vietnamese o�cials

would mean a lower expenditure. La Grandiere, Bonard's successor, pursued his own policies to ensure
that all Cochinchina would be French by eliminating Vietnamese participation in the administrative process
(Osborne 1970).
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vision. Village autonomy remained inact, as village chiefs under indirect rule retained the

absolute power to manage and control matters within their villages. The indirect rule took

the form of numerous units under the supervision of the colonial governors.

Regarding legal system, Vietnamese traditional penal code was abolished and replaced

with French penal code. On the other hand, very modest modi�cations were made regarding

traditional penal code in the indirectly controlled regions Tonkin and Annam. The society

in Tonkin and Annam was organized based on preexisting cultural traditions and norms,

governed by both written or unwritten customary laws. To push further their assimilation

approach in Cochinchina, a new education system was establish and linked up to the French

education system with scienti�c subjects instead of focusing on the teaching of Confucianism.

By 1920, there were more than 50 educational institutions built in Cochinchina16. Chinese

characters were abolished and much less attention was paid to the study of Confucianism.

Western medicine was another area that the French made signi�cant progress on. By 1925,

medical services were 239, 139, and 76 in Cochinchina, Tonkin, and Annam respectively17.

Nothing like that was achieved in Tonkin and Annam18. Thus, exposure to direct rule involved

living under institutions that di�ered substantially from the traditional feudal system and

was characterized by much deeper foreign penetration. Table 1 provides a summary of the

key di�erences between the two regimes. All together, the French direct rule marked the end

of the Vietnam's traditional social structure.

Now the frontier to the east of Bien Hoa19 marked the end of Vietnamese

society operating with a mandarinal bureaucracy and owing allegiance to Hue

Once geographical unity of the South had been obtained, the way was open for

accelerated social, economic, and political change. - Osborne

2.3 Aftermath

French colonial regime ended in 1954. At the 1954 Geneva Conference, Vietnam was divided

along 17 parallel into two zones: the North controlled by the Viet Minh and the South

controlled by the State of Vietnam. Figure 1B shows the map of the South Vietnam during

this period. The interested sample of analysis of this paper lies entirely within the State of

Vietnam during the Vietnam war period.

16Ennis 1936
17While some work documented negative long-term e�ects of French medical campaigns in Central Africa,

it did not seem to be the case in Indochina. Medical innovations were the sole Western methods which did
not encounter wide opposition.

18In order to compensate for the concentration up on occidental subjects, the Nguyen kingdom built the
Hue School for Annamite Studies

19Bien Hoa was a Southern province that shared a border with Annam.
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Table 1: Comparison between Cochinchina and Tonkin/Annam under French rule

Cochinchina Tonkin, Annam
The French had full control over The French ruled through local rulers

over the administration at all levels

French o�cials �lled Provinces continued to be
most governance roles administered by the mandarins

Activities within a village Village autonomy
were linked to the central admin.

French penal code Vietnamese traditional code
with few modi�cations

French educational system Under native management
prof. and technical schools Oriental subjects

Source: Osborne (1970), Popkin (1980),?, ?
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