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Abatract

This paper proposes a survey of gources and works on Vietnam’s
historical statistics available in the different specialised
libraries and archives, mainly in Vietnam and France, and
investigates methods to be implemented for estimating Vietnam’s
national accounts under French rule {1895-1954). While most of the
sources on the period are related to former French Indochina, our aim
is to produce time series corresponding to present day Vietnam. This
task constitutes a first step toward a quantitative appraisal of
Vietnam’s economic dynamics frem the middle of the nineteenth century
to the end of the twentieth century. Due to the weakness of the
French administration, especially in Amnnam and Tonkin, few data were
collected before 1893. For this reason, we will not consider here the
first colonial period, French military occupation and administration
of Cochinchina and further invasiocn of Amnam and Tonkin.
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Estimating long term economic statistics of Vietnam

under French rule (1895-1954); on sources and methods

Introduction

This paper proposes a survey of sources and works on Vietnam's
historical statistics available in the different specialised
libraries and archives, mainly in Vietnam and France, and
investigates the method to be implemented for estimating Vietnam's
national accounts under French rule (1895-1954) . This task
constitutes a first step toward a cuantitative appraisal of Vietnam's
economic dynamics from the middle of the nineteenth century to the
end of the twentieth century.

While most of the sources on the period are related to former
French Indochina, our aim is to produce time series corresponding to
present day Vietnam. Under French rule, Vietnam remained implicitly,
for the colonial administration, a political and economic reality.
The three geographical parts of Vietnam had each got a different
political status: Cochinchina was a colony, Amnam and Tonkin
protecteorates, and in consequence Annam’s Emperor did not even come
to possess even a nominal authority owver the scuth. But a large part
of the former Ammam Empire Confucian administrative framework and
manpower remained unchanged, including the colony of Cochinchina. In
terms of the prevailing economic reality, Vietnam was seen as being
different from Cambodia and Laos. This is exemplified by the fact
that trade between Cambodia and Vietnam was Iinonito:l:ed by the colonial
administration although no custom tariff ‘or restriction existed
(while trade between Annam or Tonkin and Cochinchina was not
reported). Public receipts and expenditures were registered with the
exception of Cambodia and Laos. Furthermore part of the currency was
issued in Phnom Phen, and was thus concerned solely with Cambodia,
although the coins and notes were exactly the same and circulation of
the currency was free within the limits of Indochina.

Reconstituting long-term time series for Vietnam’s national
accounts and for other economic, demographic and social indicators
for the modern period, between 1858 and 1945, and up until 21954,
after Vietnam's formal independence, would seem to be at first glance
a relatively easy task. They are many available sources, both public

and private, and part of the work of collecting the data has already



been dene. But, due to the weakness of the French colonial
administration, especially in Annam and Tonkin, it appears that few
data were collected before 1893. Estimating Vietnam’s mnational
accounts for the first colonial period, TFrench military occupation
and administration of Cochinchina and further invasion of Ammam and
Tonkin, would require an extensive use of indirect methods applied to
fragmentary data. For this reason, we will not study this periocd
during the first step of this research. After 1895, the French
colonial administration officially took control of the whole
territory of present-day Vietnam. Revolts and political unrest did
not resume but the civil colonial authorities were able to find
enough collaborators among the Vietnamese traditicnal elite to
develop a comprehensive tax system, and to monitor rice and mining

vroduction, external trade, and even, to same extent, population.

Cur research confronts three further obstacles:

(1} The collection of time series data was characterised hy
imprecision and lacunae which was caused by the institutional
framework and from Vietnam’s economic situation in the modern period.
The French colonial administration ruled the country, with the
assistance of the former Amnam Empire administration,  composed of
civil servants trained in traditional schools and selected through
the Confucian examination process. This is one of the main reasons
why the census of population was not easily implemented. The colonial
administration was de facto bilingual, with serious difficulties in
communication between the French civil servants who were usually
unable to speak or read the Vietnamese language, and the lower rank
natives employees who performed their task as usual, and were
generally unable to read French, at least not before 1910.

{2) Despite the French colonial administration’s efferts to establish
and publish astatisgtics, we £find few comprehensive collections of
published data. If we compare them with data available on Taiwan or
Korea under Japanese rule, or India under British rule, it seems that
the colonial administration had almost nc knowledge of the economic
conditions of the country. It is true that the concern of the
colonial administration focused on legal and strategic issues rather
than economy. In addition, they were very few French civil servants
in Vietnam. The lack of manpower trained £for establishing and
publishing statistical data was the main obstacle preventing the
publishing of comprehensive vyearbooks. This notwithstanding a

tremendous amount of data was collected at the local level by lower



or medium rank Vietnamese civil servants and made available and
translated at the request of the top rank civil administrators. We
can therefore find in different files, from the General Government
archives, extremely accurate data regarding issues such as wages,
prices. and nom-agricultural production or trade in specific
provinces.

(3) In addition, the researchers are confronted with problems
resulting from both the political biases and the voluntary or
involuntary imperfection of the statistical system. The competition
among colonial powers implies that French high rank civil servants
were reluctant to publish statistical dé.ta bafore  WWI. German
territorial and commercial ambitions in East Asia concerned
especially Indochina and South China, an area of French influence
recognised by the other powers of the time (UK, the US and Japan}. In
addition, the failures of coleonial economic development policy,
especially on monetary issues, could explain that several data were
kept secret by the Bancue de l’Indochine and the General Government
of TIndochina. During the .late 19208 and 1930s, the French
administration became aware of Japan’'s ambition in East Asia and its
implication for Vietnam, a context which was not propitious for
increasing transparency and diffusion of data on  economic
performances and policy. The same situation prevailed during WWII, in
the context: of a unigue ‘'gentleman's agreement' on economic co-
operation between the French administration and the Japanese military

authorities in Vietnam.

It seems possible, nevertheless to correct these imperfections
through a systematic critique of the sources and a comparison of
extant quantitative and qualitative data. These limitations and
problems should be acknowledged bﬁt, on the other hand, the late
19308 were actually the last noxmal vyears, as far as economic
conditions and statistical = system are concerned, before the
substantial improvement of the late 1980s. After 1945, due to the
Indochina War (1945-1954) and later the Vietnam War (until 1975), it
was almost impossible to develop a system of mnational accounts,
except during the late 1950s and early 1960s in Southern Vietnam.
Post 1975 statistical data following the Soviet model are thought of
as extremely unreliable, even by the Material Product System
standard.

Another reason for investigating Vietnam's economic statistics

under French rule is that, if we compare it with the post WWII



situation, the 1920s and even the 1930s were probably a relatively
golden age for the Vietnamese people. According to post WWII French
official zreports, the living standard in Vietnam, especially
Cochinchina, was one the highest in Southeast Asia. We should remain
cautious because these statements were part of the propaganda used
against commmism during the Cold War. The size of French resident
population in Vietnam, was very small, and many of them were actually
wealthy Vietnamese or Chinese who had obtained f£full citizenship.
Thus, although unequal in income and wealth distribution, Cochinchina
was certainly cne the most affluent Asian societies of the time, on
average much more so than contemporary Thailand or Malaysia.

If this view corresponds to reality, it could be interpreted as
good news assuming that the 35 years of war {1941-1975) are, from a
very long-term economic perspective, a terrible exogenous shock.
Given the historical trend in human capital accumulation in Vietnam
before and d&uring French rule, recent economic growth nhy be
considered in terms of ‘'catch up' given Vietnam's previous economic
level. This phenomenon could be compared with China‘s xecent
performances having endured more than a century of economic recession
and an absolute and relative decline in 1living standards. In any
case, Vietnam’s economic conditions and performances during the 1920s
and 19305 constitute indispensable benchmarks for estimating

Vietnam’s present growth potential.

The task of estimating Vietnam’s national accounts under French
rule, during the 1895-1954 period, is currently undertaken within the
framework of The Asian Historical Statistics. COE Project and with the
financial support of Japan‘s Ministry of Education, and other
institutions, by a team of Vietnamese, Japanese and Eurcpean
researchers. The co-operative work results in the pogsibility of
sharing expertise and improving the availability of data. We can also
expect that 1t will contribute to further discussions with
specialists from other Asian countries and therefore to a better
understanding of Vietnam’s economic history.

The past experience of Japanese economists in the estimation of
national accounts {(Japan, but also Taiwan and Korea) is essential for
the success of the project. One of the main methodological aspects of
this research on Vietnam is the use of time series methodology
reporting the dyriamics and economic structure of other Asian
Confucian or Southeast Asian countries, mainly Taiwan, Japan and

Korea, as benchmarks for performing extrapolations of Vietnam's



prevalent time series (for example on the ‘structure of the labour
force) .

Cn the other hand, European and Vietnamese researchers, many of
them historians and anthropologists, associated with several Japanese
historians, economic historians. and anthropologists, have a good
knowledge of the French and Vietnamese archives, the social and
historical framework of the French colonial administration, the
statistical system in Vietnam, and the social or anthropclegical
environment. They can therefore evaluate the reliability of the
available data and identify complementary information by for example
using reports on the lifestyle of ethnic minorities or Vietnamese
villagers at the turn of the Century. )

In this paper, we £first present a survey of the different
statistical sources and previous works on these data. We then discuss
varicus methods to be implemented for estimating Vietnam’s national

accounts under French rule.

I. A survey of statistical sources and previcus works

1. The geographic dispersal of public and private sources,
offsetting their abundance and accessibility.

Precise numbers are easily available in large guantities
concerning Vietnam’s demographic and economic evolution during the
modern period (we are here using the term employed by Vietnamese
scholars to designate the colonial period). We can distinguish four
types of sources:

1) Collections of statistics which were produced by the colonial
administration, either on regular basis, s=such as the statistical
reports, or at specific moments, such as the series of studies each
administrative service in Indochina produced for the French colonial
Expegition in Vincennes in 1931. The statistics which appear in such
anmual reports can be considered as reliable. The statistical
apparatus in place in Indechina was comparable to the one in France
in the same period, especially after 1914.

2) The extant bibliography of the colonial peried, which is rich and
often dependable. These texts should not be neglected since they
were often the work of dedicated and extremely well trained

administrators. guch was the case for Henri Brenier dJdirector of



economic services before 1914, or for Paul Bernard, or for Charles
Robecuain. In contrast to the African colonies, Indochina was seen as
an important and relevant field of experience for ambitious French
civil servants, politicians or even scholars.

3) Many private sources can alse be consulted regarding banking,
insurance plantations, mining, manufacturing, transportation, trading
companies, insurance. The access to these data is not always easily
granted, especially in the case of the former Bancue de 1'Indochine.
In such a conservative banking institution, the recerds concerning
administrators who were in Vietnam during the Japanese occupation was
until recently considered a sensitive issue due to the positions held
in the management of the bank of several of these persons right up
until the 1980s.

4} The archives of the local administration constitute a fundamental
resource for the study of Vietnam’s economic and demographic
evolution during the colonial period. Those archives often supplied
the two first categories of sources with their information, either
directly or through the use of extrapolation; it is often useful,
therefore, for researchers to return to the original source rather
than to rely exclusively upon yearbooks. In this paper, we emphasise
the administrative archives, which are precise, numerous and readily
available. For the most part, the large volume of sources from the
public administration are well classified. But one’s early optimism
ghould be mitigated by several realisations that come from the
practical experience of the archives as much as from the analysis so

far conducted.

Unfortunately, the archives are scattered between Vietnam
(Hanoi and Ho ¢hi Minh City) and France (Aix-en-Provence, Toulon and
Paris). The French archivists and those in Vietnam have made
considerable eofforts to classify the archives and to make them
available to the public. Aix-en-Provence has recently opened up a
new collection, the archives of the Etat-Major, which shed some
light on the frontier with China around the turn of the century, and
on the railroads of Indochina. Similarly, the alphabetical
classification of the Governor General’s files has been made
available to the public, along with the analytical classification.
Several books offer comprehensive presentations of these sources,
such as Descours-Gatin and Villiexrs (1983), Lieu and Cadier (1986) or
Devos, Nicot and Schillinger (1980). Other monographs indicate

accurately the references of archives’ files used for research on



particular issues, such as trade and tariff policy (Marseille, 1986)
or banking and monetary policy {(Gonjo, 1994), or other topics
(Brocheux and Hemery (1995); Murray {1%80}. Part of the rescurces to
be found in French National Archives are presented in a catalogue
(sources de 1l'histoire de 1l‘Asie...; 1981). The National Archives of
Vietnam recently published a catalogue of Hanoi’s collections from
the colonial period (Guide des sources du Vietnam moderne..., 1935},
which presents a number of neglected collections, such as the
archives of the Flotte Indochinoise (Indochina Shipping Company) or
that of the Société Cotomniére du Tonkin (Tonkin Spinning Cbmpany) .
This catalogue is an example of collaborative work between Vietnamese
and French librarians.

Despite these efforts, the researcher’s work is harpered by the
aplitting of certain collections. Thus the archives of the Governor
General of Indochina which ought to be grouped together in Aix-en-
Provence (France), are in fact dispersed across several cellections
and several locations. A considerable numbsr of files seem to hawve
been left behind in Hanoli and without them it is impossible to
correctly evaluate the realities of this period of Vietnam’s history,
particularly in terms of economic issues. In addition to this split
between France and Vietnam, the collection is sometimes divided even
within administrative jurisdictions: the archives of the Flotte
Indochinoise stayed in Hanoi, despite the fact that the service was
part of the Department of Douanes et Regies. Conversely, the archives
of the Department of Economic Affairs, addressing a wide wvariety of
topics, are in Aix-en-Provence. The researcher must kesp this
scattering of collections constantly in mind, because the archives
which were kept in Vietnam are generally of great interest and their
consultation can no longer be neglected, given that Ilatterly the
opening of Vietnam has made such consultation possible.

One should pay special ‘a.ttention to the papers of the
Department of Finance, which remained in Hanci. ‘This sizable
collection is in the process of being reclassified and seems thus far
never to have been utilised by researchers, despite the obvious
interest the files hold and the importance of the Department of
Finance in the colonial system in situ in Indechina. In particular,
one could look here for files on the piastre and monetary movements,
on the Banque Industrielle de Chine - the Banque de 1‘Indochine’s
great rival from the 1920s- and on the establishment of Japanese
organisaticns in Indochina during World War ITI. This collection

would be very useful for the proposed study.



Complementary information could be found at different public
libraries: in Vietnam, the National Library (Hanoi), the Library of
Vietnam’s Institute of Social and Human Sciences (Hanoi}, Ho Chi Minh
City University. In France, the main libraries on Vietnam are those
of the Archiwves of former French colonies, of the University of
Provence {RAix en Provence), especially the - CADIST, of the IHCC
Research Center (also in Aix-en-Provence), of the IRSEA-CNRS Research
Center {in Marseilles St Charles from auturn 1998), and of the
Chamber of Commerce of Marseilles. One should also note the library
of the ASEMI {University of Nice) and the National Library in Paris
{Bibliothéque Nationale).

Apart from France and Vietnam, one should also mention the
libraries of the University of Leiden (Netherlands), Berlin
{Universitdt Humbolt) the United States (the Library of Congress. the
Library of Cornell University, inter alia) and in Japan (The
Institute of Economic Research at Hitotsubashi @ University; The
University of Tokyo; The Institute of Developing Economies). Thus
far in this research project, the library and archives of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Japan have not been consulted
systematically. Theses sources, and more generally Japanese official
reports, may well be essential to adegquately compensate for the lack
of information in the French archives on economic policy in Vietnam

under the Japanese military occupation and indirect rule (1940-1945}.

2.Imprecisions and lacunae linked to Vietnam’s institutionmal and

economic characteristics

Geographical inequalities present the first stumbling block in
regearching historical statistics on Vietnam. The numbers are easier
to f£ind, more precise, and more plentiful for the regions which were
more thoroughly controlled by the colonial administration. The series
on population not only indicate with precision the sex and age of the
individuals surveved, but alsc their ethnic group. But in the large
cities, Hanoi, Saigon and Cholon, the French administration relied
upon data supplied by the leaders of the Chinese official communities
for estimating their ethnic group, with considerable uncertainty in
the case of Cholon. In several rural regions, however, especially in
regionse populated largely by ethnic minorities, the information
clearly relates to the denser population of the towns, which is the
only geographical area with which the colonial administration were

familiar, thus one must therefore multiply by a coefficient to



correct the data. The works of historical anthropology directed
largely by the EFEC (Ecole Frangaise d'Extréme Orient) allow the
estimation of these coefficients. for the different perieds and
regions. One may thus be able to determine that the low population
estimates for the southern part of Cochinchina, if still valid, were
exaggerated, at least for the late nineteenth century.

Moreover, since the administrative reality dealt with Indochina
as a unit, research on present-day Vietnam must often treat the
archive series selectively. For public receipts and expenditures,
for instance, one must evaluate the part of the Governor General’s
budget which applied to Vietnam, by separating out the part
corresponding to Cambodia and Laos, or else one must simply estimate
their share of public finance where the archives do not provide the
appropriate answers. The situation is the same for foreign trade.
The categories we know today did not exist; Vietnam was divided into
three regions: Tonkin, Ammam and Cochinchina. This is a well-known
fact in the political arena, but it also had  commercial
ramifications. Thus, the rice exported from Cochinchina to Hong
Kong, Singapore, Japan or France could have originated in Cambodia,
and would only have passed briefly through southern Vietnam.

Cne must also realise that the factors which influenced
economic conditions were badly understood, or even unknown to the
colonial administration. The issue of inflation offers a good
example. Inflation was seen as a purely monetary phenomenon: a poor
currency led to goods becoming expensive ; consequently, the
maintenance of a healthy currency, ensuring the high quality of
coinage and a strict policy for reserve rate, presented the solution
to all cyelical problems. But the complex distribution of
prerogatives did not facilitate the management of monetary
aggregates. The Banque de l‘Indochine, a private institution, held
the monopoly on issuing coins and notes, but the right to mint coins
belonged to the Hotel des Monnaies, in France, and remained bound by
the Governor General’s authorisation. Even the vocabulary was
uncertain. The administrators from the beginning of the centuxry did
not always distinguish between forced currency and inconvertibility
of notes. Their rigid rules for the circulation of currency also
explain the differing exchange rates which were observable between
Hanei and Saigon, and even more so between Vietnam and Hong Kong.

The search for macro-economic indicators such as wholesale and
consumer prices, salaries and interest rates also confronts one with

the normal difficult.ies linked to the heterogenheity of the economic

10



gituation. These numbers varied from one region to another because
the economic realities differed from the town to the countryside, and
especially from the north to the south of the country. In other
words, the economic unification of the country was far from realised.
It iz known that several salaries were about twice as high in Saigon
as in Hanoi in the 1920s. No doubt prices followed the same trends,
but to what degree? Were price structures comparable? Which regions
had the higher purchasing power? Salaries and market prices,
inflation, transportation costs by road, rail and canal, land prices,
are issues that remain less studied than the impact of the modern
production sector on the traditional sector, or than the creation of
a proletariat, within the colonial setting of southern plantations
and northern mines.

The same kind of gaps can be obsexrved for the service sector.
If researchers have easy access to the series which cover modern
inland transport, such as the xailroads, there is still little
appraisal of the importance of shipping, which was largely in the
hands of Vietnamese and Chinese ship owners. Yet, it contributed
importantly to the unification of the internal market, demenstrating
a2 micro-economic efficiency which partially explains the low levels
of freight transport on the Hanoi-Saigen railrocad. Again, it seems
indispensable to evaluate the importance of porters, servants,
prostitutes, and peddlers in the different periods, which will
require an investigation of diverse and complementary sources: police
reports, fiscal documents, travelogues, journals, inter alia.

In a more dJeneral sense, researchers need to evaluate the
contribution of the traditional sector to natives’ income and thus
to the monetization of the economy. Certainly, the standard of living
for the rural population at the end of the nineteenth century was not
very high. The crucial task, however, is to use works of historical
anthropology to evaluate as precisely as possible the importance of
personal consumption and its ewvolution in the first half of the
twentieth century. For this rural income, statistics on foreign trade
allow one to sense the importance of the production related to
regional specialisation, such as Indochinese basketry and other
related labour-intensive rural industries.

In a parallel mamner, the contribution of local capital to the
development of the national SConomy seems to have been
underestimated. Researchers have tended to have more interest in
capital which originated in France, whether that capital was being

invested in manufacturing, mining, transportation or agriculture.
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Investment by Vietnamese and Chinese economic agents has remained
cccluded. But, by using the official listing on mining concessions,
we find that several of these French investors had in actual fact a
Vietnamese or Chinese name. Private investment was indeed a very
complicated story. We know that before WWI, several German investors
used the names of French and Chinese local partners as official
shareholders or managers of their businesses in order to make their
activity more acceptable to the French administration. Foreign (non-
Chinese} investment should not be neglected and this may shed new
light on the appraisal of Vietnam’s comparative advantages in non-
agricultural production.

This lacuna to be found within the usual sources, results from
the weakness of the colonial administration’s overall contrel and
from the absence of a fiscal stake; the explicit goal of the opium
monopoly was to extract more revenue from the Chinese population than
would have been possible with a tax on capital or on a commercial
transaction. Nevertheless, there are indirect ways to evaluate
domestic private capital formation. Whether one is loocking at the
Vietnamese, the Chinese or even the French in Indechina, it is
absolutely necessary to reseaxrch capital formation, research which
has more hope of success than has been claimed up to now. In the
archives of Ho Chi Minh City, for example, one can find valuéble
information on the investment capability of rich Vietnamese and
Chinese, estimated by the General Goverrment, in terms of the direct
igsuance of shares from the proposed Indochinese Shipping Company.

Balance of payments should also be the object of particular
study. As regards Indochina, one knows that the measurement of
invisibles was almost impossible. It is even aquite difficult to
estimate the actual amount of French capital invested in Vietnam.
There can be a large difference between the 'nominal capital', the
'called capital' and the 'real capital' of an enterprise, through
manipulations of the founders’ shares, the offered stock, or through
only partially mobilising the nominél capital. Only through
meticulous work might one obtain a zrealistic estimate of French
capital actually invested. Similarly, contemporaries rarely tracked
the flow of profits from Indochina to France, or even the savings
which civil servants may have repatriated to metropolitan France or
other colonies. Under these circumstances, it would be worth re-
examining the hypothesis that Vietnam was an overall net exporter of

capital during the period.
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Much unexpected information lies in archives both in France and
in Vietnam. Only a few files refer directly to salaries. But cne can
find the salaries for plantation workers in the South, scribbled on a
scrap of paper in a file on the stabilisation of the pilastre, thus
illustrating a possible concern for the implications of exchange
rates policy on wages, purchasing power and competitiveness.
Likewise, we have lost many of the prices of public works carried out
by businesses on contract to the General Govermment. But price
comparisons for different tasks submitted by competing companies turn
up in unexpected files, such as the reparation of the offices
managing the Indochinese Fleet. Systematic exploration and
utilisation of this kind of information for direct and indirect
estimates of missing values in time series will certainly be the task
of the next generaktion of researchers on Vietnam’'s economic history;

but it would be advisable to begin this job as soon as possible.
3. Imperfections of the statistical system and political biases.

The archives which have been preserved are plentiful and
voluminous, but they suffer from meny limitatioms. It is a
commonplace to say that the statistics were constituted by an
administration which, though largely competent, was driven by its own
inherent logic, a logic uninterested in the collection of statistics
which might meet the needs of historians or economists. Despite a
rigorous, even finicky, administration, the information still
presents an imperfect image of the real situation.

First, the administration wanted to appear to have mastered the
gituation completely, and wanted that no one might ever suspect that
its grasp on the colony and the protectorates was less than £irm. The
administrative framework was never sufficient in Indochina in the
outlying zones or in regions where the authorities had little
invested, all of which can lead one to think that some nuwmbers were
estimated, or even invented, in order to fill in the corresponding
box. This statistical imprecision reached at times even inte spheres
the authorities seemed to actually control, such as the opium trade,
where contraband still played a large role.

The observed biases have several points of origin. The
administrators could never arrive at real numbers for fraud and
contraband, which they nevertheless often imvoked in their reports.
Tt is also difficult to get the numbers given by the administration

to match up with those given by its commercial partners. Moreover,
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it is difficult to estimate the trade which went through Hong Kong,
and the actual amount of goods. When these products entered
Indochina, they were counted officially as preoducts of Hong Kong,
even though in reality they came from all over the world. Another
example is offered by the large differences between Japanese and
French statistics with regard to trade between Indochina and Japan.
When the administration of Indochina was called before the French
legislature, it could not explain the differences, and had to - limit
itself to observing that its arithmetic methods were those commonly
used in Eurcpe {(Inquiry by the MP Labroue; CACM SOM NF B4 915-2}.

Even if they were identical to those used in Europe, the
methods of calculation and the administrative practices of the
Douanes et Regies (Customs and Pubklic Monopolies) are still
remarkable; such practices hamper the use of customs’ statistics for
the establishment today of continuous archive series and for the
evaluation of economic activity. Thus, when prices are mentioned by
administrations, they are often not speaking of the real value of the
commodity, but of an estimated wvalue, or even worse, one arbitrated
by a commission assigned the task of fixing a moderate price to
satisfy both the administration and the chambers of commerce, a price
used for a given period of time. This procedure relieved the customs
administration of the need to detexrmine the actual value. -Similarly,
when statistics are provided for the quantities of products, the
nurbers seem hot to have been known directly but only estimated
through knowledge of the weight of the commodities.

One must also realise that there were no ad wvalorem taxes at
the time. The duties paid on merchandise were amounts fixed in
france, according to the weight of the products. The effects of that
practice on the statistics proved numerous and perverse. For one
thing, the currency used for foreign trade before 1914 was not the
franc, but Asian currencies based on silver: the Indochinese piastre
itself, the Shanghai tael, or even the  Hong Kong dollar. But
currencies using the silver standard varied greatly compared to
currencies adopting the gold standard: they dropped in the years
approaching 1910, then rose, sharply, with . the war, bhut started to
fall again around 1920. Without an evaluation of the real exchange
rate, it is hard to comprehend the variations in price of different
products, purchased with currency on the silver standard, given that
only the customs duties were assessed in a gold standard currency.

A second source of distortion in the data resides in the

inflation differential between France and its colony and, once again,
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the use of the franc as the monetary unit of reference, even though
there was no fixed parity between the franc and the pilastre until
1831. The increase in foreign trade in texms of the French franc did
not always correspond to a developments in trade, but sometimes
simply to the French currency’s drop in value, which was offset by a
rise in prices. Inversely, this franc inflaticn caused the erosion
of tariff barriers in the colony, disrupting or facilitating
commercial relations between Indochina and the countries on the Scuth
China Sea. The development of trade with commercial partners,
whether France or other nations, often had nothing to do with

governmental intentions.

4. Brief presentation of previous works on Vietnam’s economic

statistics and quantitative history

A non-negligible part of the economic, demegraphic and social
data has already been collected by different researchers for various
mbnographs- First and foremost, one must mention the works of
Marseille {1986}, most notably with regard to foreign trade, tariffs,
of Gonjo (199%4) on finance, especially on the activity of the Banque
de 1'Indochine, and also of Aumiphin {1996) on the activity of French
private enterprises in mining, manufacturing and services. Important
attempts to provide a synthesis were presented by Murray (1980) and
more recently by Brocheux and Hemery (1995}, but it can be said that
the most interesting aspects of these works were on political and
gocial history even if only several important aspects of cuantitative
economic history were explored.

Other studies provided an overview and a critical analysis of
long term series regarding other, more specific, economic questions:
the opium monopoly (Descours-Gatin,1992) which allows one to evaluate
contraband, the port activity and urban development of Haiphong
(Raffi, 1993), the diffusion of the French education system ({Trinh
Van Thao, 1896} and the customs tariffs (Giacometti, 1997). One must
also keep track of the many comparable works @ by Vietnamese
researchers, for example on the role of French companies in capital
formation (Ho Hai Quang, 1982 and 1985), or on agriculture in Tonkin
(Ta Thi Thyu, 1993)). Current doctoral research will place other
gseries at the disposal of scholars interested in cuantitative
economic higtory; for example, wvaricus series on rubber plantations,
internal trade and rice trading, -and on Viet Minh's underground

economic system during the Indochina War (1945-1954} {Loscha, 13995).
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In spite of the importance of Vietnam in Southeast Asia, in
terms of population and political importance after WWII, the
quantitative or even institutional economic history of this country
remaing relatively unknown, and studies are still few. What is most
surprising is the small number of works published in English on these
issues with Murray (1980) being the main significant exception. Most
of the books and articles were published in French or in Vietnamese,
with a recent trend towards translation in French or Vietnamese, or
simultaneous editions in both languages {for example, Aumiphin, 1996
and Ta Thi Thuy, 1993). This is explained by the cultural legacy in
the sense that French speaking scholars have obviously a comparative
advantage. Most of the data and the previous works were accessible
exclusively in this language, & situation which had pernicious
implications since the research on Vietnam’s economic history were
excessively influenced by these references. The studies on Vietnam
were not exposed to comments or suggestions by scholars specialised
in other Asian countries. It seems that Vietnam's specialists were
not really involved in international comparisons from an historical
perspective.

This situation is currently changing, mainly as a consequence
of the interest of other European schelars, in Britain, Denmark,
Germany, the Netherlands and Italy, in this issue. Most of them have
a working knowledge of French and easy access to French Archives. But
very few of these studies rely upon estimation and analysis of
continuous cquantitative indicators. On international trade, Norlund
(1993) constitutes one exception. Until now, the most important
impulse in this field was the Australia National University’s Echosea
project, which involved co-cperation between »2ustralian economic
historians working on Southeast Asian countries, among others,
Malcolm Falkus and Piexre wvan der Eng, and French specialists of
Vietnam's history such as Pierre Brocheux. On Vietnam, the final
results of this research are to be published by the end of the
century. But, in contrast to the current Asian Historiecal Statistics
COE Project, the focus was not exclusively on gquantitative economic

history and National Accounts estimate per se.

The historical period in which they have been written
notwithstanding, the studies on Vietnam economic history exhibit two
common features. On the one hand, the sectors that were well
monitored by the colonial administration were extensively explored

while all the rest remained more or less neglected. On the other
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hand, approaches adopted for these studies are directly connected
with the political and social agenda of the time.

Various studies explored sectors such as international trade
because custom offices of the great harbours were among the most
efficient administrators in producing wveoluminous amounts of data -
but were not always accurate. Despite this, the aggregate and easily
available series of the General Government vyearbooks {Armuaire de
1'Indochine} were preferred to the comprehensive and extremely
disaggregate yvearly or monthly data of the Tableau du Commerce de
1’'Indochine (including in recent works, for example Norlund (1993})).
More broadly, the economic life of Vietnam has been seen from the
viewpoint of great sectors in which the colonial administration or
Burcpeans had vested interests. But village economy, subsistence
farming, fishing, short range water transport, all the things which
provide substantial income to the general population and contributed
decisively to the national economy, remain unexamined. In these
sectors, prices, costs and incomes lie undiscovered; estimations
remain gqualitative, rarely quantitative. Tn the course of the
century, researchers tend to consider and use the books published
before WWII as zreliable sources, as a conseguence of their
anteriority. But one must note that these works utilised data or
estimates provided by the colonial administration with little
critical investigation.

During the entire century, studies on Vietnam are directly
connected with political and social agenda of the time in the sense
that in many cases the Vietnamese economy is only an auxiliary
explanation: French domination and national involvement in Asia, and
the individual interests of particular groups, are obviously the core
issues prior to 1940. After WWII, scholars adopting the Leninist
theory of imperialism as the ultimate stage of Capitalism considered
Vietnam as a ideal illustration of this theory without much concern
to evince such a perspective. For reasons good and bad , Vietnam was
é very sentimental issue for French Marxist scholars and their
counterparts in other countries, including of course Japan and the
US. Murray {1980) is an example of this tendency to consider
Vietnamese economic history from unicque ideological viewpoints,

excluding therefore any non-Marxist approaches or critiques.
For these two reasons, sources and ideology, it might be useful

to adopt a diachronic approach in the presentation of previous works.

One important point to be observed is that the concepts used in these
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books are ambiguous. Before WWII, mumerous works seem to be dealing
with economics, but they are actually describing the * mise en
valeur ”. This colonial concept might be understood in two ways, one
is retrospective, the other prospective. The first was a way to
legitimise domination, the second was an attempt to orient future
economic¢ choices. In its retrospective sense, mise en wvaleur is
everything that had been done since the initiation of the territory
as a French colony and the sum of all investments, of all works,
public or private. It is a detailed list of all productions, made by
the indigenous people and Eurcpean colonialists, "l'oeuvre de la
France" in the colony.

In sum, this kind of work consists of a descriptive
enumeration, close to panegyric, of everything done or at work. But
it presents no order, neither distinction between what was expected
or asked a priori and what happened and was created in a natural way,
or unexpectéd and unplanned; the economic and political failure of
the main colonial project, the Yunnan railway, and the unexpected
rubber production success are good examples. In the prospective
sense, the expression mise en valeur offers a different wvista. It
elaborates on what is possible and desirable to achieve; and that
often means a raticnal plan in which State (General Government)
intervention will guide and support public and private investments.
Retrospectively, we find in these reports, articles and books a set
of disorganized investments, but prospectively a coherent plan...
never financed. This diachronic opposition must be taken into account

if one wants to utilise the colonial bibliography effectively.

As gources, the ancient bibliography presented another kind of
problem, given the strong line it adopts in favour of one colonial
policy or another: it is especially the case in the debate on
international trade: * pacte colonial ” {colonial agreement, colonial
integration) versus economic integration in the Asia-Pacific economic
area. The term of the time ™ mise en valeur “ (economic development),
remains an empty box in which each author, a politician, a banker or
a forxmer high rank civil servant placed their own subjective
interpretation. Their books are in essence real theses, by which they
expose a conception of the econcmic organisation of Vietnam wis & vis
the French imperial system.

Followers of the pacte colonial found before them authors
arguing for an alternative free-trade policy, mostly carried out by

representatives of the Indochinese colonial administration, and first
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the General Govexrnment, and local entrepreneurs, backed by Fremch
interests. In Indochina, free traders found their best arguments in
the arena of real commercial relations: before 1929, up to 70% of
exports went to the Asia-Pacific Region (mainly Hong Kong and
Singapore) and only 30% to metropolitan France and Europe;
proportions for importation were almost exactly the reverse.

Authors such as Pierre Gourou, Charxles Robeguain or Paul
Bernard's proposals might be understood in the context of debates on
Vietnam’s industrialisation and the need to feed foreign trade with
high value-added procucts. Their books, often seen as major sources
of reference on Vietnam's economy must be read also in the light of
this trial of ecopomic and commercial orientation given te colonial
Vietnam. This orientation was not decided in advance as a result of
colonial domination, real exchange rates, or political decisions.

Take the case of Paul Bernard, who argued ardently for the
industrialisation of Indochina. That meant per force granting
complete autonomy to Indochina with regard to customs and tariffs, in
order to allow it to defend local small-scale production against
competition from industrialised countries, including France, whose
products entered Indochina free of any duties. P. Bernard was,
however, always pushed by the company he managed, the Société
Financiére Francaise et Coloniale (the French and Colonial Finance
Company} into opposing negotiations between France and Japan, aimed
at giwving the latter a special tariff status in the colony. Aand yet,
by creating a special status for Japan, which would be only the
prelude to other special tariffs for other countries including
France, those negotiations had as their ultimate goal the eventual
destruction of the customs system which bound the colony to the
metropolitan market. By opposing those negotiations in 1924, Paul
Bernard worked against what he would subsequently propose himself in
the 1930s, the industrialization of the colony.

The case of Charles Robeguain leads to an similar general
conclusion, regarding the existence of a political thesis defended by
various sources which seemed to deal only with economic issues. His
book on the economic transformation of Indochina is used by all
writers who take an interest in the econemic conditions in Vietnam
before WWIT and the evolution of capitalism in colonial Indochina.
But that leaves aside the first calling of Robequain’s work, which
appears on page 4 of the foreword. Tt reads: “This work was prepared
by the request and with the help of the ‘Institute of Pacific
Relations’. It is published by the Centre d'Etudes de Politicue
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Etrangére (CEPE), under the auspices of the Comité d'Etudes des
Problémes du Pacifique (CEPP), which iz one of its permanent
committees. Immediately one understands what Robequain has done,
presenting the gquestion of the inclusion of Indochina’s economy in
the context of the Pacific, and thus the question of Indochina‘’s
autonomy with regard to France, even while he apparently dealt only

with economic questions.

After WWII, we observe among researchers specialised on Vietnam
an increasing tendency to focus on international trade, and mostly
with France, and French capital investment in Vietnam. Foreign trade
fashioned by imperial protectionism was at this time the general
explanatory schema for the economic evolution of Vietnam. Thus, the
economic question may have appeared resolved in advance, by using
Marxist-Leninist concepts and toocls in order to explain the
prevailing imperialist relatioﬁs. Many works attempted therefore to
find precise and accurate illustrations of this domination, rather
than to furnish an economic analysis. With - the colonial
administration's data facilitation, the goal was reached, as well as
the demonstration that foreign trade and other economic relations
with metropolitan France were the most important issues, because the
colonialist administration was devoted to its supervision.

The Marxist approach alse favoured some important studies on
the social and demographic development of a certain part of the
population - for example research devoted to the coolies working on
South Vietnam rubber plantations. Scme essayz dealt with mining and
manufacturing or attempted to describe the formation of social
classes, -the working class, of course, but also concepts such as
"medivum low peagantry', "city medium native bourgecisie "o and so one.
But behind the economic side of such questions studied, it was rather
the formation of the political and nationalist consciousness which
attracted attention, in trying te have a better understanding of
successive uprisings and wars in Vietnam. Here again, political
questions imposed certain subjects for discussion and analyses.

- Nowadays however the fact that attempts have been made by
Vietnamese sgcholaxs to study specialised production villages  (i.e.
pottery wvillages, basket makers' wvillages, special market places,
inter alia) must be underlined, as well as studies undertaken to deal
with Tonkin rural trade. Regarding recent works, we must recall the
statement made by David Marr (Marxr,1992): *The pre-eminent econcmic

objective of the French was to develop a modern export sector. They
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focused particularly on rice and mining, then later rubber as well’.
With this point strongly emphasised, studies must now look into some
questions: who were the 'French'?; did they achieve their ‘modern’
objectives?; did they ultimately decide anything?; how did they
manage relations with pre-colonial finance and trade networks, for
example the Chinese ones?; why did the French focus on these specific
products, when at the same time industries were established in
Vietnam, not only by European but algsc by Vietnamese and Chinese
entrepreneurs - for example, chemistry, textile, socap, glass?; and
how competitive were these products and where was their effective
demand located, - in Indochina, metropolitan France, or on the Asian
and international market in general, which was an important issue for
a colonial domination? '

The economic history of colonial Vietnam remains largely in the
shadow, because the larger economic sectors still remain unexplored
and unresearched and also because the links between the basic
economic realities, the geographical context, the relevant political
decisions and economic evolution has- never been studied over the

long-term, in a pragmatic way, utilising extant statistical series.

II. Methods to be implemented for estimating Vietnam’s national

accounts
1. The purpose and scope of the research

The research will focus on relatively recent data from the
modern period {circa 1895—1954) and on the macroeconomic series which
are essential for the Asian Historical Statistics COE Project. As far
as possible, the researchers are performing a critical evaluation of
the statistics produced by the French administration and published in
the form of Yearbooks and other official papers. This screening seems
especially important for the following data: population, production,
investment, consumption, public finance, prices and wages, and
international trade. The essential objective remains however to
achieve a comprehensive collection of data in oxder to propose to the
researchers interested in Vietnam’s economic history something close
to a first estimation of Vietnam’s national accounts before 1954.

Following this collection of relatively available data, the
main task should be to produce, using indirect methods, comprehensive

and acceptable estimates of missing time series which are however
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essential: on production (including services), investment (including
investment by Vietnamese and Chinese agents and international capital
flows), and consumption (including rural self-consumption). It seems
also highly desirable to estimate macroeconomic conditions before the
commencement of colonisation or during the conguest (circa 1850-
1890), in order to evaluate the impact of French colonisation on
Vietnam’s . economic dynamics. Amnam Imperial archives and private
Chinese sources written by traders living in Vietnam at the time,
both in Chinese characters, might provide the necessary figures that
may be used for this purpose but this task would certainly involve a
time scale of much more than two or three years. l

Therefore, this study supported by the COE project should be
seen as a first step with the coda that further improvements are
necessary and would be extremely welcomed. It is the feeling of the
researchers involved in this project that their findings will be
extensively criticised as a conseguence of comparatively easier
access during the coming decade, to new private and public sources
and extensive collections of data on specific igsues. They would be
delighted to collaborate with all those who are invelved in improving
the reliability of the data and providing information from their
related field. Accordingly, the philosophy of this research will be
to articulate the files used for ocbtaining times series, to specify
in detail the methodology used for estimating or extrapolating
missing values and to propose both original and estimated series.

Finally, it should be kept in mind that Cambodia’s and Laos’
economic statistics are equally interesting for a comprehensive study
of Southeast Asian cuantitative economic higtory. The comparison
between these two countries and Thailand would be certainly a
fruitful task for understanding the integr_ation of the Mekong area
into the World econcmy at the end of the nineteenth century. As it
will be necessary, for the collection of several data on Vietnam, to
identify data concerning Cambodia and Laos, and also Kwang Tcheou Wan
{leased territory in mainland China, Canton Province, close to Hainan
Island), this may permit, as a by product, the obtainment of the same
kind of results for the other parts of former Indochina.

For various series, for example population, the data indicated
in the official yearbook seems more accurate for Cambodia than for
Vietnam. In this specific case, the implementation of the census‘was
easier in Cambodia where reports by the local administration on the
effective population numbers living in each family was not seen as an

offensive intrusion into a field of Confucian authority as it was
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perceived in Vietnam. Differences in cultural tradition implied in
Cambodia a weaker traditional administrative framework but not
necessarily inferior data. We may assume that Vietnam’s strong
administrative traditions made it easier for the lower rank
Vietnamese civil servants to keep the French administration at bay or
uninformed with regard to part of the data, according to their own

economic or political interest.

Regafding Vietnam’s statistics, the scope of the research
should be consistent with the COE project general framework. The
following list indicates the series to be estimated:

1. Population, labour force and employment

2. Agricultural productien (rice and other essential products; wvolume
and value}

3. Mining {volume and value), manufacturing and cottage industries
(French and other foreign companies; Chinese and Vietnamese
companies, including the informal sector).

4. Services (railways, tramways, trucks; shipping; electric power;
mail, telegraph and telephone; banking and insurance; internal
trade, education health, civil administration, misc.)

5. Consumption {private, including self-consumption)

6. Public and private capital formation (including construction)

7. Prices and wages (Hanoi and Saigon)

3. Public Finance {general government, regions, provinces, cities and
towns) .

9, Intermational trade (by country, especially Hong Kong, China, and
Singapore; other Asian countries (including Japan and colonies),
metropolitan France, French coleonies, other Eurcpean countries,
the US, etc.).

10. Exchange rates, capital flows and balance of payments

2 BEvaluation of the availability and reliability of data and proposed

procedures allowed to overcome the imperfections and lacunae

aAs already indicated in the first part of this paper, the huge
amount of statistics produced or monitored by the administration
constitutes a hetercgeneous mass, regarding both their avallability
and reliability. A global evaluation of the data corresponding to the
diffexent series to be collected or estimated within the framework of
the project is proposed using the following codes:

- b : excellent or good ;
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- B : medium; and
- C : pooOr or very poor.

In addition, several complementary explanations are presented
along with proposals for specifie alternative and indirect methods
for estimating different missing or unreliable series. For this

purpose, the classification indicated above shall be used.

1. Population

a} Total population: B

b} Labour force and employment: C

c} Migration : B

d} Population of the different ethnic groups : A

It is difficult to get a good grasp of Vietnam’'s demographic
trends before 1845. In 1901, the first "test" census tock place in
Cochinchina, a French colony. Thereafter, a population-estimation was
implemented in 1906 for all Indochina. A new census took place in
1921 based on the one from 1901. The population of the different
ethnic groups was reported. In the case of the Chinese population, we
have also figures on yearly migration flows from different sources
{(Chinese communities self-administration under the supervision of the
French police).

This census of 1921 did not concern only Cochinchina, but also
the protectorates of Tonkin and Annam. In orxrder to provide correct
figures and explain various inconsistencies, the administrations used
more or less arbitrary coefficients based on variables such as salt
consumption per capita.

These coefficients were abandoned in 1931 and an estimation "as
precise as possible' was performed in all French possessions, and
again later in 1936, 1943, 1946 (for the Cochinchina). These
estimates were not more satisfactory despite the effort - for
homogenising results. In 1951, other population estimates were made
for Vietnam, but only for the " controlled * provinces.

While the census administration performed aquite well in
Cochinchina, there was no generalised use of reports to count the
population of each house or each boat, in Tonkin and Annam. Most of
the time it was ultimately the chief of the village who attempted to
measuxre the population of the village. Besides the approximate nature

of these accounts, many problems appeared, such as the preferential
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registration of a good number of Natives in their original wvillage
rather than in the place where they actually used resided.

Regarding employment, acceptable estimates might be obtained
for a several sectors: mining, manufacturing in French companies,
public utilities, education and, in a broader sense, administration.
On the other hand, we have almost no idea of the population engaged
in agriculture, fishing, cottage industries or traditional services.

For these reascns, it appears it would be extremely difficult
to utilise effectively the official data bhoth on total and urban (or
rural) population. A reconstruction of Vietnam’s population using an
inverse projection metheod could be the more acceptable solution. If a
hypothetical population age structure fits the observed data, we
might use the time series and estimate of age structure before WWII
for other purposes. It seemz safe to assume that in the case of
Vietnam, an FEast BAsia agrarian scociety with a general cultural
context of strong emphasis on education, the population between 15
and 60 or 65 years is an acceptable proxy for the labour force; both
for male and female.

A comparative approach could be adopted regarding employment in
services, given that Vietnam’'s social and cultural setting was very
close to that of North-East Asian countries: Japan, Korea, Taiwan
{and of course China but data are usually unreliable). We may also
assume that the Industrial structure of Vietnam was similar to those
countries, with an important time lag when compared with Japan, but
probably with a shorter time lag in the cases of Taiwan and Korea.
Employment in education, in civil administration, in railways and in
mining should be used as benchmarks for extrapolating employment in

other sectorsz or sub-sectors.
2. Primary sector: agriculture, fishing, forestry and hunting

a) agriculture :

- planted areas : A

- rice production in quantity : B
- other cash crops: B

- livestock: C

- fruits and vegetables: C

b) fishing: C

c) forestry: A

d) hunting: C
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We have not got comprehensive data on production but it seems
safe to assume that official estimates are quite accurate since they
were essential for the evaluation of rural income and therefore the
enforcement of part of the colonial tax system. We can find official
gsources reporting on each province or even prefecture but in a very
qualitative way * good harvest/ poor harvest ~ rather than
quantitative ™ yield 7). As far as rice is concerned, several
irregular reports included not only estimates on production, but also
on seads, alcochol, export, personal consumption {(one of the first
reports of this kind was released in 1902).

For other products, we have the same kind of documents but with
a local specialisation, which allows us to use reports of the local
administration. Product areas such as cotton, maize, sugar, cocormts,
rubber, pepper, tea, potatoes and tarcs, beans, tea, coffee, pepper,
silk, we may use, in addition to the official production estimates,
an indirect method relying upon the export data and consumption
estimates to obtain production. But one needs teo be very cautious
since part of the production originated in Cambodia. When figures are
missing, one could assume that local per capita consumption was
stable {this point should be checked carefully however}, and ceonsider
that the variation of exports was a good indicator for production
fluctuations.

Official data on buffaloes were very important for the colenial
administration, because it was one of the main areas of private
capital formation in agriculture. These are thus essential statistics
for the purposes of this research. However, we have no comprehensive
data but only various reports particularly during plague
infestations of animals. Other livestock, pigs, poultry, goats,
sheep, dogs, etc., were not carefully monitored, with the exception
perhaps of elephants, which were an export item from central Vietnam,
Laos or Cambodia to Thailand before WWII.

Vegetables and fruits were usuvally neglected but they are
essential in estimating the evolution of an effective living standard
for the WVietnamese population given their . important role in the
Vietnamese diet; the quality of the estimate will depend on the work
done or nearing conclusion by anthropologists. One finds the same
problem with fishing. Sea products, nuoc mam and river fish played an
equally important part in the Vietnamese diet. Export statistics are
an indication of the activity of Chinese fishermen who were the main
source for the exportation of dry or salted fish. Vietnamese

fishermen used to sell the fish in the villages and towns close to
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the shore for immediate consumption or transformation in the food
industry. The same applies for hunting, a activity in which several
ethnic minorities specialised. Using studies by anthropologists and
international trade data we could estimate the share of the export
items (fur and others) actually paid to the hunters and consider the
value of the meat eaten as a measurement of personal consunption.
Regarding forestry, the quality of the data is a consecquence of
direct contrel and management by public authorities of part of the
production. The rest was strictly investigated as an element of
fiscal policy, except perhaps charcoal production, another essential
item in rural and even urban consumption. In a similar way, salt
production data are extremely accurate as a consequence of the public

monopoly on distribution.

3. Mining and manufacturing

a) Mining: A (both guantity and declared value)
b) Furopean Manufacturing: B
¢) Chinese and Vietnamese manufacturing: C

d) Cottage industry : C

In relaticon to the control of the concessions, mnining
activities in Vietnam were carefully monitored by the administration.
Various reports indicate the name, production {in volume and wvalue)
and employment (blue and white collars) in each coal mine. The same
kind of details are usually available for other mines. However, we
can not find similar surveys on the production of clay and kaolin and
other construction materials (sand, stones, marble, etc.) before the
late 1930s. This means we can not use these series for estimating the
activity in construction and public works by indirect methods, and
also the important traditional production of pottery {as well as
bricks and tiles).

French companties form the only part of manufacturing in which
relatively abundant sources are existing. But reports to shareholders
and other private data of these kind should be treated with caution.
For the most important companies, whose shares were quoted on the
Paris stock exchange market, we can find a summary of these reports
in French yearbocks (Annuaire Desfossé) already studied by Jacques
Marseille. But the Paris stock market neglected the small and medium-
sized European firmms. In addition, Chinese and Vietnamese-owned

firms, which constituted a growing share of the manufacturing modern
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sector in the 1920s and 1930s, relied on other financial sources. We
have no other choice but to use fiscal data or econcmic policy
reports (subsidies to Vietnamese entrepreneurs producing strategic
components, for example in the electric or telephone ecquipment
sector, in the late 1930s). .The Vietnamese cottage industry
{basketry, silk reeling, textile cottage industry, pottery, nuoc mam,
etc.) was an essential part of manufacturing, if not the most
important part. The French administration reported occasionally on
several areas or highly specialised villages.

Depending on the products, we may use export series and try to
extrapolate but we need also to estimate domestic demand. Using
various sources, we could obtain indications on production of
intermediate goods for which there is nc indication in other official
reports. For example, in the international trade vearbooks, we find
that cement was exported from Haiphong in 128 kg barrels {and we know
from other sources the volume corresponding te the domestic demand).
That means that the production of barrels was ongoing in the
manufacturing sense in North Vietnam, certainly as subcontractors. We
can expect a production equivalent teo at least the barrels exported.
Assuming a level of price and labour productivity comparable to . that
prevailing in Taiwan, Hong EKong or Singapore ({(or in France) and in
Vietnam, we could even propose a proxy for the added wvalue in this

activity and of wages paid to the workers.
4. Services

a) Inland transportation : B

b) Shipping: B

¢) Electric power: A

d} Telecommunications: A

e} Banking and insurance: A

f) Chinese (or Indian) informal finance: C
g) Domestic trade: C

h) Education and health: B

i) Civil and military administration: A

j) Others: C

In all the services, we cbserve a sharp contrast between the
modern sector controlled by public or private French companies
{railways, tramways, international shipping, electric power,

telegraph and telephone) in which it is possible to cobtain precise
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figures in the vearbooks and archives (in the £final case, data
collection implies case studies and therefore a time-consuming
process), and the traditional sector data in which the only choice is
to estimate broadly the activity using very indirect methods.

Official reports related to fiscal policy and tax on boats and
junks provide interesting sources including a breakdown of the fiscal
receipts by region and size of shipments. The same kind of source
could be of great interest for domestic trade: the shop ouwners or
managers paid a tax depending of occupation. But this does not
include peddlers, informal activities, and side-business by peasants
or other workers. It seems very difficult to speculate on local trade
and traditional road transportation. Furthermore, we have wvery few
data on servants, leisure, restaurants, hotels, etc.. It is clear
that the demand was segmented and that tremendous differences existed
according to income level. Anthropologist may have some light to shed
on these issues. We may also assume that in both Vietnam and Taiwan
were gimilar in this regard, and rely on the structure of the labour
force, including secondary occupation in the latter country.

On finance, we are fortunate enough that a comprehensive study
was done by Gonjo (1994) on the Bangue de 1'Indochine, a private
institution which was the main Bank in Vietnam and had the monopoly
of issuing piastre notes and coins. While Gonjo had no direct access
to the Banque's Archives, his work is clearly superior to the study
of Meuleau (1990) who was granted financial support by the Bangque and
almost free access to the private archives of this institution.

But the collection of time series on interest rates, money
supply, deposits and lending in Vietnam was not the main aim of
Gonjo’s research. We have however discontinuous data, mainly on
Indochina as a whole, and in several cases charts without the
corresponding tables. Nevertheless, using the xeferences of the
¥rench public archives indicated in his book, it is possible to
collect the original figures in the annual reports of the Bank.
Regarding the other French banks and other financial institutions in
Vietnam, including service, we could also rely on official reports
and Indochina’s statistical yearboocks.

We will confront however two major difficulties. Firstly,
Gonjo's study, and the official reports, are ncot on Vietnam but on
the activities of different financial institutions in all Indochina
{including Cambodia and Laos), and also Polynesia, New Caledonia,
French territories of India, Djibouti, and even part of China

{Yurman). WVietnam’s currency, the piastre, circulated in all this
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area and was the official one (except in ¥Yumnan). Our aim is to
obtain data on Vietnam’s money supply, and we will therefore have to
estimate those of Cambodia, laos, etc. The same applies for deposits,
loans, and savings by public and private agents and insurance
contracts. Secondly, and this is the main problem, we have almost no
idea of formal and informal finance by non-European, especially
Chinese (or Sino-Vietnamese and Vietnamese) merchants and bankers.
The same is true for the French citizens from the territories of
India ({Pondichery) who were specialised in high-risk short-temm
loang, an unattractive niche in the view of Chinese bankers, but an
important one nonetheless.

Finally, let us consider public services and administration:
education, health, and also civil and military administration. These
sectors present a different kind of difficulty. We have abundant data
on employment, enrcolment in schools, expenditures, wusually on
Indochina as a whole but it is not impossible to disaggregate these
data to obtain estimates for the three Vietnamese regions, Cambodia
and Laos. The main problem is that public services which existed
before French rule were gradually incorporated into the framework of
the colonial administration and education system. The General
Government and other local authorities created substitutes for
previous education or administrative institutions but only the
activities and employment in the new ones were reported. In addition,
many traditional primary schools were privately funded and managed,
and the literacy rate, in Chinese characters, was incredibly high in
several parts of Tonkin and Annam before -the development of the
French education system (Trinh, 1995). An efficient traditional
health system relying upon private market. mechanisms existed in
Vietnam like in other East Asian countries of Chinese cultural and
scientific tradition. Once again, 1f no other source exists, it would
be advisable to use Taiwan’s data, in the first period of Japanese

rule, as a proxy for Vietnam.

5. Consunption

a) goods and sexvices: B

b) self-consumption: C
When production is unknown, estimating consumption data can not

be other than an impressionistic guess. For reasons already indicated

above in the presentation of production data, the tax system and
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public monopelies provide reliable information on the consumption of
several items: alcohol, tobacco, salt, matches, and for example
opium. In addition, we can use international trade data for imported
and exported goods allowing us to obtain an acceptable proxy for the

consumption of goods such as cement or coal, and even clothes {but

it is not easy to estimate traditional production in villages, using

local cotton).

Food is obviously the most important share of the consumption,
in wvalue, but also the most difficult part to estimate. The cases
studied by Gourou (1940; 1945} are <certainly acceptable for an
extrapolation but only on Tonkin during the late 1930s. It would he
inappropriate to assume that food consumption or self-consumption was
similar in Cochinchina, or constant during French rule. Even if it is
a difficult task, our feeling is that we should take responsibility
for proposing an estimate of time series for food consumption in the

three Vietnamese regions.
6. Capital Formation

a) Public infrastructure: A
b) Private infrastructure: C
¢) Machinery: A

d) Construction : B

e} Rural non-infrastructure private productive capital formation: B

The colonial administration had a problem with capital
formation as a concept defined for the purpose of national
accounting. Data collection was performed on public infrastructure
but not on the private side. Private c¢onstruction. and investment in
machinery was not systematically recorded. Investment by the
indigenous and Chinese entrepreneurs, either in agriculture,
transportation equipment or manufacturing and the cottage industry,
was not a matter of much interest, although it was not absolutely
neglected. Given the importance of capital formation series for
analysing Vietnam’s long-term economic dynamics, and changing
industrial structure, it is however essential to address these
different issues and to collect the available data in order to
estimate the various components, using indirect methods.

Public investment in infrastructure, public works, railways,
telecommunication networks, etc., is precisely recorded in the yearly

reports on public finance, but usually, the figures are for Indochina
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as a whole and not for Vietnam. Behind fthis problem, we have to
consider that several natives did not receive weges but contributed
to these projects as forced workers or as a way to pay tax (corvée) .
The actual amount of the investment should be corrected to take into
account the wvalue of the labour factor. In addition to public
investment, an enormous part of capital formation in infrastructure
was the result of private local initiatives and investment. Public
works aimed at controlling and improving dyvkes along the medium-sized
and small rivers, and irrigation canals, were traditionally the
responsibility of local communities. In Cochinchina, only the general
scheme of irrigation was funded by public sources. Landowners
invested heavily in secondary canals and other forms of land
development (sea walls}).

Capital formation in machinery could be estimated using
machinery imported from France, the UK, the US, Germany, or Japan, as
a proxy. We should however werify that domestic equipment production
was non-existent, which is a common assumption; but it is likely that
modern manufacturing companies, railways, tramways and electric power
companies produced part of the equiprment iﬁuhouse. In order to
improve the accuracy of. the capital formation estimate, a
complementary task could be to confront Vietnamese imports series and
the export data in the country of origin, concerning the prices of
export commodities, for estimating the effective figures of
machinery imports. Since we are mainly interested in civil capital
formation, public finance documents on expenditures by the French
Army and Navy in' Indochina could provide indications on military
capital formation, and by contrast, the civilian part. '

For estimating residential and non-residential private
construction (public construction is included in the budget) the most
reliable sources are certainly, once again, the reports of the fiscal
administration. Indirect methods using the variation in the size of
the French population are likely to induce an underestimation given
that affluent Natives and Chinese had a living standard equivalent to
the average Eurcopean residents, at least in Cochinchina. In Tonkin,
official restrictions existed on the size of Vietnamese houses,
especially in Hanold and other cities. Traditional construction in
villages or towns is very difficult to estimate, and the same is true
for the small buildings leased out to Vietnamese or Chinese middle
class households. The average amcunt of the rents, monitored by the
administration, could be an acceptable proxy if we can measure the

pace of urban development {(new constructions in sguare meters or,
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using maps of the main cities, the yearly increase of the size of the
urban area) .

Finally, it is better not to neglect rural private productive
capital formation. Official reports investigated the amount of labour
factor inputs corresponding to the investment in non-annual - crops
(pepper, tea, coffee, rubber etc.). These kinds of surveys were
essential to determine, in relation to world market prices, whether
the development of such export crops was profitable for the native
farmers or for French or Chinege investors. It was an interesting
issue for the administration: land was often granted as a concession
to these investors who paid a rent to the General Government. We may
assume that something like an equilibrium 1level for rent was

considered by the ¢ivil servants.
7. Prices and Wages

a) wholesale prices: A
b) retail prices: B
¢} land prices: C

d) wages: A

On prices and wages, researchers interested in Vietnam economic
history are lucky enough to have a comprehensive set of data, at
least after WWI (however we have the problem of missing values during
WWII, which was a period of hyper inflation in the whole of Asia).
Wholesale and retail prices in Saigon and Hanoi were recorded by
different institutions. The most reliable series are probably the
carmodity list of wholesale prices recorded on the markets. It is
unclear if all the retail prices were actually recorded or calculated
using wholesale price series and ad hoc hypotheses regarding the
margin of the traders.

Different indices were published on food and housing rent and
on living costs for three categories of residents: European, Asian
White Collar, Asian Blue Collar. The original series are certainly
daily, but the most easily available ones are monthly and of course
yearly average data. A rapid survey on monthly variation indicates
significant wvolatility, especially for rice and other basic food
products. In addition, huge differences existed between the different
reg"ions of Vietnam and also between the countryside and the main

cities.
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Despite this positive news, we have to acknowledge we were
unable to find land prices series, until now. They .are certainly
somewhere in the archives, where we will find reliable data to be
used for fiscal polices; the Bank of Indochina certainly used to
monitor this evolution. We have alsc several problems relating to
export (and import) prices, which are presented in detail in section
9 on international trade.

In comparison, we have a good knowledge of wages in warious
sectors in terms of different categories of worker engaged in the
public sector, including the opium monopoly and railways. Wages paid
to the coolies in rubber plantations, to the day labourers in
different parts of Vietnam, and to servants are also quite easy to
find. Using these series asg benchmarks, it might be possible to
estimate the wages in other private activities, such as mining,

manufacturing and above all for services in the traditional sector.
8. Public Finance

a} General Government: B

b) local administration: A

As far as public finance is concerned, the =situation is
extremely clear: we have very good sources and comprehensive data
after 1895, and almost nothing prior to that. The end of WWII and the
outbreak of the Indochina war constitute .an obvicusly difficult
period but, with the exception of 1945, there should be complementary
unpublished sources available in the archives.

- Local administration is the easiest part of the research. For
the central govermment (Indochina General Government) it is necessary
tc operate a geographical distribution of the receipts and
expenditures. This implies a need to reconstitute the effective
allocation of funding dedicated to public works, military expenses,
congtruction, civil servants, etc. to Annam, Cochinchina, Tonkin,
Laos, Cambodia (including tﬁe gale of public assets, land
concessions, ete.}. Part of Cochinchina‘s budget surplus was
routinely transfered to Vietnamese budgets, or to Laos, or even
Cambodia.

9. International trade

al Volume: A
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b) Value: C

¢) Prices: B

We need to be wvery cautious about international trade data
because the colonial administration used different procedures to
compensate for the lack of trained customs officers and other lower
rank workers. The first problem is the result of a proxy volume =
weight for estimating the walue of exported or imported goods.
Machinery or other manufacturing goods were measured in cubic meters
and then converted into weight. If we neglect this problem, wvolume
data can be considered and are reliable.

Another proxy used by the custom officer was that import or
export prices of several goods were constant over the time. For
several products, huge differences are observed between effective
market prices and administrative prices. In order teo avoid this kind
of inconstancy in time series, we suggest that one calculate the
implicit export price or import price of the main traded items. When
necessary, one might use an estimate of the effective export price:
an appropriate margin {of the representative export company) would be
added to the local wholesale price. The same kind of procedure could
be used for imported goods.

We will also have to remember that custom officials considered
the international trade of Indochina as & whole and not of Vietnam.
However, by chance, the administration used to also monitor transit
trade between Cambodia and Cochinchina, or between Yunnan and Tonkin.
Assuming that trade between Indochina and Thailand at the Cambodian
or Laco border was negligible, we could estimate directly Vietnam’s
trade. But it seems -useful to check the amount and volume of
Cambodian international trade on the basis of the amount controlled
by custom cofficers at different places on the border or in the ports
on the Gulf of Siam. Another problem results from the concept of
exports by private companies. It was not uncommonr £for a firm
producing in Tonkin, for example a big French-owned spinning company,
to declare as export the amount of the goods sold  not only in
Cambodia and Laos, but also in Cochinchina.

10. Exchange rates, capital flows and balance of payments
a) Exchange rates: A

b) Capital flows: C
c) Balance of payments: B
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Relatively abundant data are available on exchange rates,
capital flows and balance of payments, but mostly concerning exchange
rates in Saigon and public flows.

Both the French franc and the piastre were used for lecal
transactions in Indochina; the French franc was the most important
currency for public contracts {bonds issued on Paris stock market for
public investment in Indochina and their repayment by the coleonial
administration, payment to local £fixms for public works for the
General Government, wages of French c¢ivil servants, - ete.) or
intermational trade, even 1if several figures were published in
piastre. The colonial administration used to display amounts in local
currency while calculating in French francs, especially in the case
of public finance. Besides the official exchange rate of the piastre
vis & vis the franc, a market rate was monitored, in Saigon, by the
Banque de l'Indeochine. We have vyearly and monthly averages for
sterling, the US dollar and most Asian currencies between 1913 (or
1923) and 1940,

Differences in standard (silver wversus gold) before 1914 and
financial turmoil between 1914 and 1940 explained the instability of
the piastre-franc exchange rate and the lag of the official rate
behind the market rate. As a silver currency, the piastre followed
the trend of depreciation of its main trading partners (Hong Kong and
China), who were also on the silwver standard. After 1930, the
French franc peg changed the rules and amplified the wvolatility of
the piastre vis-a-vis other Asian currencies. Due to the shortage of
gilver coins, a ban on its export was decided on in 1905, and this
induced a dual circulation of the piastre, in Indochina on the one
hand, and in Hong Kong and Singapore on the other hand. It would be
interesting to check the differences between exchange rates in
Indochina and Hong Kong or Singapore during this period. In addition,
collecting data ‘on market exchange rates in Hanoli (Bangue de
1'Indochine’s data are on Saigon’s exchange market) would allow one
to estimate average rates for Vietnam.

On capital flows and balance .of payments in Indochina, first
estimates are found in the official zreport of the colonial
administration as early as 1907. But the authors used tec neglect a
large fraction of private capital flows. More precisely, they had
absolutely no idea about the transfers by Chinese merchants into
Indochina of gold or foreign currencies. The implicit assumption is

that Indochina‘s trade surplus, mostly the export of paddy and rice
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by Chinese firms, was sufficient to finance further expansion, either
in agriculture, food processing, trade or private construction.
Regarding French companies, the monitoring of real investment into
Vietnam, and profit repatriation, was a difficult task. France was
probably the main source of direct investment or portfolio
investment, but other BEuropean countries should not be neglected.
During WWII, many French-Japanese joint-ventures were established in
mining, trade and forestry which corresponded to real business
agreements and effective capital flows, at least at the beginning.
Before 1945, all these data are for Indochina as a whole and we
have therefore to estimate capital flows between Vietnam and Cambodia
or Laos. The most important part corresponds certainly to transfers
by the General Government to Cambodia, but essentially to Laos.
French (or other foreign) private investment in Cambodia and Laos was
concentrated in rubber plantations, forestry and mining and for a
limited number of cases. For the 1945-54 period, the balance of
payments concerns Vietnam but the documents can not be considered
reliable. Part of the country was under control of the Viet Minh
whose administration exported both goods and services, and in
addition received grants in kind from the Chinese Communist Party,

and also through China or France, from USSR.

Conclusion

The constitution of a corpus of long-term economic statistics
for Vietnam is a long and arduous task, but one that is possible and
likely to be fruitful, especially if the investigations avoid
limiting themselves to the compilation of statistics from anmual
reports but also examine the different public and private sources in
the plethora of extant archives. It is indispensable to compare the
macro-economic series which come from annual reports and the micro-
egonomic or regional information which come from monographs, from
anthreopological or sociclogical studies, and from reports by local
colonial administrators or by managers of companies or consulates.
Only in this manner can one extract original information which would
permit acceptable estimations of series which are missing or manifest
lacunae. Thus, the agricultural preduction and rural population can
not be evaluated except by a compilation of information adjusted by
province or prefecture. Under those conditions, it would be possible
to take into account the underestimationis and discontinuities in the

series, caused by politico-military or natural disasters, and even
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the imperfections and ruptures in the working of the statistical
apparatus. :

Diversifying the sources offers a token of reliability Zor
series which will emerge from a retrospective estimation. However,
this method is made shakier by the absence 'of reasonable references,
due to the impact of the Japanese occupation and especially of the
Indochina War and then the Vietnam War. One would have to proceed
with a double extrapolation. The South was less troubled by the war
until 1954 and the statistical apparatus was a little less influenced
by political considerations between 1954 and 1975. Researchers should
correct the series for certain regions not under the contrel of the
colonial administration between 1946 and 1954. This conceins
especially the Worth where administrative control was weak. These
resulting numbers could then be compared to the numbers collected
during the 1930s, the last years of the moderm era when the
information remained fairly homogenous. Building on this groundwork,
one could attempt te reconstitute series with gaps through
retrospective extrapolétion or interpolation.

This implies, over and above international co-operaticn between
researchers, an effort to create a dialogue between archivists,
historians, anthropologists and economists who will =see results
pertinent to their respective fields materialise from their mutual
efforts: identification of different archives dispersed by political
and military events, the knowledge of the guantitative economic
environment surrounding ecomomic, pelitical and social facts, the
comprehension of long~term economic dynamics and the possibility of
international comparisons which could lead to new considerations
regarding Vietnam’s ability to catch up in a changing Southeast Asia
at the end of the twentieth century.
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