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Urban Gardening and Rural-Urban 
Supply Chains: Reassessing Images 

of the Urban and the Rural in Northern 
Vietnam

Sandra Kurfürst

 Introduction

This chapter examines the sites of production of what consumers in 
Vietnam perceive to be rau sạch, rau an tòan (clean and safe vegetables). 
First, it focuses on the spaces and practices of gardening in the city. 
Second, it examines the practices and images that constitute and underlie 
the rural as a signifier of fresh and clean food.

The twenty-first century has been termed the “Asian urban century” 
with half of the urban world population living in Asia (UN-Habitat 
2012, p. 28). Roy (2014, p. 14) comprehends the Asian urban century as 
the “historical conjuncture”, at which the urban becomes a matter of 
government. Urbanism then is “produced through the practice of state-
craft and the apparatus of planning” (Roy 2014, p. 14).

After extensive phases of zero-urban growth and de-urbanization dur-
ing the Indochina Wars, Vietnam is now on the threshold of becoming 
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an urbanized society. In 2016, 34 per cent of the population was living in 
urban areas with 1.2 million people moving to the city each year, as com-
pared to 1960, when only 15 per cent of the population was residing in 
cities (Thanh Nien News 2016; World Bank 2018). Recognizing the 
city’s capacity as a hub of economic growth and remedy for economic 
crisis (UN-Habitat 2012), the development of “modern and civilized” 
cities (đô thị hiện đại văn minh)1 throughout the country has become a 
state priority. Historically, the royal city in Northern Vietnam was defined 
by the confluence of officialdom and sacrality. In the eleventh century, 
Hanoi was founded as a sacred city—its centre being defined by the loca-
tion of the royal palace and temple in the rectangular and enclosed space 
of the citadel (Kurfürst 2012a, p. 35). By contrast, the countryside in 
Vietnam is associated with the village that is regarded as the cradle of 
Vietnamese civilization. Nguyen Tu Chi (1993, p. 47) defines the village 
in Northern Vietnam as the “basic cell of Vietnamese society”. Northern 
Vietnamese village communities have evolved as tropes of autonomy 
from state power and independence from colonial domination, both 
exerted from the city (Marr 2004; Phan Huy Le 2006). Today the urban 
is still considered the locus of political power and a hub of moderniza-
tion. While rural areas are valued for their productivity, nurturing the 
nation, rural spaces and residents have also increasingly come to be des-
ignated as backward (To Xuan Phuc 2012; Salemink 2018). Harms 
(2011b, p. 457) concludes that the rural is addressed with “both rever-
ence and paternalitistic subordination to the urban centre”.

Although the division between the city and the countryside cannot be 
properly physically located, the binary categories of the urban and the 
rural still inform the ways that people imagine space (Harms 2011a, 
p. 84). Accordingly, designations of the rural and the urban are crucial to 
both the politics of place and belonging and the politics of space and 
rent-seeking. For those living in the city and the countryside, the urban 
and the rural are important markers of identity and belonging. By con-
trast, the state holds the classificatory authority over these spaces. 
Designating a space as rural or urban ultimately alters and determines its 
use function and economic value.

Focusing on the sites of production of clean and safe vegetables, that 
is, urban gardens and rural areas, the paper argues that while the 
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 boundaries between the rural and the urban are constantly crossed in 
everyday practice, they are maintained as socially constructed—though 
often ambivalent—binaries.

 Urban Gardening

Urban gardening can be observed in cities around the globe (Follmann 
and Viehoff 2015). It comprises diverse forms of small-scale agricultural 
production in the city, conducted in public space, private gardens or on 
rooftops. Some municipalities even explicitly promote urban gardening 
in the form of municipal projects, such as the “eatable city”.2 However, 
the spaces and their meanings vary widely according to the socio- 
economic and political context in which they are based. According to 
Lefebvre (1991) every society has its own space. Space is socially pro-
duced and thus relations of production are manifested in space (Lefebvre 
1991, pp. 33, 129). In much of the literature, urban gardening is concep-
tualized as a political act, particularly a critique of the neoliberal system 
(Certomà 2011; Schmelzkopf 2002; Staeheli et al. 2002). For example, 
the term “guerrilla gardening” refers to individuals’ or groups’ appropria-
tion of private or public spaces without the landowner’s permission by 
planting flora (Flores 2006). Accordingly, guerilla gardening has come to 
denote a political practice in public space (Adams and Hardman 2014). 
The formation of collective gardens, such as the community gardens in 
Great Britain and Australia or Prinzessinnengärten3 in Berlin further hint 
at urbanites’ interest in the origin of agricultural products and their dis-
trust in anonymous commodity chains (Bendt et  al. 2013; Evers and 
Hodgson 2011; Witheridge and Morris 2016; Participant observation 
Berlin 2015). Moreover, these social gardens do have a communicative 
function as well. They serve as a basis of social cohesion in an estranged 
urban environment (Firth et  al. 2011). What initially started out as a 
temporary occupation of highly valued fallow urban land is frequently 
sought to be transformed into sustainable green spaces (Follmann and 
Viehoff 2015). Citizens negotiate land tenure with the municipality or 
the private owner of the land lot to maintain the garden. That is how 
individuals and collectives transform urban space through their  gardening 
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activities into urban commons. In fact, the creation of gardens on urban 
land counters the very linkage between urbanization and capitalism. 
According to David Harvey (2012, p. 42) urbanization takes over a par-
ticular role “in the dynamics of capital accumulation because of the long 
working periods and turnover times and the long lifetimes of most invest-
ments in the built environment”. In other words, urban gardens occupy 
land that could otherwise be used for real estate development, which 
would contribute to private rent-seeking.

The particular discussion of urban gardening as an expression of the 
right to the city is very much informed by research on cities of the Global 
North (Certomà and Tornaghi 2015). On the contrary, small-scale agri-
cultural production or urban farming in the cities of the Global South 
has long been discussed in the context of poverty alleviation, urban infor-
mality and thence with a focus on the urban poor (Bakker et al. 2000; 
Ngome and Foeken 2012; Simiyu and Foeken 2014). Overcoming the 
developed versus developmental divide in urban and development stud-
ies (Robinson 2006; Parnell and Robinson 2013), this chapter alludes to 
the cultural history of urban gardens in Hanoi. In effect, it suggests, for 
private gardens in particular, a transformation from a sacred function to 
a utilitarian one. What is more, urban gardening in Hanoi, like in many 
Northern cities, can, at times, be an expression of the right to the city, 
too. By occupying public spaces for gardening, urbanites actively shape 
the urban landscape, challenging the state’s planning apparatus.

Actors in urban gardening are frequently driven by their concern for 
food safety. Interviewees, all of them belonging to the urban middle 
class,4 mentioned a longing for clean and safe vegetables, as well as the 
relaxation achieved through gardening, as major motives for growing 
their own produce. In particular, families with small children are con-
cerned about the safety of the produce they use to cook meals for their 
children (see Faltmann, this volume). This is particularly the case for the 
ingredients of the rice soup cháo, such as greens, mushrooms and soy 
sprouts (Le Huu Viet and Tra Giang 2014). The aspect of care for the 
family appears to be crucial in the decision to grow fresh produce at 
home. Additionally, interviewees try to ensure food safety by drawing on 
their urban-rural ties. This chapter links the empirical findings on urban 
gardening and the rural-urban supply chains to the broader discussion on 
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the rural-urban dichotomy in Vietnam (Drummond 2003; Fuhrmann 
2017; Gillen 2016; Harms 2011a, b; Kurfürst 2012a; Labbé 2016). It 
concludes that the socially constructed oppositions of the rural and the 
urban not only inform the way people imagine (urban) space (Gillen 
2016; Harms 2011a), but also what they imagine to be clean and safe 
vegetables.

The data presented in this chapter were gathered through qualitative 
methods comprising semi-structured and narrative interviews with prac-
titioners of urban gardening, site visits to gardens, as well as expert inter-
views with botanists, agronomists, historians and social anthropologists, 
conducted between September 2014 and October 2015 in Hanoi. The 
selection of the gardens and interviewees was based on snowball sam-
pling. Since the concern for food safety is omnipresent, I was directed to 
different interview partners by my colleagues and friends in Hanoi, once 
I had introduced my research topic of clean and safe vegetables. The 
names of the interviewees have been altered in order to make them anon-
ymous. In addition, content analysis of Vietnamese language newspapers 
such as Tiền Phong and online fora was conducted. To achieve compari-
sons with urban gardening in cities of the Global North, additional site 
visits were conducted to gardens in Berlin. In April 2015, I visited the 
aforementioned public-access community garden Prinzessinengärten as 
well as the Tempelhofer Feld. The latter is a former airfield that primarily 
served as a US military base until German reunification in 1990. In 2014, 
it was decided by referendum to transform the airfield into an open green 
space, with some of the area allotted to urban gardening (Dannenberg 
and Follmann 2015).

 Agricultural Production in the City: Continuity 
and Change

The cultivation of vegetables around the house, in home gardens or on 
the sidewalks is nothing new, neither in Ho Chi Minh City nor in Hanoi 
(Le Huu Viet and Tra Giang 2014). The continuity of the rural within 
the urban—comprising both spaces and practices—is a particularly 
important feature of Hanoi’s urbanism. Since the foundation of the 
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 capital Thăng Long in the eleventh century, agricultural villages have 
been central to the city’s food supply system. In particular the 13 farms 
(thập tam tra ̣i) located west of the royal citadel—in today’s Ba Đình 
District—provided the royal city with agricultural products such as veg-
etables, flowers and medicinal herbs (Kurfürst 2012a). In addition, vil-
lages north of the royal city, located on the stretch of land surrounded by 
West Lake and the Red River used to produce speciality plants, such as 
đào and quất trees, the traditional Vietnamese Lunar New Year tree, as 
well as rice and vegetables for the city (Leaf et al. 1999; Leaf 2002).

Only through the urban sprawl and the densification of the inner 
city—particularly during the 1990s—were these former spaces of agri-
cultural production turned into land for construction (see Gorman, this 
volume). While the cultivation of speciality plants was moved beyond the 
dike to the fertile grounds on the banks of the Red River (Leaf et  al. 
1999), food production for the city was confined to the urban hinter-
land. Yet, with the growing gardening activities in the inner city, practices 
associated with rural areas, such as agricultural production or animal 
breeding seem to re-enter the city.

The chapter focuses on the gardening activities in two districts that 
used to be sites of agricultural production: first, the area located around 
West Lake, in what is nowadays Tây Hồ District; and, second, the area 
known as Băć Từ Liêm, which only became a part of Hanoi through the 
adjustment of the city’s administrative boundaries in 2008.5

 Gardening in Private Space

Gardening in private space, on a land lot belonging to the household, has 
a long tradition in Vietnam. In rural areas, families used to have a private 
garden adjacent to their house. The garden made up one-third of the land 
lot and was used for growing vegetables. A further site of cultivation was 
the house’s courtyard, in which ornamental trees were grown (Expert 
Interview with Social Anthropologist, Hanoi October 2015; Nguyen 
Khac Tung 1993). While the garden was a space of production, the court-
yard referred to the realm of aesthetics. This functional division is also 
represented linguistically. While agricultural production translates into 
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trồng rau, literally meaning growing vegetables, the art of growing bonsai 
trees is called chơi cây cảnh, translating into “playing bonsais”. The seman-
tics reveal a differentiation between an everyday necessity, namely the 
cultivation of vegetables, and the joyous endeavour of planting ornamen-
tal trees.

With the move to the city, house owners often maintained the plant-
ing of ornamental trees. In Hanoi’s narrow tube houses, bonsai trees are 
grown on little balconies or on the rooftop.

Home gardens were also promoted by the socialist state from the 1960s 
onwards in order to produce medicinal herbs, which are required to pro-
duce Southern medicine (thuốc Nam). Southern medicine corresponds to 
Traditional Chinese Medicine in the way that it is based on elements 
extracted from the local flora and fauna.6 In fact, the Vietnamese state 
sought to promote people’s self-sufficiency, particularly in rural areas, by 
encouraging them to grow medicinal plants for the treatment of the most 
common ailments such as headache and diarrhoea (Wahlberg 2012a, 
pp.  216–217). That is why today, still, many Vietnamese are familiar 
with the domestic production of medicinal herbs.

The following examples shed light on the spaces, plants and motiva-
tions for gardening in private. When speaking of gardening in private, 
this chapter refers to the private space of the home. In Vietnam, an indi-
vidual or private company can acquire land-use rights for a particular lot. 
According to the Vietnamese Land Law all land belongs to the entire 
population, but the right to management is held by the state. The state 
issues land-use rights to individuals, thus allowing them to use the land 
(Anon. 2001, p. 7; Nguyen Van Suu 2004, p. 270). Such land-use rights 
also determine the specific use of a lot. That is why only few private gar-
dens do still exist in the inner-city districts as most of the land has been 
transformed from land for agricultural production into construction 
land. Therefore the following examples focus on private rooftop gardens. 
The first rooftop garden is located in the aforementioned new residential 
area of Băć Từ Liêm. The second rooftop garden is located right in the 
city centre, close to Hanoi’s Ancient Quarter.

Băć Từ Liêm is a new residential area in the West of Hanoi with spa-
cious detached houses and broad sidewalks. The area was only developed 
ten years ago on former paddy fields. Mai and her husband live together 
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with their two sons in a four-storey house. On each floor is a room with 
a small balcony facing the street. On the balconies, the family cultivates 
different kinds of foliage plants, mainly ornamental trees. Through a 
small window in the attic, the family can access the roof. On the rooftop, 
Mai grows diverse herbs, such as mint. She used to cultivate different 
kinds of vegetables, but her harvest was destroyed by a rat. That is why 
she turned to the cultivation of fragrant greens, which, she explains, rats 
do not like to eat. The mother of two grows her own vegetables because 
she is concerned about her children’s health. Although she has to pur-
chase additional fresh produce from the market, she says “at the market 
you can never be sure if the vegetables are really clean and where they 
come from. The sales woman at the market might get it one day from one 
supplier and the next day from another” (Interview October 2015, trans-
lated from Vietnamese).

Urban gardening in Hanoi is also conducted right in the city’s histori-
cal centre. In Hanoi’s central Hoàn Kiê ́m District is a narrow two-storey 
house owned by a retired couple. The couple lives on the first and second 
floors, while the ground floor is occupied by a photo shop. The second 
floor is divided into an inner space as well as an outer space, featuring the 
rooftop garden. The inner space houses a big altar with a picture of 
Buddha in the centre. Outside, the garden comprises a mixture of vege-
tables, medicinal herbs and ornamental trees. In the middle of the outer 
space, there is even a small pond. The house owner, named Thắng, 
explains that his garden is a miniature world, a symbol of love for nature 
(yêu thiên nhiên) and “longevity”—using the English term (Interview 
October 2015). Plants, stones and water are arranged according to the 
principles of feng shui (phòng thủy). Ornamental trees are decorated 
together with precious stones in the shape of a Buddhist monk, a lingam 
or a holy animal (con vật thiêng). Accordingly, the rooftop garden becomes 
a spatial continuity of the inner sacred space of worship. In between the 
pots of ornamental trees stand pots and boxes of leafy greens such as lá lô ́t 
(piper lolot), rau răm (known as Vietnamese coriander) and rau xương 
sông (blumea lanceolaria).7 Thắng explains that he likes to garden and 
wants to have access to clean vegetables. Apart from vegetables, he culti-
vates different kinds of medicinal herbs, which are essential to the 
 production of Southern medicine. Thắng cultivates herbal plants for the 
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treatment of low blood pressure and arthrosis. In addition to curing dis-
eases, some medicinal plants also have ritual functions. He gives the 
example of the tree cây dây mỏ quạ (Dischidia major) that is used to pre-
vent bad spirits from entering the house. Consequently, Thắng’s rooftop 
garden unites the realm of profane domestic production with the realm 
of the sacred, in the form of holy trees and stones, as well as medicinal 
plants.

 Gardening in Public Space

The occupation of public space by individuals for private activities is a 
crucial feature of Hanoi’s urbanism. Drummond (2000, p. 2377) refers 
to the blurring of private and public in Vietnam as “inside out” and “out-
side in”. The former denotes private activities in public space, whereas the 
latter designates the state’s intervention into the private domestic space of 
the home, such as the state’s happy family campaign or policies on family 
planning.8 In particular, the occupation of the sidewalks of the Ancient 
Quarter for private economic activities, such as petty trade, cafés and 
restaurants, has been well received in the literature on Hanoi (Anh Dung 
Ta and Manfredini 2017; Drummond 2000; Koh 2006; Kurfürst 2012b; 
Thomas 2002). This research shows that the boundaries between private 
and public space are often fluid and constantly re-negotiated between 
citizens and local authorities. Such negotiation is made possible through 
so-called mediation space (Koh 2006, p. 15). Mediation spaces open up 
when local officials face a moral dilemma. On the one hand, they are part 
of the local community and want to be compassionate towards their 
neighbours; on the other hand, they are responsible for implementing the 
regulations on the use of the sidewalks (Koh 2006, p. 9). While empha-
sizing the importance of the sidewalks as a space for pedestrians, the 
municipality of Hanoi nonetheless introduced a regulation in 2008 
allowing for the private economic exploitation of the pavements in case a 
fee is paid to the district (Kurfürst 2012a, p. 104).

The private appropriation of public space can also be observed in the 
context of urban gardening. In Băć Từ Liêm, families occupy the wide 
sidewalks in front of their houses with styrofoam boxes and pots, in 
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which they grow vegetables and herbs for private consumption. Asked 
about why residents are allowed to block the sidewalks, Mai says “It is in 
front of their house. So they can use it. As long as they [the vegetable 
boxes] stay in front of their houses no one cares.” She goes on to explain 
that she can tell from the vegetables where families with little children 
live (Interview October 2015, translated from Vietnamese). First, the 
quotation shows that it is acceptable to cultivate on the sidewalks, as long 
as the vegetable boxes are placed in front of the owner’s house entrance 
and do not intrude into the public space in front of the neighbour’s 
house. Second, it points to the existence of mediation space, since local 
officials seem to tolerate the occupation of the sidewalks for private pro-
duction and consumption (Fig. 7.1).

In Tây Hồ District, unlike in Băć Từ Liêm, the sidewalks are rather 
narrow or non-existent. Instead, residents garden on fallow urban land. 

Fig. 7.1 Private appropriation of the sidewalk in Bắc Từ Liêm. (Copyright to 
image: Sandra Kurfürst)
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For example, in Yên Phu ̣ members of the neighbourhood cultivate vege-
table lots on land located in the middle of the street. Although the gar-
dening activity occurs in public space, the lot is not accessible to everyone. 
Access to the land and the permission to harvest are subject to the social 
control within the neighbourhood. Only those who cultivate the land are 
also allowed to harvest (Participant Observation September 2014, 
October 2015).

The temporary usage of fallow land for gardening is very common in 
Hanoi and can be frequently encountered in the newly developed resi-
dential areas, so-called New Urban Areas of Hanoi (Le Huu Viet and Tra 
Giang 2014). For land belonging to the municipality, a development 
plan is often already in existence. Yet, as long as construction work has 
not started, this kind of interim usage is tolerated by the authorities. In 
sum, citizens actively shape the urban landscape through their gardening 
practices. They appropriate urban land dedicated to private rent-seeking 
and temporarily transform it into an urban common, thereby undermin-
ing the state’s planning policies and development plans of private 
investors.

Apart from the sidewalks and fallow urban land, gardening can also be 
observed in public and particularly sacred institutions, such as the 
Buddhist pagoda and the communal house. As Hanoi developed from an 
agglomeration of villages, many urban wards still have their own com-
munal house (đình), Buddhist pagoda (chùa) and Taoist temple (đèn). 
Traditionally, the communal house is the residence of the village deity 
and thence a place where the neighbourhood assembles on occasions 
such as the deity’s birth and death day. Likewise, many Vietnamese visit 
one of these sacred institutions on the occasion of the first and fifteenth 
of the lunar month, praying and making offerings for their family’s for-
tune. This chapter presents the gardening activities in Láng Pagoda and 
Yên Phụ communal house.

Láng Pagoda (Chuà Láng) is located in the same-named street Phố 
Chùa Láng in Hanoi’s Đống Đa District. The Buddhist pagoda, also 
known as Pagodes des Dames, was built in the twelfth century under the 
reign of King Lý Anh Tông. According to members of the pagoda, it is the 
largest pagoda in Hanoi, occupying 10,000 square metres of land. The 
whole area surrounding the pagoda used to be famous for the cultivation 
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of fresh vegetables and herbs, particularly Vietnamese Basil (rau húng) 
due to the high-quality soil. A 70-year-old member of the pagoda con-
templates “the herbs of Láng Pagoda are a speciality” (Interview October 
2015, translated from Vietnamese). They were well known for their fra-
grance (thơm). However, in the scope of urbanization, all the vegetable 
fields surrounding the pagoda were transformed into land for construc-
tion. Today only a few vegetables are still grown on pagoda land, but even 
here the amount of cultivable land has diminished. The pagoda’s allot-
ment garden can be accessed from the main courtyard through a small 
gate. In between the green small stupas reach into the sky. The land is 
carefully divided into small lots separated from one another by moats. 
Each plot is used to cultivate a different kind of vegetable or herb. For 
example, in October 2015 the pagoda’s famous basil as well as cabbage 
and green onions were grown on the different parcels of land (Fig. 7.2).

Fig. 7.2 Gardening in Chuà Láng (Láng Pagoda). (Copyright to image: Sandra 
Kurfürst)
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Given the densification of the area located in between Kim Mã, 
Nguyêñ Chí Thanh and Láng Roads, it is actually the institution of the 
pagoda that guarantees the persistence of gardens. Because the gardens 
are situated on pagoda land, they cannot be easily transformed into land 
for construction. Another factor in support of the gardens’ persistence is 
the fact that, during the subsidy era (thời bao cấp), they belonged to the 
local cooperative (hợp tác xã). Like China, the Vietnamese government 
used land collectivisation as a means to achieve the overall aim of the 
transition to socialism (Nguyen Van Suu 2004). As a consequence, the 
pagoda land used to be operated by the local cooperative. Tuấn, a mem-
ber of the pagoda, reports that, even today, former members of the coop-
erative still come to crop (Interview October 2015). During the period of 
collectivisation, individuals had to participate in the collective produc-
tion of vegetables. Additionally, families were allowed to use a small lot of 
land for cropping for the family’s own consumption.9 Initially acknowl-
edged by the economic reform programme Dổi Mới, this practice of sub-
sistence production still continues on sacred land. In other words, 
belonging to both the cooperative during the subsidy era and the pagoda 
community nowadays determine access to the garden, as well as its per-
sistence on pagoda land. Through membership to the pagoda, newcom-
ers to the area like Tuấn, who migrated from his rural home town to 
Hanoi after de-collectivisation, are also integrated in this very “commu-
nity of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991, p. 53).

The members of this community of practice have come to know each 
other on the basis of face-to-face interaction in the garden and often help 
each other out: “We exchange. For example if I grow onions, but I would 
like to have cabbage, I will ask someone who grows cabbage, to exchange 
with me” (Interview October 2015, translated from Vietnamese). Also 
the care-taking of the plants is organized among the gardeners. Plants are 
watered twice a day, in the morning and afternoon, by a person carrying 
two watering cans on his or her back. While the watering is collectively 
organized and the gardeners exchange their harvests, they still cultivate 
for private consumption.

Gardening in sacred space is also conducted in Tây Hô ̀ District. Yên 
Phu ̣ Ward used to be a village located on the banks of West Lake. Today, 
some of the old village structures, including the village gate and the 
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communal house still exist. Likewise, the name that the residents refer to 
when speaking of their housing area connotes its past as a village (làng 
Yên Phu ̣ with làng meaning village). The communal house of the area 
comprises a garden bordering West Lake. The garden displays both 
sacred and profane features. Close to the main sanctuary are ceramic 
pots with ornamental trees and miniature temples. Closer to the lake are 
two vegetable patches, one containing cabbage and the other several 
boxes of styrofoam containing different kinds of herbs, for example, 
chive. On the lake’s banks, banana trees rise into the sky. The garden is 
taken care of by elderly women, who are members of the communal 
house. They cultivate fresh produce for the communal house’s holidays. 
For example, on the occasion of the first and fifteenth of the lunar month 
it is customary for the worshippers to receive a small bag with banana 
and sticky rice after having prayed and donated to the communal houses. 
Accordingly, the community is fed with the products of the communal 
house’s garden. A man who regularly comes to the space of the commu-
nal house to fish explains “This is the garden of the communal house. 
Retired women come here.” Asked about whether everyone from the 
village is allowed to garden, he answers “No. Only those people that have 
been serving the communal house for a long time come here” (Interview 
September 2015, translated from Vietnamese). Gardening on land 
belonging to a sacred institution has become a common practice. Also in 
the New Urban Area of Linh Đàm, in which a village structure including 
the communal house still exists, residents produce cabbage and morning 
glory on the land belonging to the communal house. Often, communal 
houses and pagodas occupy large stretches of land that are not allowed to 
be used for construction. The interviewed gardeners on sacred ground 
repeatedly answered that they gardened there because it was đâ ́t chúng 
(communal land). In effect, conversations with historians revealed that 
former village statutes (hương ước) were still intact today, guaranteeing 
villagers the right to exploit common land (Expert interviews with 
Historians September, October 2015).

Consequently, belonging to a particular community of practice appears 
to be a necessary prerequisite for cultivating and harvesting the land. 
Membership to the former cooperative, the communal house or the 
pagoda community defines the right of access and participation.
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 Gardening: Transgressing the Boundaries 
between Private and Public

Urban gardening activities in Hanoi point to the permeability and flexi-
bility of the local conceptions of private and public.

First, the case studies show that sidewalks and fallow urban land in 
New Urban Areas are appropriated by residents to cultivate vegetables 
and herbs for their own consumption. This finding is in line with previ-
ous studies on the usage of public spaces for private economic activities. 
Similarly, members of a former cooperative and/or sacred institution gar-
den on communal land belonging to the Buddhist pagoda and the com-
munal houses. The members of these communities of practice garden 
primarily for private consumption. However, the fresh produce cultivated 
on communal land is used for ritual purposes, too. On festival days and 
sacred holidays the produce from Yên Phu ̣ communal house’s garden is 
fed back to the community.

Second, adhering to the historical continuity of home gardens in 
Vietnam, the chapter identified a semantic shift in the practice of garden-
ing in the light of food anxiety. This shift is represented in the functional 
transformation of home gardens from aesthetics to utility, in which orna-
mental trees and holy stones are increasingly being replaced by boxes of 
vegetables and herbs that are perceived as safe and clean as compared to 
the produce offered at the market.

 Rural Practices in Urban Space

When cultivating vegetables in the city, urbanites literally adopt rural 
practices. Other than in many cities of the Global North in which the 
cultivation of vegetables on fallow urban land is commonly referred to as 
“urban gardening”, the Vietnamese gardeners would stick to the term 
trồng rau (growing vegetables), which is based in agriculture.

Furthermore, the interviewed gardeners often referred to their rural 
past when asked about their gardening skills. Many stressed that they had 
acquired the skills and knowledge for the cultivation of herbs and vegeta-
bles in the countryside. Thirty-six-year-old Lan Anh explains “I assisted 
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my grandmother gardening when I was a child. Therefore I acquired 
some basic skills. In addition, I retrieve information from the internet 
before I start cultivating a particular kind of vegetable” (Interview January 
2015). Consequently, it is through the training and apprenticeship back 
home in the countryside that they acquired their gardening skills. Yet, as 
the quotation reveals, they complement this embodied knowledge with 
“global” knowledge distributed through digital networks, such as social 
networking sites and blogs (Interviews October 2015). Such comple-
mentary adoption of different forms of knowledge actually indicates rural 
migrants’ “urban insinuation”, that is, their “transition from ruralites to 
urbanites” (Nguyen Tuan Anh et al. 2012, pp. 3, 6). That said, the refer-
ence to the rural is, in a general sense, a crucial marker of identity politics 
in Vietnam. Rural-urban migration to Hanoi dates back to the medieval 
ages, when artisans and craftsmen from the Red River Delta migrated to 
Hanoi, establishing the guild area that is known today as the 36 Streets 
or the Ancient Quarter. What is more, the early years of state socialism in 
Northern Vietnam saw a wave of migration from the countryside to the 
city. As independence was in fact won from the countryside, revolution-
ary cadres from rural areas were encouraged to move to the city.10 A fur-
ther migration wave was introduced through economic liberalization as 
well as the relaxation of the household registration system, which had 
previously restricted migration within the country (Nguyen Tuan Anh 
et  al. 2012). In search for higher income opportunities, many people 
from rural areas moved to the city. Accordingly, most urban dwellers still 
have rural ties. These connections to kin in the countryside are reevalu-
ated in the urbanites’ search for clean and safe vegetables.

 Rural-Urban Supply Chains

In order to ensure food safety, urbanites might also draw on their social 
relations in the countryside. The sending of remittances by family mem-
bers from the city to the countryside is a common practice in Vietnam 
(Earl 2014, p. 197). In the light of growing distrust towards obscured 
production networks, the sending of food supplies from rural areas to the 
city has gained in importance, too. Interviewees report that they receive 
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boxes of fresh vegetables and meat (pork and beef ) from their relatives 
back home in rural areas.

For example, Trung, a father of two, receives a box each month with 
fresh seafood, such as shrimps and crabs, as well as some vegetables from 
his family residing in Ha ̣ Long Bay in Qua ̉ng Ninh Province. His family 
sends him the box of fresh food supply by car, while others reported that 
the goods were sent to them via the diverse bus lines operating through-
out the country. Since many people residing in Hanoi regularly visit their 
places of origin (về quê) in the countryside on occasions such as wed-
dings, anniversaries of deaths and particularly the Vietnamese lunar New 
Year, they bring vegetables from their rural places upon returning to 
Hanoi. For example, Duy comes from a rural area of Vıñh Phúc Province, 
located 40 km outside the city. When he returns home to visit his par-
ents, he brings herbs and vegetables for his friends with small children in 
Hanoi. While Duy acts as an intermediary of perceived safe produce for 
his friends, Anh is on the receiving end of such a rural-urban food supply. 
The father of two reported that he would mainly buy the fresh produce 
from his relatives and friends, or from friends’ relatives. The two examples 
of Duy and Anh point to the relevance of trust in the supplier-consumer 
relationship (see Figuié et al., this volume). Urbanites like Trung and Anh 
actually embed their food supply into trust-based relationships drawing 
on their social ties to the countryside. They receive the fresh produce 
either directly from family members or friends, or through middlemen 
like Duy, who have relatives residing in the countryside. Wertheim-Heck 
and Spargaaren (2016, p. 659) make similar observations, when identify-
ing “kinship shopping” as a way to ensure food safety. According to them, 
this strategy builds on the trust in a relative’s good intentions, as well as 
on the belief that producers in rural areas have the necessary knowledge 
to produce safe vegetables.

The prevailing idea that people from rural areas know how to cultivate 
safe produce is further illustrated by the case of Thảo.

Thảo, a young Hanoian woman, reports that her mother has, for years, 
been buying from one particular street vendor who delivered the goods 
right to their doorstep. The vendor maintained that the vegetables were 
fresh, coming directly from her village. Thảo told her mother that the 
vegetables did not come from the countryside but from the urban Long 
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Biên Island in the Red River or were even imported from China. 
Nonetheless, her mother kept on buying from the street vendor. The 
mother insisted that the vendor would not dare to cheat on the origin of 
her produce since she knew the trader well. Through the daily interaction 
with the vendor and the ability to touch and smell the fresh produce, she 
established a relationship of trust. The case illustrates how “fresh”, “clean” 
and “safe” have come to connote the products’ rural origin. In order to be 
fresh and safe, vegetables are considered to have to come directly from 
rural areas, or more precisely the village, and not peri-urban areas such as 
Long Biên Island. Yet this longing for the produce’s rural origin does not 
withstand the real flow of agricultural commodity chains, since over two- 
thirds of vegetables consumed in Vietnam’s capital originate from Hanoi’s 
peri-urban region. The remainder is imported from Đà La ̣t in the 
Southern part of the central highlands or China (Gerber et  al. 2014). 
Interviewees frequently reported that they purchased vegetables, herbs 
and fruits for their own consumption directly from the countryside. For 
example, Nhiên, a 38-year-old teacher, buys vegetables in her home prov-
ince of Thái Nguyên or when she visits the countryside for business. 
Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren (2016, p. 659) refer to this form of con-
sumption as “farmer shopping”. In their account it is the label “local 
farmer produce” that is regarded a qualifier of food safety. However, this 
qualifier is solely based on trust. Consumers have neither visited the 
actual sites of production, nor do they have any information on the 
methods of agricultural production and the flow of commodity chains.

In sum, consumers draw on personal trust-based relationships and the 
rural origin to ensure food safety. They do so when attaining produce 
through kinship shopping, farmer shopping or when purchasing at local 
markets. However, the end consumers themselves seem to have little 
knowledge about the actual production sites, having no means to verify 
the methods of production except for the reports of those from whom 
they receive their supplies. Overall, respondents considered the rural as a 
signifier of freshness and safety. This image of the rural is socially con-
structed in opposition to the city that is often associated with pollution, 
alienation and disorder (Drummond 2003; Fuhrmann 2017; Kurfürst 
2012a; Labbé 2016).
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 Reassessing Images of the Rural and the Urban 
in Vietnam

Although spatial distinctions between the city and the countryside 
increasingly seem to dissolve, with more and more people from rural 
areas moving to the city and urbanites building weekend villas in the 
countryside, binaries of the rural and the urban continue to inform the 
way people imagine (urban) space (Gillen 2016; Harms 2011a). Actors 
designate spaces and practices as either rural or urban, thence (re)produc-
ing the binaries in their social interactions. In other words, they continu-
ously draw on the binary categories of the rural and the urban to make 
sense of their life worlds (Habermas 1995).

According to Harms (2011a), the binaries of the city and the country-
side are charged with symbolic meanings. A closer look at the discursive 
practices constituting this spatial dichotomy reveals that the rural and the 
urban are actually ascribed with quite ambivalent meanings. On the one 
hand, the city is considered both a signifier of modernization (hiện đại) 
and civilization (văn minh). On the other hand, the city is perceived as a 
place of environmental pollution and moral corruption. In contrast, the 
countryside is imagined as a place of tradition, with intact social ties and 
close contact to nature. But at the same time, the countryside is also 
regarded a place of backwardness that requires guidance and develop-
ment from the centre (Drummond 2003, p.  163; Fuhrmann 2017, 
p. 144; Harms 2011b, pp. 457–458).11 In the national narrative, rural 
life is presented as the cradle of Vietnamese culture, mediating an image 
of the rural as the place of both a functioning collective and an  undamaged 
nature. In her study of environmental change in Vietnam, Fuhrmann 
shows that the countryside is associated with a clean environment and a 
beautiful landscape full of fresh air and green trees. Furthermore, rural 
people are considered to be in close contact to nature as they regularly 
interact with nature through plantation and harvest (Fuhrmann 2017, 
pp. 145–146). This connection to nature in particular, is important to a 
reading of urbanites’ striving for safe and clean produce. According to 
Fuhrmann (2017, p. 141) the rural is associated with “effortless access to 
fresh food”. Consequently, the countryside is regarded as the purveyor of 
safe foods.
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Finally, the rural does not so much refer to a specific geographical loca-
tion, but appears rather to be an imagined space accompanied by a set of 
specific symbols (Fuhrmann 2017; Gillen 2016; Harms 2011a). The 
symbols associated with the rural, such as freshness, cleanliness and safety 
also seem to inform urbanites’ consumption decisions in the light of 
increasing food anxiety. The receiving of boxes of fresh produce from the 
countryside or local farmer shopping appear to be based on this very idea 
of the rural, as well as on social bonds to the countryside. As a conse-
quence, bearing the label “rural” sets vegetables apart from other fresh 
produce, not indexed as such and sold at urban markets, and ascribes 
them with a different value. However, as already pointed out, the indexi-
cality of the rural does not necessarily mean that the fresh produce meets 
national or global standards of food safety, but is a valuation based on 
local perceptions of fresh and clean food.

According to Ehlert and Voßemer (2015, p. 20), actors draw on differ-
ent forms of knowledge when evaluating the freshness and safety of the 
produce they consume, such as rational information on food and emic 
perceptions of freshness and food quality.

 Conclusion

This chapter examined the production sites of clean and safe vegetables, 
looking at the physical spaces of urban gardening and the practices in 
situ, as well as at the discursive and consumptive practices constituting 
rural space. In fact, the chapter focused on the recombination of the 
dimensions of the rural and the urban within the city of Hanoi.

The case studies presented in this chapter point to the persistence of 
the socially constructed—though often ambivalent—binary concepts of 
the rural and the urban. Empirically, the two dimensions are important 
since social actors apply them to make sense of their lifeworld. As Harms 
(2011a, p. 84) put it:

Objectively speaking, these categories and associations of rural and urban 
cannot be physically located on the landscape in any fixed manner. Yet 
people continue to reproduce them as if they were utterly real, tangible, 
seemingly material truths.
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Conceptions of the urban and the rural inform what people consider 
clean and safe vegetables, too. Actually most of the vegetables consumed 
in Hanoi are produced in the peri-urban region. However, indexing veg-
etables as rural, as well as receiving vegetables through social networks in 
the countryside qualify them as safe foods. Additionally, the presented 
narratives of the countryside in Vietnam and the individual biographies 
of migration point to the relevance of the rural for identity politics and 
the feeling of belonging. In fact, those who receive vegetable boxes are 
only able to do so because they have strong social ties to their rural home-
towns. The feeling of belonging is furthermore expressed in urban gar-
deners’ responses of how they acquired their gardening skills, with many 
explaining that they were able to cultivate their own produce because 
they grew up in the countryside. Hoa, a home gardener, even says “Truth 
be told, urbanites lack [gardening] experience” (Interview October 2015, 
translated from Vietnamese). In sum, urban gardeners combine their 
skills acquired through apprenticeship back home, with knowledge 
retrieved from the internet. Consequently, members of the urban com-
munity of practice adapt rural practices to the urban-built environment, 
generating and distributing knowledge through diverse information arte-
facts. In sum, the boundaries between rural and urban areas are actually 
blurred and flexible, as they are continuously negotiated through the 
exchange of commodities, knowledge, people and practices between the 
two. As Krause (2013, p. 237) affirms “Livelihoods rarely work in sync 
with the physical properties of places but remain connected to them in 
complex ways.”

Likewise, the urban is characterized by the constant reworking of pri-
vate and public spaces. In the private space of the home, spaces originally 
dedicated to spirits, geomancy and aesthetics are turned into spaces of 
food production. Vegetable boxes placed on the outer extension of the 
space of worship increasingly replace holy plants, stones and water ponds. 
What is more, land belonging to sacred institutions, such as the commu-
nal house or pagoda, is used for both private and collective consumption, 
with access being determined by membership to a particular community 
of practice, for example, the communal house, Buddhist pagoda or for-
mer cooperative.
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By using the few open spaces in the city for gardening, citizens actively 
shape the urban environment, thereby executing their right to the city. 
They employ what the city offers, such as waste land, waste products in 
the form of Styrofoam boxes, water bottles or milk packages, to grow 
vegetables and herbs. In this regard, the city that is otherwise a place 
associated with environmental pollution can become a place of sustain-
ability, too. Accordingly, the presented urban gardening practices are not 
actually so different from the manifestations of urban gardening observed 
in the cities of the Global North. Overall, the presented cases are an 
expression of citizens’ lack of trust in anonymous commodity chains and 
food supply systems.

Notes

1. The socialist state propagates the development of modern and civilized 
cities. The policies linked to this modernization discourse frequently aim 
at eradicating mobile vendors from the urban landscape in order to 
establish urban order (trật tự đô thị) (Kurfürst 2012a; Schwenkel 2012).

2. The municipality of Andernach in Germany introduced the project of 
the “eatable city”. For further information see: http://www.andernach.
de/de/leben_in_andernach/essbare_stadt.html

3. Bendt et al. (2013) identify Prinzessinnengärten as a public-access com-
munity garden which is open to anyone and collectively managed. 
Prinzessinnengärten was founded in 2009 on a land lot in Berlin’s 
Kreuzberg District, the land rented from the state of Berlin.

4. In her monograph Vietnam’s New Middle-Class, Catherine Earl (2014) 
identifies the accumulation of cultural capital, and thence education and 
employment, as crucial to the achievement of middle-class status. 
Moreover, she shows that “conspicuous consumption” (Veblen 1899), 
particularly indoor-leisure activities, are a marker of class distinction.

5. Through readjustment, the surrounding provinces of Hà Tây, Vıñh 
Phúc, Hưng Yên, Băć Ninh, Ha ̉i Dương, Hà Nam und Hòa Bình that 
used to constitute the capital’s hinterland were integrated into the Hanoi 
Capital Region. Today Băć Từ Liêm is a part of Câu Giầy District.

6. The fourteenth-century Buddhist monk Tuệ Tıñh, author of “Nam 
Dược Thâ ̀n Hiê ̣u”, which is the first known script on Vietnamese medi-
cine, explained the value of Southern medicine to the Vietnamese by 
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pointing out the compatibility of medicine derived from the local flora 
and fauna with Vietnamese bodies (Wahlberg 2014, p.  48). Indeed, 
Wahlberg (2012b, p. 157) argues that “traditional medicine” is a very 
recent invention as it is the outcome of a process of institutionalization 
of health care for all conducted by the socialist state. In this regard, the 
production of herbal medicine at home was also a cheap and effective 
way to grant basic health care to all.

7. Xương sông is used to make spices or to cook soup. It is also served in 
combination with raw fish.

8. The so-called happy family campaign, launched in 1994, was a major 
tool of birth control, ascribing the reproductive responsibility to women, 
rather than men (Bélanger and Barbieri 2009).

9. Kerkvliet (1993, p. 11) reports that since the practice of cooperatives 
began, 5 per cent of arable land was reserved for private use. Since house-
holds were allowed to keep the harvest for themselves, many concen-
trated their efforts more on the cultivation of their private land plots 
than on the collective. In the North, the encroachment of private house-
holds onto collective land became a common strategy to extend private 
land plots.

10. As Lentz (2011, p. 564) explains, the revolution was won by the landless 
rural people who were exploited by landlords. Accordingly, the national 
founding myth of the socialist state is based on the revolutionary power 
of the countryside.

11. On the common perception of highlanders as backward and primitive 
see Salemink (2018).
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