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Similar to the ancient Silk Route, the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) today is essentially an economic, 

political, and cultural interchange that includes continental culture and sea culture in interrelated relations for 

internal social needs related to the subjects of the country and the region that represent the whole of the East and the 

West. The nature of the relationship is based on the principle of consensus, voluntary with the highest goal of 

economic prosperity on the basis of political harmony and socio-cultural development in the effective cooperation 

of the direct actors. Vietnam with its geographic and cultural features in Southeast Asia has had a certain 

relationship with the Silk Road in the past and with APEC in the present and in the future. From that angle of view, 

positive ideas can be found about the factors that contribute to the sustainable development of nations, the whole 

region in particular, and the whole world in general. 
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Introduction 

The paper was written as a request for an international scientific conference entitled “Civilization 

Exchange between East and West: From the Past to the Future” organized by the International Association for 

Silk-Road Studies (IASS) at University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Vietnam National University, HCM 

City (USSH, VNU-HCM, Vietnam) (8-12/2017). This workshop also took place in the 2017 APEC Conference 

held in Danang, Vietnam. The article content from a historical perspective combining cultural thought to 

analyze the role and position of Vietnamese culture in relation to the “ancient Silk Road – today’s APEC” as a 

current topic has great economic, political, and social significance in the region as well as in the world of the 

present and of the future. 

Looking Back the Past: Vietnam with the Silk Road 

Many people know that the Silk Road, which is a system of famous trade routes, was established in the 

2nd century BC, which connected Asia (East) with Europe (West). At first it was a road and started as 

Chang'an’s (now Xi'an, China) connecting to the West Asia, Persia, and the ancient Roman. From the Han 

Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty, on the one side, it has gradually become the boldest path in the history of world 

trade from Fuzhou, Hangzhou, Beijing (China) to Mongolia, India, Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Iran, Iraq, Turkey, 

Greece, and some other parts of Europe. In the Ming Dynasty (7th and 8th centuries), the Silk Road on the 
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other side was controlled by excessive tariffs and other reasons, and was gradually reduced and replaced by the 

Silk Road at sea (The Sea Silk Road) , a condition for Vietnam and Southeast Asia to participate in this path. 

Based on a number of historical documents, around 111 BC, after the pacification of Nam Viet (then 

including Au Lac, the early Vietnamese state of Thuc Phan—An Duong Vuong), Han established the first 

district of Hop Pho and the first seaports such as Hop Pho, Tu Van. The southern seaboard was officially 

established and the Chinese silk became a commodity exchange of boats to many countries. This route 

originates from Tu Van and Hop Pho ports, passing through the Gulf of Tonkin, along the Vietnamese coast 

through the Gulf of Thailand to south-west Malaysia, passing through the Malacca strait to the south coast of 

Thailand, via Burma into Benghazi Bay, descends south of India, and stops on the island of Xililanca1. The 

bibliographies that chronicle periodic reports indicate that early residents of the East China have a close 

relationship with Japan and Korea, and the South China people have a regular relationship with the people of 

Southeast Asia including Vietnam and Champa through the Luy Lau, Van Don, Pho Hien, Hoi An, Cu Lao 

Cham, Vijaya (Thi Nai) ports... Through the sea, China has gradually expanded economic and cultural 

interchanges to the nations of Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Europe, creating a prerequisite for the 

development of trade relations with these countries in later periods. The sea-silk road has in fact developed into 

a “messenger road”, a “way of friendship” that plays a very important role in the economic, political, and 

cultural interchanges between the East (in it has Vietnam) and the West since ancient times. 

Just as the British historian Susan Whitfield (2004) once said, “The Silk Road is the way: Commerce, 

travel, war and belief”. Not everyone can know that although Chinese silk is a luxury commodity, attractive by 

aesthetics, economy, and high value use, but the Silk Road at the beginning was established with greater 

military intent than commercial purpose. From the fact that Zhang Qian received orders Han Emperor brought 

diplomatic documents going west to find the Yuezhi (a race of the Northern India) now to build up allied forces 

against the Xiongnu, the Silk Road was born. Silk Road on the sea was formed in the Qin Dynasty, Han 

Dynasty, due to the war and some other reasons, people have found a way to cross the sea from China to Korea, 

Japan and it is the precursor of the sea route to transport and trade the earliest silk. However, the long-term 

formation and significance of the ancient Silk Road is due to the profound nature of the transmission human 

beings and society and this is the most important historical significance of it. With thousands of kilometers of 

lines linking many East and West nations, both by road and by sea, the Silk Road initially took on the trade of 

silk, but its significance is as far behind the economic realm as it can have in many aspects from politics, 

diplomacy, religion to science and art... It truly becomes a “cultural journey” acting as a bridge between East 

and West civilizations. The journey was partly reflected in the Golden Age edited by Zhang Qian in the Han 

Dynasty (around the second century BC) or Marco Polo Travel in the Yuan Dynasty (around the 13th century) 

refers to different lands, with geographical locations, customs, goods, and especially the trade potential 

associated with the Silk Road. From those works in comparison with reality, one can better understand why 

East and West must find each other to meet each other through the Silk Road, that is because ethnic 

communities in different levels of development with different cultures but always have the need to contact and 

interchange with each other, it is an indispensable objective trend in the history of mankind. 
                                                        
1 This sea voyage follows the Han and Later Han Dynasty, which starts at the Tu Van, Hơp Pho port is the place of departure for 
about five months to southwestern Malaysia, then travelled four months to south of Thailand, sailed for more than 12 days and 
walked for more than 10 days to southern Burma, then sailed for about two months to South India, finally stopped in the island of 
Sri Lanka, where the trade was conducted with the merchant ships operating on the maritime route of the Roman Sea descending 
from the Mediterranean, then followed the old route back to China. 
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Towards the Future: Vietnam and APEC in the Forum for  
Economic and Political Integration 

Through the variation of history, the development trend of the area according to the “Silk Road” is still 

there. From the impulse of the idea of two Japanese scholars Kojima and Kurimoto on the proposal of 

establishment a “Pacific Free Trade Area” in 1965, the efforts to form the Pacific Economic Cooperation 

Council (PECC) are the basis for the formation of a broad economic advisory system regional economy and 

finally the birth of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) in November 1989 with 12 founding members. 

From the first APEC Leaders Meeting held in 1993 to the next solemn meeting with important documents such 

as the “Bogor Goals” (1994), the “Doha Development Agenda” and the “Shanghai Accord” (2001), APEC has 

truly become a forum for the vast majority of Pacific Rim-based economies, including 21 members with about 

2.5 billion people, approximately US $19,000 billion in annual gross domestic product (GDP) and 47% of world 

trade, contributed nearly 70% to the overall growth of the global economy in just 10 years of development. 

Looking deep into the foundations for the formation and development of APEC, it is found that in addition 

to the geographic location, member states are located in areas adjacent to the Asia-Pacific coast or have similar 

relations and similarities with the potential/demand for exports of goods, services and investment capital 

requires a stable and open market without barriers. In addition, the need for cohesion and coordination among 

regional economies is due to the trend of regionalization and globalization, internationalization of production, 

trade, finance, and services in terms of division of labor, science, and technology and all directly or indirectly 

related to culture in the broad sense. For example, besides the tendency to form a global knowledge community 

is associated with a global economic market like the “National Science Foundation’s Privatization of the 

Internet” (3/1991) as a “tool” to trigger productivity gains and the community (business) approach, the other 

big issue is: “In the trend of economic globalization, the world’s major economic groups always face the 

management of human resources multiculturalism with its efforts to reach out to national borders” (Whitfield & 

Sims-williams, 2004, p. 53). Similarly and broadly, among APEC countries there are many differences in terms 

of economics and culture, but when working together in a common forum with great political will, they will 

contribute to growth economic and sustainable development in all aspects of culture-society of the whole 

region and the world. Apparently, APEC is already encompassing and multiplying the two strongest and most 

dynamic economic regions in the world, which are characteristic of Eastern and Western cultures, are East Asia 

and North America, but some studies have made very specific comments remarkable, such as: Through surveys 

on the history, culture, and economics of Asian countries, the local culture is the factor. It is important in 

shaping management styles in different Asian countries in which the focus is on the development of culture and 

people, leading to the success of the East Asian countries over the years (Malcolm, 2014]]. Thus, cultural issues 

can be considered as one of the fundamental factors that both serve as a motive and force for all economic and 

political linkages of APEC. This is a clear proof of the significance of the image of all representation leaders of 

APEC member countries at the summit meetings must appear in public in the host country’s uniform! 

In that context, Vietnam joined APEC as a historical necessity and not merely for economic purposes. On 

November 14, 1998, APEC approved the admission of Vietnam (together with The Russian Federation and 

Peru), marking a significant step forward in Vietnam’s international and regional integration in all aspects. It is 

a country with long history of culture, Vietnam has many big partners in APEC (such as Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, Japan, China, Korea, United States, Russian Federation...) not 
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only about economically but also in many other respects. Vietnam has not only actively participated in 

economic cooperation programs, trade, and tourism but also actively implemented cultural interchange 

programs. In 2006, it became the “APEC Vietnam Year”—the first time of the country hosted the Asia Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC 2006) Summit in November 2006. By the cultural tradition of a peaceful people, 

respect friendship, Viet Nam has always pledged to promote deepening integration into the global economy 

while simultaneously contributing to solving challenges from all sides, and make more and better changes in all 

aspects for countries in the region and the world. 

Connecting the Past With the Future: Contribute to the Linking of Southeast Asia 
Community and the Asia-Pacific Region and the Rest of the World 

After a series of conferences, dialogues, and forums of officials and professional organizations, from 06 

November 2017 to 11 November 2017, APEC Summit was held in Da Nang and other large cities of Vietnam 

such as Hanoi, Nha Trang, Vinh, Ninh Binh, Ha Long, Hue, Can Tho, Ho Chi Minh City, Hoi An (Quang 

Nam). At the same time, Vietnam and ASEAN countries celebrated the 50th Anniversary of ASEAN 

(1967-2017). As a requirement of history, the relationship between Vietnam and ASEAN and with APEC has 

become increasingly active in practice. It is no coincidence that in 1992 the headquarters of the APEC 

Secretariat was located in Singapore, a member of the ASEAN community. The principle of 

“consensus”—which is a model initiated by the fact that ASEAN have been successfully applied by 

APEC—has built important and practical foundations to promote cooperation on freedom trade and investment 

in the region. In addition, the relationship between Vietnam and ASEAN and with APEC has other profound 

meaningful foundations.  

Based on research results from various perspectives such as archeology, history, ethnology/anthropology, 

scientists often talk about “Historical and cultural structures of Southeast Asia” of Vietnam and “Vietnam is a 

small Southeast Asia”. From the prehistoric times, the history of the Vietnamese in particular, and Southeast 

Asia in general, they have co-existed in a geographic area that created the indigenous cultures with their 

common roots in human races, languages with a wet rice civilization composed of many complex elements 

(plain culture, mountain culture, sea culture...). At the same time, from the general geographic context and 

various socio-historical contexts, Vietnam and Southeast Asia have also been influenced by deep cultural 

exchanges between China and India on the basis of similarities and cultural ties which have been established in 

the past. All of that can also be seen as one of the cornerstones of Vietnam’s relationship with ASEAN and 

APEC today. In other words, Vietnam’s accession to ASEAN in 1995, and just three years later, in 1998, 

joining APEC seemed to be, apart from the objective reasons required by the time. These are things that have 

been prepared historically?! Since then, besides the strong development of APEC, countries in the ASEAN 

community (including the active role of Vietnam) have been expanding and doing so to deepen the process of 

regional integration more comprehensively through the three pillars: political-security community, economic 

community, and socio-cultural community2. Notably, one of the three pillars mentioned above, “socio-cultural 
                                                        
2 The political-security community (APSC) consists of: (1) building a community based on common values and norms, (2) 
creating a cohesive, peaceful, and self-reliant community with shared responsibility for comprehensive security; and (3) towards a 
dynamic and open area with outsiders in an increasingly interconnected and dependent world; The economic community (AEC) 
aims to create: (1) a common market and a unified production base, (2) a competitive sector, (3) equitable development, and (4) 
into the global economy; The socio-cultural community (ASCC) aims to: (1) build a community of mutual societies; (2) 
regulating the social impact of economic linkages; (3) ensure the sustainability of the environment; and (4) strengthen the social 
cohesion foundation of the region. 
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community” is an initiative of Vietnam with a master plan including: (1) human development, (2) welfare and 

social insurance, (3) social rights and equality, (4) ensuring sustainable environment, (5) building ASEAN 

identity, and (6) narrowing the development gap. In that direction, the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 

was established on December 31, 2015 with the aim of not only promoting more liberalization of intra-regional 

investment and attracting more foreign investment into ASEAN is aiming to accelerate the process of 

regionalization and globalization, which is accelerating development but also making it more and more 

self-aware and conscious through the way of communication. In other words, all ASEAN development must be 

based on the consistent development of the three pillars, on which the cultural foundation must always be 

focused just right.  

From the above-mentioned bases and from a closer look, if Southeast Asian countries are viewed as a 

specific cultural and historical region and have a special relationship with a variety of socio-cultural features 

with East Asia, South Asia in particular, and Asia-Pacific in general, due to its geographic location and 

historical context, Vietnam will have a rather special role and position, for the development of the whole region. 

If ASEAN was seen as “the heart of dynamic Asia” and the center role of the continent, a region that is 

developing and attracting investors, Vietnam has played a part contribute actively and importantly. Vietnam’s 

development cooperation with Southeast Asian countries and Asia-Pacific region in all fields in the future is 

therefore more strategic and necessarily sustainable. Addressing the development of Vietnam-ASEAN and 

APEC cultural relations to contribute to the implementation of that strategy has given a certain scientific and 

practical basis and at the same time has brought many important implications. In the midst of a complex and 

complicated modern world with constant risks of divisiveness, hatred, even pain and death, the development of 

cultural and economic relations based on culture in order to create “doorways” for peace and friendship is 

increasingly open. It is indeed a very good and practical way. As the late Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew said,  

Convergence and competition will also bring about changes in company size and industry. Multinational corporations 
will become multicultural organizations to successfully compete in knowledge-based regions… Corporations that get ideas 
from a single culture will lose out on innovations change. Companies that have the creative diversity of many cultures and 
ideas will go beyond... The biggest change in business conduct in the next century will be the rapid rise of non-reliance 
relationships owned but based on partnership. (Allison, Blacwill, & Wyne, 2013, pp. 114-115) 

In that sense, efforts are made to facilitate the linking of countries in the building a sense of solidarity, and 

deepening mutual understanding between the peoples of the region through economic activity will always be 

very necessary, as it will contribute to the “creation of a new paradigm of globalization that will replace the 

existing model and then use it. This model evaluates how globalization takes place in different historical 

periods in the fields of politics, military, commerce, finance, migration and culture” (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, 

& Perraton, 1999). In the same sense, initiatives such as “The New Silk Road”, “The Silk Road Economic Belt”, 

or “Maritime Silk Road”3 including the “Great Eurasia Project”4, all would be meaningful but provided that it 

cannot just be aimed at “long-term competition with big rivals around the world in terms of economics and 

finance”, or just to create a “soft power” by “possessing a superior management ability, with a team of creative 

minds”. As Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew himself stated, “There are no possible alternatives global integration. 

The guerrilla ideology of localism sooner or later will lead to conflict and war...Globalism is the only answer 

that is fair, acceptable and will maintain world peace” (Allison et al., 2013, p. 145). 
                                                        
3 Ideas from projects initiated by XI Jinping and Chinese leaders in recent years (from 2013 to 2014). 
4 The initiative proposed by Russian President Vladimir Putin is counterproductive to China’s initiatives on the “New Silk Road”. 
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Conclusions 

Today’s APEC and the ancient Silk Road, is essentially a unifying national culture and human culture 

through economic and trade relations, politics. This is the original content of human life in regional and world 

relations; without it, alliances and associates are just fake. That is primarily because of the very practical 

implications: 

The theory of the link between cultural traits and economic growth to see endogenous growth patterns in economies... 
Cultural values in line with the theory of growth model, it is evident that cultural factors are not only closely related to 
economic growth... but also to the economic growth of countries. (Khan, ZHANG, Hashmi, & Bashir, 2010)  

Looking at the whole picture, the East Sea (Pacific Ocean) is the geo-cultural and geo-political 

convergence through socio-economic relations in which Vietnam and Southeast Asia have important roles, 

positions and impact nuclear charge in the whole area. Thus, national cultures in the region in the human 

cultural relations are linked and promoted in the direction of progress because of the general need for regional 

and global sustainable development needed objectively. By that time APEC in particular, the world in general 

can reveal the true “Silk Road” and eliminate the barriers of protectionism, military power, monopoly, and 

radical nationalism. In order to build a stable and sustainable development area, it will contribute to the 

building of peace and friendship for the whole human race, culture in Vietnam and the cultures of nations in the 

Southeast Asian and Asia-Pacific community should be the target and motive of the “New Silk Road” in a spirit 

of direction of an APEC as well as other forms of alliances and associates that necessarily promote culture in 

real “hyphen”, “solid foundation” for the sustainable development of economic, political, and social of the 

region and the world.  
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