A scientist’s walk through Hanoi Old Quarter Houses
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Hanoi - the capital city of Vietham and the land of thousand years of civilization - invokes
among both locals and tourists the image of the ‘Sword Lake’ with its ancient ‘Turtle Tower’
and the charming Old Quarter with its preserved old houses lying along small commercial
alleys. The houses in the Old Quarter were constructed over a century ago which feature tube
houses with inclined tile roofs and a blend of French architecture create the infusions of
history and memory. Researchers of various fields have attempted to capture and explain the
essence of these townhouses in their works, either in the collectibles of many authors, the
quintessential drawings of talented painters, or in publications on the history of the Old
Quarter [1,2,3]. Among these, the recent work by Vuong et al. (2019) adds a unique view of
the architectural features of Hanoi’'s ancient townhouses as these features are viewed as
dependent and independent variables. The study titled ‘Cultural evolution in Vietham’s early
20t century: A Bayesian network analysis of Hanoi Franco-Chinese house designs’ aims to
find traces of cultural evolution in the early 20t century in Vietnam and highlight the most
notable elements that affect the Vietnamese people’s perception of cultural evolutions [4].

The most striking feature of this study is the methodology employed to analyze and
interpret the data. This study is the first among research conducted on the architecture of
Hanoi ancient townhouses to employ the Bayesian network analysis method. The method
has served well for the researchers to systematically investigate the relationship of elements
that are most commonly ‘captured’ in paintings, photos, observations, and document
analysis. A comprehensive review of the history of the development and factors shaping the
architectural features of Hanoi ancient townhouses has also been provided in the study to
enhance the analysis of the qualitative data. This study is also the first of its kind in
Viethamese socio-cultural research to code 248 photos of ancient townhouses as dependent
and independent variables in a spreadsheet file.

The second most significant contribution of the study lies in the findings from the
Bayesian network analysis [5,6,7]. The study reveals a hybrid in cultural and religious
representations from the decoration of the fagade of Hanoi ancient townhouses. Chinese
and French cultural influences have been found to come into terms with strong religious
influence from Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism to shape what is currently visible on the
facade. Buddhism, in particular, has had a strong impact on the exterior decorations of the
houses, which is an interesting discovery that the study has made. The evidence grounded
on the scientific analysis of the study confirms the value and historical evidence of Hanoi
ancient townhouses in this modern-day architecture.
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This account is not concerned with possible limitations of the study as the study itself
is a creative attempt in the field of social science research in Vietnam, a country that still
lags far behind the world in terms of scientific publications and still embarks on
methodological approaches that have long been cultivated in the world [8,9]. Other than the
study of Viethamese folklore by the same research team [10], there are no previous studies
which employ a similar methodology for comparison to be made against this study. The study
can be argued to have motivated Viethamese social science researchers who are looking for
new approaches to articulating statements of problems, selecting research materials,
interpreting research findings, and aiming for high-quality research [11]. This is particularly
enriching at a time when the study of culture and history are dominantly reliant on qualitative
research and judgments have mostly been grounded on long-standing knowledge gathered
[12].

These commentaries made above are from the view of the writers as educational
researchers. The study has opened up a different perspective on a completely new approach
to social research. The study itself has also highlighted the critical importance of appreciating
and preserving socio-cultural values of the capital city of Vietnam, particularly when the
ongoing modernization trend can potentially lead to the disappearance and conversion of
monuments for those historical-cultural developments [13,14].
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