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Abstract 

 

Renewing Political Legitimacy: Pragmatic Reforms and Doi Moi 

 

Nhu Quynh-Thuy Truong, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

 

Supervisors:  Huaiyin Li & William Hurst 

 

The Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) first launched Doi Moi [Renovation] in 1986—

10 years after the VCP officially assumed power in 1976 of the Socialist Republics of Vietnam. 

As the VCP describes, Doi Moi is a comprehensive economic reform package with new 

initiatives toward building ―a mixed economy‖ that introduces ―market mechanism with state 

management and a socialist orientation‖ to Vietnam‘s economy. With Doi Moi, pragmatism has 

evidently taken center stage in place of dogmatic concerns for ideological correctness.  

The thesis seeks to first examine the conditions and factors that gave impetus for the 

economic reforms in Vietnam. These conditions and factors are especially evident when they are 

examined in a comparative context with the Soviet Union and China‘s experiences with similar 

reforms as they are done here in the thesis. Moreover, the change of orientation from a centrally 

planned economy to market-oriented economy is reflected in Doi Moi‘s decentralization and 

economic liberalization reforms as well as the VCP‘s opening up to international reintegration 

and reconciliation with namely the United States.  

 From this examination, it is apparent that at the crux of the VCP‘s decision to pursue 

reforms and the Vietnamese people's support for reforms are fundamental considerations of self 

and political interests—the VCP's to stay in power and the people's to subsist and prosper. 

Whether reforms are socialist or capitalist—in form or in practice—are thus of lesser importance 

to the VCP and Vietnamese people than whether reforms work or do not work.  
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Chapter 1: Comparing Vietnam, China, and the Soviet Union 

 

Long before the introduction of Doi Moi, Gaige Kaifeng and Perestroika, Vietnam, 

China and the Soviet Union had shared a common ideological orientation that directly shaped 

each country‘s political and economic configurations. To provide the historical context for the 

cross-country comparison in the rest of the thesis, this chapter discusses the early transmission of 

Marxist-Leninist doctrines as well as the historical connections and interstate relations among the 

three countries. With these common links, there were also evident differences in perspectives 

and national strategic interests that had often overshadowed the elements which they had shared. 

 I. Common Ideological Foundation: Marxism-Leninism 

  At the core of Karl Marx's political ideas is his view of human history as a struggle for 

human fulfillment of incessant physiological and material needs, and, henceforth, the base upon 

which all other aspects of the rest of society and its economic and political superstructure rest. 

Accordingly, historical transitions occur as society becomes more progressively advanced in 

forms of interactions between raw materials and human labor or modes of production that thus 

create different productive relations, inequalities, and conflicts among groups and individuals.
1
 

As Marx and Frederic Engels described, upon achieving socialism, ―when, in the course of 

development, class distinctions have disappeared, and all production has been concentrated in the 

hands of a vast association of the whole nation, in place of the old bourgeois society, with its 

classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of 

each is the condition for the free development of all.‖
2
 Marx's ideas thus offered not only an 

attractive paradigm for explaining the dimensions of human society, politics, economics, and 

history, but also provided a solid grounding for the sowing of revolutionary hopes and promises. 
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  Prior to becoming the Soviet Union, in Russia, Marx's ideas became the source of a new 

consciousness that fueled the Bolshevik revolutionary movement. In a speech made in November 

7, 1917, Vldimir Ilich Ulianov, also known as Lenin, announced: 

[The revolution's] significance is ... that we shall have a social movement, without the 

participation of the bourgeoisie of any kind. The oppressed masses will of themselves 

form a government. The old state machinery will be mashed into bits and in its place will 

be created a new machinery of government by the soviet organizations. From now on 

there is a new page in the history of Russia, and the present ... Russian revolution shall in 

the final result lead to the victory of socialism.
3
 

 

The message in Lenin‘s speech adamantly placed Marxist thoughts at the forefront of the 

revolutionary movement. For Lenin, the anticipated end goal was not only the toppling of tsarist 

Russia for a new Bolshevik-led regime, but a victory that was intended to challenge and 

fundamentally alter class structures, social relations and the very core of Russian society. 

  For China, Marxism was first widely unknown and irrelevant among Chinese. It wasn't 

until after the Bolshevik Revolution demonstrated the serious outcome of their ideas and actions 

and leading Chinese intellectuals such as Li Dazhao and Chen Duxiu began writing and 

publishing on Marxism that Chinese began to pay special attention to Marxist ideas and the 

Soviet Union as a model example of how those ideas were put in practice. Arif Dirlik saw this 

change as a change in Chinese politics and intellectual attitudes toward the problems in China in 

the late 1920s and 1930s. Adopting a Marxist schematization of Chinese history, Dirlik wrote, 

was both ―functional and eminently practical.‖
4
 As Dirlik further explained, ―To the generation 

that came of age after 1911 and spearheaded the New Culture movement, what was most 

conspicuous was the failure of modern institutions in the Chinese environment ... They put blame 

squarely on Chinese social structure and its underlying values, in particular, the value system of 

Confucianism.‖
5
 In Marxism, however, Chinese intellectuals found a different understanding of 
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political change—political change as a function of social forces, not institutions—and henceforth 

a new approach to change for China. 

 Marxist ideas' foothold in Vietnamese society, on the other hand, was inseparable from 

Lenin's later doctrines on international socialism and anti-imperialism. Lenin explained 

imperialism as essentially the last stage of capitalism in conquest of weaker nations for new 

markets and wealth, and that colonized nations and proletariats everywhere must rise up and 

unite against this intolerable oppression.
 6

 In promoting this view, Lenin had in effect increased 

the appeal of Marxist ideas by extending its applicability to other contexts and nations. As 

Vietnam‘s nationalist leader Ho Chi Minh wrote, ―Lenin was the first to realize and assess the 

full importance of drawing colonial peoples into the revolutionary movement.‖
7
 For this reason, 

Ho Chi Minh came to strongly believe that a socialist revolution with the Soviet Union's support 

was Vietnam‘s only path to achieving national independence.
8
 

 Chronologically, of the three countries, the Soviet Communist Party (SVC) was the most 

established Communist Party that first emerged, followed by the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP), and the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP)
9
. The historical contexts, factional 

struggles, and periods of revolutionary and civil war that underwent in each country varied case 

by case. However, overall, in each of the three cases, Marxist-Leninist doctrines did not take 

roots by chance or were embraced simply for their ideology. Part of the doctrines‘ greatest 

appeals was their functionality as alternative revolutionary strategies made suited to the needs of 

revolutionary factions seeking for effective approaches and viable solutions to the problems and 

conditions specific to their own nations and societies.  
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 II.  Strategic Considerations: Chinese and Soviet Involvement in Vietnam (1954-

1975) 

 In Party‘s rhetoric, Vietnam, China and the Soviet Union ought to be linked arms to arms. 

However, while ideology was often called upon by Vietnamese, Chinese and Soviet leaders as 

the bond that bound the people and interest of all three nations, Chinese and Soviet involvement 

between 1954 and 1975 in Vietnam‘s national conflicts showed that the triangular relations 

among the three Communist powers were constantly shifting. Ideological ties visibly waned in 

significance next to consciousness of strategic individual and national interests of power by each 

country.  

 After the partition of Vietnam at the 17
th

 parallel in 1954, the Soviet Union had hoped to 

thwart a military outbreak by trying to convince Ho Chi Minh and the DRV to compromise and 

seek peace with a U.S.-backed Southern Vietnamese administration. As Marie Olsen explained, 

one of the reasons for the Soviet Union‘s initial policy toward Vietnam was directly tied to its 

position as both ―a world' senior communist power‖ and as a co-chair with the United Kingdom 

at the Geneva Conference in 1954.
10

 Moreover, after Joseph Stalin passed away in 1953, the 

Soviet Union under the new leadership of Nikita Khrushchev became more interested in 

―peaceful coexistence‖ with capitalist states than hostile conflicts. After Khrushchev fell from 

power in 1964 at the outbreak of an escalated military confrontation between North and South of 

Vietnam, convinced that peace was no longer possible, the Soviet Union then began to 

generously supply the DRV with ample military and economic support.  

Contrary to the Soviet Union, China‘s position and agenda for supporting Ho Chi Minh 

and the DRV remained persistent during the course of conflicts. As Abul Kalam pointed out, the 
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key motives for China were (1) to retain and advance influence over the areas and states along 

China's frontiers, (2) to diminish and, if possible, exclude French and American influences, (3) 

and to promote the theory and practice of Mao's doctrine of protracted war so as to create a 

friendly buffer along China's frontiers.
11

  Moreover, Mao Zedong also saw China‘s support for 

North Vietnam as a validation of its own rise to the world and socialist stage. As Xiaoming 

Zhang stated, ―the center of world revolution had shifted to Beijing.‖
12

 These motives helped to 

explain why China persistently stepped up its efforts to equip and train North Vietnamese forces 

since as early as 1958. 

 In addition, China's support of Ho Chi Minh and the North Vietnamese administration 

could also be understood in the context of Sino-Soviet deteriorating relations at the time. After 

Stalin's death, Mao's own consciousness to free China from overdependence on the Soviet Union 

and sharp differences in perspectives between Mao and Soviet new leaders reached a boiling 

point in 1960. As a result, on July 18, 1960, the Soviet Union ordered a sudden and immediate 

withdrawal of all Soviet specialists from China.
13

 Vietnam then became like a playground for 

this Sino-Soviet rivalry over their influences on Vietnam.  

  Vietnamese Communist leaders were well aware of Soviet and Chinese motives for their 

support of the DRV. As Priscilla Roberts commented on a reflection by Luu Doan Huynh, a mid-

level North Vietnamese cadre during the war, ―He clearly feels that on more than one occasion ... 

both great communist powers often consulted their own interests first and those of North 

Vietnam second.‖
14

 The schism in Sino-Soviet relations often placed Vietnamese Communist 

leaders in a difficult position where the DRV could not freely seek nor accept aid from one side 

without risking facing diplomatic backlash from the other. For Ho Chi Minh and the DRV, a 

cooperative and joint alliance with both China and the Soviet Union to support North Vietnam's 
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unification goal would have been the ideal. External aid from China and the Soviet Union was 

indisputably indispensable for their goals of developing North Vietnam as a Communist 

revolutionary base, then to expand, reclaim and ultimately unify Vietnam.  

 III. Vietnam-China Relations 

  Among the three Communist powers, Vietnam and China have had a long history and ties 

that entail a more detailed discussion here. As Roberts observed, ―Persistence and pervasiveness 

of conflict in Sino-Vietnamese relations (between 1954 and 1975), reinforced two central truths: 

that the histories of these two countries were inextricably intertwined; and that the expressions of 

eternal ideological solidarity uniting Beijing and  Hanoi loudly proclaimed during the Vietnam 

War masked a far more complex reality.‖
15

 Even while China had made conscious efforts to win 

over Ho Chi Minh and the DRV with its aid provision, their relations remained constrained by 

mutual skepticism and distrust. 

  A source of this skepticism and distrust is due to Vietnam and China‘s ―inextricably 

intertwined‖ history of more than a thousand years of Chinese annexation of Vietnam since 111 

B.C. until 1428 A.D.
16

 The nature of Vietnam-China relations since could be understood as an 

―asymmetric‖ relations. As Brantly Womack proposed, ―asymmetric‖ relations is composed of 

two different sub-relations between A → B and B → A where, despite the disparities that create 

systemic differences in interests and perceptions between the stronger and weaker sides of the 

relationship, A and B are in constant but static tensions since neither side is likely or able to 

eliminate the weaker power.
17

 The sustained condition or ―asymmetric normalcy‖ of this 

relation, Womack concluded, is what differentiates the politics of asymmetry from temporary 

disequilibrium international relations theory where it is assumed that either the weaker or 
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stronger side will seek to balance the disparity by overcoming its vulnerability and dominating 

the other.
18

 

  Based on the theory of politics of asymmetry, Vietnam-China relations can be perceived 

in different phases. In summary, Vietnam‘s (the DRV‘s) ―dependent‖ relation with China from 

1950 to 1975 aid turned ―hostile‖ from 1975 to 1991 over political cross-fires over Vietnam‘s 

preferential ties with the Soviet Union, its policy toward ethnically Chinese-Vietnamese after 

1975, its encroachment into Cambodia in 1978, and its territorial claim of offshore island groups 

near Hainan Island. After 1991, relations between Vietnam and China were formally 

―normalized‖ for ―a [more] stable one based on the general expectation of mutual benefits.‖
19

 

  In today's context, while Vietnam and China have chosen similar paths of market-

oriented reforms with Doi Moi and Gaige Kaifeng, both sides have remained watchful of one 

another. On one hand, as Womack illustrated, ―In general, there is no country more similar to 

China than Vietnam, and there is no country more similar to Vietnam than China.‖
20

 On the other 

hand, disparities of scale and capacities, historical conflicts, and sharp differences in perspectives 

have created an asymmetrical Vietnam-China relation where, despite their similarities, Vietnam 

would rather model its stock markets, per se, after New York or Tokyo than after Shanghai or 

Shenzen.
21

  

  IV. Conclusion 

 As the chapter suggests, Marxism-Leninism as an ideology connected Vietnam, China 

and the Soviet Union only on a basic, theoretical level. This shared ideological grounding did not 

override the strategic individual and national interests considered by each power such as over the 

extent of their support of Ho Chi Minh and the DRV during the Vietnam War. It is not 
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ideological blindness but careful observations and strategic calculation that determines their 

views of and interactions with one another. 
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Chapter 2: Impetus for Economic Reforms in Vietnam 

 

 By 1986, when the VCP announced its decision to ―doi moi‖ or ―renovate‖, discussions 

of reforms in China, which were later coined as Gaige Kaifeng or Reform-and-Opening-Up 

policies, already began in 1978 when Deng Xiaoping came to power. The Soviet Union also 

promulgated its own Perestroika or Restructuring later under Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. As 

this chapter shows, at the time when the VCP was considering reforms, there was already 

support for such wave of reforms that the VCP could cite from the preceding examples of China 

and the Soviet Union. More importantly, there were also social, economic and political 

conditions specific to Vietnam which demonstrated to the VCP that a traditional, socialist path to 

post-war reconstruction and economic development was simply not working, and that pragmatic 

reforms were necessary for the survival and stability of both the country and society as well as 

the Vietnamese Communist Party.  

 

I. Challenges to Post-War Reconstruction in Vietnam 

Many of the challenges faced by the VCP after it officially rose to power in 1976 were 

consequences that had directly come about under the impacts of successive warfare in Vietnam 

since 1946. From 1946 to 1954, Vietnam was fighting against France for national independence. 

Although France officially seceded in 1954 after Vietnam‘s victory at Dien Bien Phu, Vietnam 

was subsequently divided at the 17
th

 parallel into North and South under two opposing 

administrations. The war which followed, involving the United States, lasted until 1975. The 

VCP officially came to power in 1976 and declared Vietnam a new Socialist Republics of 

Vietnam. 
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Due to wartime destruction, Vietnam as a whole was physically devastated. According to 

Vietnamese historian Nguyen Khac Vien, three-quarters of villages in the South, two-thirds of 

villages and all cities and bridges in the North were destroyed. An estimate of 26 million bomb 

craters and 14 million tons of bombs and shells dropped on Vietnam had also taken down any 

infrastructure there was. Physical damages from wartime and a crippled infrastructure had 

practically placed Vietnam in a condition unfit for any grand-scale socialist production or 

industrialization that the VCP had previously planned.
1
  

As expected, the VCP‘s first serious attempt at post-war economic reforms with an overly 

ambitious Second Five Year Plan failed. Immediately launched in 1976, the Second Five Year 

Plan vowed to transform Vietnam‘s small-scale production to a fully expanded national socialist 

production economy in twenty years.
2
  The plan included initiatives to reallocate lands regained 

in North and South of Vietnam to create work exchange teams, pilot cooperatives, and new state 

enterprises. However, in practice, the Second Five Year Plan never achieved its preset goals. As 

Vietnam‘s former Prime Minister Phan Van Khai summarized, for example, industrial fields‘ 

growth rate stayed at a dismal 0.1%; only 1.75 million meters of fabrics were produced against a 

450 million meters target; and, only 3.68 billion kilowatts in electricity were yielded against an 

expected 5 billion kilowatts target.
3
 Actual numbers of production visibly lagged far behind the 

projected goals. 

Looking at the larger picture, from 1976 to 1980, the country‘s GDP grew at an average 

rate of only 0.4% per year. The average rate of population development was spurting instead at a 

rate of 2.24% per year. Population growth, in particular, augmented by 92.7% while food 

production only increased by 6.45%.
4
 The disparity between these two numbers points to the 

severe food shortage in Vietnam that, at its worst, resulted in national, widespread starvation. 
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Vietnam simply could not produce enough to support the country's growing population, nor to 

extract enough venues from its exports to afford alternative sources of food, fuel, and other basic 

necessities. The shortages thus forced Vietnam to rely heavily on foreign aid, which amounted to 

38.2% of the state's budget from 1976 to 1980.
5
  

Economic failures occurred under the implementation of the Second Five Year Plan were 

attributed to various factors. In Nguyen Khac Vien's view, the VCP made the huge ―errors in 

thinking that socioeconomic backwardness could be overcome by directly shifting to ‗large-scale 

socialist production‘ by skipping the stage of capitalist development, and in consequence, 

liquidating as quickly as possible all forms of private, family, and capitalist economic activity.‖
6
 

At the time when the Second Five Year Plan was initiated, Vietnam‘s industrial infrastructure 

was almost non-existent due to the physical devastation accumulated from wartime. Agriculture 

remained as the country's main and nearly only productive base. Serious disruptions to the 

circulation of goods as a result of embargo by the United States and extensive withdrawal of 

foreign aid from China and the Soviet Union further encumbered the VCP‘s post-war 

reconstruction effort. Put simply, Vietnam did not have the resources or capacity necessary for 

any credible attempt at achieving the ambitious goals that the VCP's Second Five Year Plan had 

outlined.  

The harsh post-war economic conditions had a multiplying effect on an already 

politically, socially, and psychologically traumatized society of Vietnamese. After the war, tens 

of thousands of people were relocated from urban areas to vastly uncultivated ―new economic 

zones‖ in the countryside. By 1987, approximately 3 million Vietnamese were relocated.
7
 Hoang 

Van Cuong, a Southern Vietnamese photographer who later became a fugitive in his own 

country reflected on the disillusion that he had felt from these early post-war experiences, ―I 
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thought peace would now last forever in my country. We would stand shoulder to shoulder to 

rebuild the country and a permanent peace.‖
8
 However, the reality of his experience had forced 

him to question what ―unification‖ really meant. After several attempts to escape, Hoang was 

placed in ―reeducation‖ camp where he spent the next seven years of his life. ―Reeducation‖ 

camps, he explained, were not ―schools‖; ―they were psychological/spiritual boot camps places 

where human beings were to be literally transformed to be made over into new people whose 

beliefs and values and personalities would be better suited to the new socialist society being 

designed for them in Hanoi.‖
9
 These sentiments of disillusionment and anger resounded in the 

voices of not only those having fought under the Southern Vietnam's administration during the 

war but also in the voices of ―victors‖ from the North. ―I believe in Socialism but what I‘ve seen 

after the war, breaks my heart,‖ said an acclaimed member of the VCP who asked to remain 

anonymous. ―The society that we have now is not what I fought and risked my life for during 

those years. After the war, the victory we got was a victory for morons. Call civilization and 

progress? Garbage!‖
10

  

Against this backdrop, a debate was taking place among Party's political elites between 

political conservatives and economic liberals. The debate centered on the question of whether 

Vietnam should continue its attempt to build a model command economy or to pursue economic 

liberalization like China and the Soviet Union had decided to do.  The Sixth National Congress 

of the Communist Party of Vietnam convened in December of 1986 to conduct an assessment of 

the situation. At the convention, Congress came to the conclusion that renovating the structure of 

the economy, its management apparatus, the country's legal foundations, and roles of the state 

and the Party in the operation of the economy were necessary reforms to curb the current 

problems. 
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In 1986, Vietnam had also undergone an important change in leadership that clearly 

factored in the VCP's decision to pursue and commit to reforms. Le Duan, the de facto party 

leader since Ho Chi Minh‘s death, had been the anchor of a conservative first-generation of party 

members since 1969. This first generation of Vietnamese party leaders, as Gareth Porter 

portrayed, was ―still in the grip of ideological orthodoxy‖ and ―deeply imbued with orthodox 

Soviet view [of] ‗commodity relations‘… [as] merely remnants of prerevolutionary society.‖
11

 

When Le Duan died in 1986 in midst of worsened social and economic crisis, Nguyen Van Linh, 

known as the Party's economic liberal, became the new General Secretary. 

 Under the new leadership of Nguyen Van Linh, the VCP made an important gesture that 

reflected the Party's seriousness for renovation and moving forward. At the Sixth National 

Congress, the VCP publicly admitted to the serious errors in economic methods and leadership 

that the failures of the Second Five Year Plan and its experiments with the old socialist model 

had demonstrated. Doi Moi was soon launched by the Communist Party of Vietnam at the Sixth 

National Congress later that year in 1986.
12

  

II. Crisis as Impetus for Reforms 

 As it was with Vietnam, to different extents, the impetus for economic reforms in China 

and the Soviet Union was also a consequent response to the escalation of chronic crises in each 

country. In the case of the Soviet Union, a deteriorating economy with steep decline and steady 

slowdown in annual economic growth rate likewise prompted Mikhail Gorbachev to promulgate 

―restructuring‖ or Perestroika in 1985 along with various social and political campaigns, 

including his call for ―political openness‖ or glasnost. According to historian John Thompson, 

industrial growth  in the Soviet Union, for example, slipped from 6%, 5% in the 1950s to 4%, 
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3% in the 1960s, to 2%, 1%, and finally dropped to a mere 0% in the early 1980s.
13

 As a result of 

the decline in industrial growth, availability and quality of consumer goods had greatly 

diminished. Most consumers henceforth came to depend largely on an otherwise thriving 

―second economy‖ or black markets. Periodic shortages, longer lines, endless complaints, and an 

increasingly hostile population of consumers placed the entire economic-political system under 

stress. Soviet spending at the time for the arms race against the United States further added to an 

already strenuous situation.
14

 Cumulatively, all of these factors were like fuel to a conflagration 

of disillusionment and anger that already was already burning up inside many individuals in 

Soviet society. 

 A comparatively more favorable condition for the VCP in its wake of reforms was that, 

despite the dire socio-economic crisis during 1976-1986 in Vietnam, the VCP had nonetheless 

retained power over the public image of the Communist Party and steadfastly depicted Ho Chi 

Minh and the Party as the vanguard of Vietnam‘s national liberation and the legitimate 

reunification Party of Vietnam. As historian Nguyen Khac Vien affirmatively asserted, ―No one, 

not even the most inveterate anti-communist, can deny that Ho Chi Minh is acknowledged as the 

founding father of an independent Vietnam, and that the CPV (Communist Party of Vietnam) is 

recognized as the principal architect of victory.‖
15

 

On the contrary, the years of purges under Stalin however had permanently scarred the 

faith that people first had in the Soviet regime and its ideology. Evgenia Ginzburg, author of Into 

the Whirlwind, was once a loyal Communist. As she wrote, prior to the Great Terror, ―Had I 

been ordered to die for the party, not once but three times…I would have obeyed without a 

moment‘s hesitation.‖
16

 However, while she spent eighteen years in various prisons and Siberia‘s 

labor camp under false accusations, her steadfast commitment to the party wavered. ―During 
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these years, I experienced many conflicting emotions, but the one that predominated was 

amazement,‖ Ginzburg reflected. ―Could this be possible? Was it really happening?‖
17

 The same 

sentiment of ―amazement‖ also echoed in poet Robert Rozhdestvensky‘s commentary on the 

1987 Soviet film Repentance.
18

 ―And so, ‗Once upon a time…‘ No, no more make believe and 

pretending that nobody understands and remembers anything!‖ Rozhdestvensky wrote. ―Yes, all 

this happened in our country! Our country, mine and yours.‖
19

 This sentiment reflects the breach 

between state and society, ideology and reality that made the increased socio-economic problems 

in the post-Stalinist years even more intolerable for many individuals in Soviet society.  

The Soviet Union desperately needed to recover its status and regain people‘s support. 

―As ideology eroded and the vision of a future communist society faded, [only] pragmatism 

predominated,‖ Thompson explained, ―what counted was what worked.‖
20

 As it was in the case 

of Vietnam, whether the Party was able to regain, maintain, or consolidate its power and 

legitimacy to rule therefore depended on not the ideals, promises, or hopes that it could 

promulgate, but on the results and improvements that it could actually deliver in response to 

people‘s needs and demands.  In both cases, what worked and what didn‘t work was the basis of 

Party leaders‘ consideration of reforms and, respectively, the people‘s perception of, support for, 

and reception of continued rule by the Communist Party.  

In the case of China, the period from 1949 to Mao‘s death in 1976 could be termed as an 

evidently ―era of Mao Zedong.‖
21

 The expansive changes and events taken place during this 

period varied in their impacts—positive and negative—on China. As an overview, from the 

perspective of a political scientist, Kenneth Lieberthal, for example, had characterized the period 

in six divisions as periods of (1) economic and political recovery and basic socialist 

transformation from 1949 to 1956, (2)  contradictions and rethinking the Soviet model from 1956 
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to 1957, (3) the Great Leap Forward from 1958 to 1961, (4) recovery and growing elite divisions 

from 1962 to1965, (5) Red Guard phase of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to1969, and (6) 

final phases of the Cultural Revolution and the struggle for succession from 1970 to1976.
22

 As 

an economist, Barry Naughton, on the other hand, saw the period as junctures of (1) economic 

recovery from 1949-1952, (2) the twin peaks of the First Five Year Plan from 1953 to 1956, (3) 

the Hundred Flowers from 1956 to 1957, (4) the Great Leap Forward from 1958 to 1960, (5) 

crisis and 'readjustment' from 1961 to 1963, (6) ―a new expansion hijacked by radicalism‖ from  

1964 to 1966, (7) the Cultural Revolution from 1967 to 1969, (8) ―the Maoist model: A new 

leap‖ in 1970,  and (9) ―consolidation and drift‖ from 1972 to 1976; Naughton called 1978 ―the 

leap outward‖, ―the end of Maoism‖, and ―a final turning point‖ to the beginning of economic 

reform.
23

  

 Of the junctures cited by both authors above, the period which immediately preceded 

China‘s orientation to reforms was the Cultural Revolution. Different experiences under the 

Cultural Revolution had yielded different perspectives and judgments of the Revolution itself. 

Economically, it had halted development but did not devastate China‘s economy. However, after 

the Cultural Revolution, people and the Party shared a desire for rehabilitation as well as a return 

to the accelerated economic growth that China had experienced by reestablishing and expanding 

central planning organs in China. Similar to Vietnam, China first adopted an overambitious and 

infeasible Ten Year Plan in 1978. However, as Naughton described, ―the Ten Year Plan was 

built on sand.‖
24

 What failures to achieve goals set out by the Ten Year Plan effectively showed 

was the weakness in Chinese planning and incompetence to fully navigate and carry out long-

term and sustainable economic development in China as it had confidently believed it could. The 

collapse of grandiose economic plans following the end of the Cultural Revolution and death of 



18 
 

Mao were factors that helped to change Chinese leaders and people‘s economic outlook, and 

created the potential for more flexible and pragmatic economic reform policies in China.   

III. Lack of Macroeconomic Stabilization as Impetus for Reforms  

What is worth nothing, at the same time, is the fact that the post-war conditions and crises 

which had created impetus for reforms in Vietnam were also byproducts of the particular 

―historical starting-point‖
25

 from which the economic transition in Vietnam commenced. 

Different form China or the Soviet Union, the length of time from which the VCP came to power 

in 1976 to when it decided to launch Doi Moi in 1986 was a relatively short period of only ten 

years, during which no kind of macroeconomic stabilization or concerted national economic 

system was achieved.
26

 The VCP's initial effort to extend its model in the North of a planned 

economy to South of Vietnam during post-unification could be seen, at best, as an experimental 

and ambitious effort. Not only did the VCP quickly learned from the failed results of its attempts 

that changes and reforms were urgent and necessary, this lack of a strong, macroeconomic 

structure had also created a favorable condition for the VCP‘s tinkering with the weak economic 

structure that did exist. At that particular ―historical starting-point‖ in Vietnam, a post-war 

economy and society were largely still in transformations and were therefore more readily 

adaptable to changes; reforms thus were quicker to come about and promptly took effects in 

Vietnam. 

 These factors are reflected in the process and pace at which initiatives for agrarian 

reforms and decollectivization took place in Vietnam.  Generally speaking, as Vietnam specialist 

Benedict Kerkvliet and China specialist Mark Selden described, similar to China, agrarian 

reforms in Vietnam were a series of changes and events over two principal periods: 1945 to the 
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end of 1970s and late 1970s to present. During the first period, agrarian transformations began in 

Vietnam with land redistribution then collectivization. In the second period, households began to 

reemerge as independent producers under reforms to decollectivize and introduce diverse forms 

of private and mixed ownership enterprises and market pricing mechanism.
27

 

From comparing to China, it is apparent that while the CCP was quick to push for 

national collectivization after it came to power in 1949, collectivization was intermittently 

introduced to only parts of Vietnam by the DRV between 1955 and 1957 and was never 

thoroughly implemented even in the North. As Kerkvliet and Selden stated, ―While the 

consequences of land reform (in Vietnam and China) were very much alike, the subsequent 

collectivization in China appears to have penetrated far more deeply and to have had more 

profound economic and social consequences than in Vietnam.‖
28

 And, because collectivization 

was not as pervasive in Vietnam as it was in China and, as a result, the household economy in 

Vietnam was never entirely eliminated, Vietnam thus was more willing and quicker to seek 

reforms and decollectivization in 1986 than China was in 1978.  

  In addition, the different economic systems implemented in North and South of Vietnam 

under two polar administrations during 1954 and 1975 had created vastly disparate economic and 

social structures that made the VCP's initial post-unification effort to create a national planned 

economy even more challenging. It was first thought by the VCP that socialist industrialization 

could be achieved by simply extending the model of collectivization from the North to the South. 

Explanation of the VCP's failure to achieve this goal is often attributed to ―mere technicalities‖ 

such as the lack of inter-region transport facilities and chronic postwar shortages. However, 

Melanie Beresford argued, a more serious challenge to the Party‘s socialist construction effort 

was actually the lack of incentives and social resistance among Southern Vietnamese peasantry 
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against the Party‘s reform measures. Between 1955 and 1975, South Vietnam had undergone 

land reforms and policies which made land and new modern mechanization available to Southern 

Vietnamese farmers without collectivization. A much stronger privately-based agricultural 

system thus had already emerged in the South by 1975. After 1975, the problem henceforth was 

how to continue developing Southern Vietnam‘s agricultural production base while also 

promoting the reorganization of labor through large-scale collectives and state-farms as it was 

done in the North after 1956.
29

 Compared to North Vietnam where collective reorganization and 

mobilization of labor had helped farmers to achieve increased yields in production despite poorly 

cultivated condition and the lack of labor-saving mechanization, farmers in the South did not see 

the same immediate economic benefits of collectivization as their Northern counterparts.  

 Furthermore, as Kerkvliet had argued, not only was it due to the failures of the collective 

system to fulfill the basic living necessities of villagers after reunification that prompted the 

collapse of the collective system from within, decollectivization in Vietnam must also be 

understood as a case where ―everyday politics‖
30

  had clearly won the day. In other words, ―put 

simply, decollectivization started locally, in the villages, and was largely initiated by villagers; 

national policy followed.‖
31

 Likewise, based on Daniel Kelliher‘s observation of a similar 

phenomenon in China during 1979 and 1989, it was the ―intertwined acts of the complex state 

apparatus and millions of peasants‖ and the ―peasants demonstrated greater capability for 

influencing state policy ... despite living under a state-socialist system‖ that had fundamentally 

transformed rural China.
32

 Kelliher pointed in his work to the creation of family farming in 

Anhui and Hubei as evidences of this argument, that once the state opened the way for reforms, 

Chinese peasants were able to seize reform initiatives, make up new ways, and reinvent old ways 

of agricultural production and organization to accommodate their own needs and conditions.
33
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 A key difference between the two cases of Vietnam and China, however, would be that, 

in the case of agrarian reforms in China, ―peasant power‖ didn‘t actively come into play until 

after the state had allowed and indirectly opened ways for peasants to take parts in shaping the 

reforms. From Kelliher‘s perspective, ―peasant innovation‖ was seen as a case made possible 

first by the ―benign, wait-and-see attitude‖ from key provincial and central figures toward local 

experiments, and secondly by the central leadership‘s loss of control  of the ―creative process‖ 

from the beginning.
34

 The degree to which peasant innovation could be exercised was still 

contingent on the ―determination of the state to assert its power.‖
35

  

 For Vietnam, however, the case is the reverse. Among the greatest challenges faced by 

the VCP before turning to Doi Moi, as our analysis suggested, it was not the lack of developed 

'economic link' between North Vietnamese industry and agriculture (in the South) but resistance 

from farmers concentrated in the South of Vietnam and Mekong River delta that had thwarted 

the state‘s initiatives. In other words, Southern farmers‘ unwillingness to let go of their private-

based agricultural systems and household economy for collectivization effectively directly 

impacted the VCP to gradually adjust and respond. Increased push for reforms from 1976 to 

1986 in Vietnam thus could also be understood in the light of this process as spontaneous, 

gradual and bottom-up. 

IV. Conclusion 

 The social, economic and political conditions discussed in this chapter are important for 

understanding the impetus and factors leading to the VCP's decision to ultimately pursue 

reforms. By considering these conditions in comparative perspective with the Soviet Union‘s and 

China‘s, we are reminded of several important differences unique to Vietnam: the division of 
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North and South of Vietnam during 1954 and 1975, the brief legacy of the VCP and its failed 

post-unification attempt at instituting a socialist command economy, and the role in which 

grassroots, bottom-up initiatives had in urging the state and the Party to take up reforms. The 

absence of an entrenched legacy, set economic practices, or macroeconomic stabilization in 

Vietnam had further effectively contributed to the VCP‘s comparatively more prompt and fluid 

transition in 1986 to abandon and dismantle any elements of a planned economy that did exist 

prior to the latter reforms. 
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Chapter 3: Economic Decentralization and Liberalization 

 

When the VCP officially launched the new comprehensive reform package in 1986, the 

VCP called it ―Doi Moi.‖ As its name suggests, the VCP‘s decision to depart from the traditional 

socialist command economy model to pursue the path of ―market-socialist‖ reforms is nothing 

short of a large-scale renovation of Vietnam‘s former economic structures. The VCP's decision 

to pursue reforms had effectively set Vietnam off on a path for comprehensive renovation from a 

centrally planned economy to a market-oriented economy that began with policies aimed at 

decentralizing and liberalizing Vietnam‘s economy.  

 Doi Moi sought to build a hybrid model in the form of a ―mixed economy.‖ In theory, 

this model would combine the advantages of a free market—a high level of economic efficiency 

that the former socialist centralized model did not demonstrate—with socialist characteristics of 

central planning as it may require to remove the shortcomings and excesses of a free market.
1
 

Institutionally, the policies strove to incorporate market mechanisms as the means of providing 

and allocating most goods and services, supporting the development of entrepreneurial private 

sectors, diversifying various forms of social ownership, and still retaining the state‘s role in 

management and adjusting market regulations to meet state's priorities.
2
 

Among the raft of economic reforms, Doi Moi policies aimed at decentralizating and 

liberalizing key areas in Vietnam's economy to open up channels for privatization and market 

stimulus. Notably, in agriculture, internal and foreign trade, and the operation of state-

enterprises, restructuring was implemented by: 

 Introducing an output contract system in agriculture to stimulate individual initiatives 

and the development of free markets; Abolishing agricultural collectives; Allowing 

for long-term land use rights and greater freedom in the marketing of products as well 
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as the autonomy to buy production inputs at mutually agreed prices rather than preset 

contractual ones; 

 In internal trade, abolishing rationing system for most commodities and introducing 

market determined prices for nonessential goods while still maintaining the dual price 

system—state-controlled and free market—for other goods; 

 In foreign trade, handling over the right to selected state-owned and private 

enterprises to deal directly with foreign markets for importing and exporting most 

products; Reducing import quotas and lowering tariffs; Eliminating subsidies for all 

consumers and exporters; Introducing interest and exchange rates that are now 

allowed to float in response to market forces and conditions;  

 Transferring decision-making autonomy away from state-owned enterprises; 

Allowing bankruptcies of some state enterprises and privatization; Consolidating and 

reducing the number of existing state enterprises; Reducing bank credit and 

tightening budget constraint for state enterprises; Passing new tax reforms requiring 

state enterprises to pay the same taxes as private enterprises;
3 

 

Formerly, the state had a much more pervasive role in allocating resources through 

administrative mechanisms, controlling the rate of investment to reflect state planners' 

preferences, and determining the distribution of individual income based on fixed 

administratively determined wage and salary scales or compulsory quota delivery schemes.
4
 

What these policies effectively redefined was the changed role of the state in Vietnam's new 

economy. 

 This need to redefine the role of the state in the transition from a centrally planned 

economy to a market-oriented economy is also evident in the direction of reforms adopted by the 

Soviet Union. Mikhail Gorbachev, for example, explained Perestroika as a wholesale 

―restructuring‖ of the Soviet planned economy to ―temper state ownership of major industries 

with economic decentralization, limited privatization, and a simulated market.‖
5
 Policies 

implemented with Perestroika included: 

 Decentralizing day-to-day decision making 

 Moving economic units towards self sufficiency and profitability by allowing leasing of 

collective or state-farm land for independent production and contracts and 

supplementing decentralization with competition in wholesale transactions 
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 Fostering cooperatively owned private businesses in retail services and light industry 

 Promoting foreign trade and outside investment in the U.S.S.R 

 Implementing a new financial and banking policy within the framework of 

comprehensive reforms in management by building up the role of fiscal-commodity 

relationships in economic development.
6
 

 

These changes intended to put in the hands of producers—not  Party bureaucrats, planners or 

administrators—the  power to determine what should be produced, how they should produce, 

and in what quantities. Although the program still retained some features of central planning and 

most industries in the Soviet Union remained state-owned, reformers hoped that by cutting state 

subsidies and allowing most sectors broader autonomy to respond to market demands, there 

would be more incentives for producers to be self-financing and increase their profits.  

 In addition, there are specific structural elements of decentralization and economic 

liberalization in Doi Moi that resemble more closely to China's economic reforms. For example, 

Vietnam maintaining a dual price system of both state-controlled and free market prices in the 

early phases of Doi Moi achieved the same purpose as China's ―dual-track system.‖ The ―dual-

track system‖ was one of the feature mechanisms by which the CCP navigated the course of 

reforms in its first phase from 1979 to 1983. The system is described by Naughton as ―the 

coexistence of a traditional plan and a market channel for the allocation of a given good‖ or, 

better yet, ―two coordination mechanisms (plan and market)‖ which dealt out for every single 

commodity a typically lower state-set planned price and a typically higher market price.
7
 

 In the bigger picture, the most important resemblance between Vietnam and China was 

their gradual approach to reforms. The pace at which decentralization and liberalization took 

effect in Vietnam was carefully controlled without any initiatives for political liberalization that 

resemble the Soviet Union‘s glasnost. As Keith Griffin noted, ―the reform process (in Vietnam) 

has been pragmatic, experimental and cautious and the authorities have been able to tolerate 
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during the transition inconsistencies, half measures and ambiguities.‖
8
 Likewise, decentralization 

and economic liberalization for the CCP had been described as ―crossing the river by groping for 

stepping stones.‖ As Naughton concluded, ―When the Chinese reform process is viewed as a 

whole, what is most striking is the succession of incremental, steadily accumulating measures of 

economic reform that have gradually transformed the economy in a fundamental way.‖
9
 Without 

any blueprint for reforms, both the VCP and CCP similarly believed it was important that the 

new reform measures be implemented with the same cautiousness as when one conducts an 

experiment in order to assure that the state and the Party would still have ultimate control of the 

process. 

 Compared to Vietnam and China, not only did decentralization and liberalization took 

effect at an incomparably rapid pace under the ―shock therapy‖ of Perestroika, the Soviet 

Communist Party‘s authorized call under the fervor of reforms for political openness or glasnost 

further gave people a dangerous outlet of expression in a time of unpredictable changes and 

instability. The call for glasnost, Gorbachev explained, first arose from the Communists‘ need 

for truth to be made accessible by ―a real pluralism of opinions‖ and freer flow of information in 

an era of reforms.
10

 However, although the intent of glasnost was to help de-bureaucratize the 

Soviet administrative apparatus and restore a measure of trust between the Party and the people, 

in practice, the openness encouraged by glasnost had unleashed and inflamed contentious 

opinions and criticisms directly targeted at the Party and its regime that, in the long run, 

effectively dethroned the Soviet Communist Party‘s political power status. As Strayer 

insightfully summed up, ―For many people, the impact of glasnost was to erode fatally the 

sustaining myths of the Soviet regime and to destroy what legitimacy remained to it.‖
11

 In other 

words, the Soviet Communist Party‘s legitimacy and power became crippled, rendering the Party 
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and state too paralyzed to handle the magnitude of any unintended and unwanted impacts that 

reforms may catalyze. 

 When Perestroika failed to transform the Soviet stagnant economy and led it instead 

toward an even sharper decline, Soviet felt that the hopes and promises with which people had 

vested in the reforms were betrayed while the socio-economic crisis continued to worsen. Before 

reforms, Gorbachev had assessed, ―This society is ripe for change. It has long been yearning for 

it. Any delay in beginning perestroika could have led to an exacerbated internal situation in the 

near future, which, to put it bluntly, would have been fraught with serious, social, economic and 

political crises.‖
12

 As results showed, although Gorbachev‘s reforms ushered many changes, in 

the end, the change that Gorbachev claimed society was ―ripe‖ and ―long been yearning for,‖ 

however, did not take place.
13

 Instead, growth rates for national income and industrial production 

in the Soviet Union consistently plummeted between 1975 and 1990. Not only did the Soviet 

Union‘s national income and industrial production growth rates declined, annual inflation also 

grew from 7.3 % in 1987 to 10.5% in 1989, 53.6% in 1990, and 60-700% in 1991.
14
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Figure 1: Growth rates for national income and industrial production in the USSR, 1975-1990 
Source: G. Yavlinski, et al. 500 Days: Transition to the Market, David Kushner, ed. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991. pp.4.  

 

 As the graph above shows, vision did not coincide with reality. Perestroika had further 

exacerbated the existing crisis and fueled an embittered, angry Soviet population, most of whom, 

as Strayer puts it, ―saw themselves as victims of Perestroika rather than its beneficiaries.‖
15

 Film 

director Vasily Pichul exposed in the 1988 Soviet film Little Vera this friction between hopeful 

promises and the stark reality that had taken hold of Soviet society with the plethora of social 

problems borne in the time of Perestroika. In Little Vera, Vera, meaning faith, is a young woman 

whose life spiraled around dreams. Through indulgence in alcoholism, violence, sex, and love, 

she yearned for a better life. However, in the end, Vera remained trapped amidst the forlorn 

relations with her family, young love, society, and Soviet industrial crumble. As Anna Lawton, a 

Russian specialist in literature and film at Georgetown University interpreted:  

Figure 1: Growth rates for national income (1)  

and industrial production (2) in the USSR, 1975-1990 
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[The young generation] feel a void, and do not know what is missing. As the older 

generation (represented by characters such as Vera‘s temperamental father) fades into 

retirement with a baggage of bitterness and frustration for their legacy of unfulfilled lives, 

the children (like Vera and her boyfriend/fiancée Sergei) are confronted with a physical 

and spiritual wasteland. The many lingering pans of a decaying industrial city on the 

shores of a polluted harbor evoke the collapsing system of values that was artificially 

preserved by decades of official propaganda and indifferent conformism.
16

 

Ultimately, the film raises the question, who should bear the responsibility for such self-

alienation and disintegration of the social fabric in Soviet society? The image of Vera‘s fragile 

body stranded and alienated in an unexpected tumultuous storm was, in many ways, reflective of 

the crisis of Soviet society as a whole. 

 When the Soviet Union crumbled in 1991 at the feet of Perestroika and glasnost, VCP 

leaders couldn‘t help but to witness the collapse as a precaution for where Doi Moi, if it were to 

fail, could also lead Vietnam. As historian Martin Malia concluded, when the Soviet Union fell, 

―the Communist Party was destroyed and a superpower was dismembered; ‗socialism‘ was 

renounced by the world‘s first socialist society in favor of the ‗restoration of capitalism‘; and the 

most enduring fantasy of the twentieth century, the pseudoreligion-cum-pseudoscience of 

Marxism-Leninism simply evaporated.‖
17

 As the VCP realized, if it was willing to bet on the 

decentralization and economic liberalization initiatives of Doi Moi to turn Vietnam‘s crumbling 

economy around and to restore the VCP its political legitimacy, then it had also willingly risked 

the VCP‘s political survival as the Soviet Union had with Perestroika and glasnost under 

Gorbachev.  
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Chapter 4: Opening Up and Its Paradox 

 

Alongside reform measures aimed at decentralizing and liberalizing Vietnam‘s internal 

economic apparatus, the VCP also adopted a new outward outlook in its external economic 

relations that sought to reintegrate and open Vietnam up to foreign trade and investment. 

Paradoxically, a closer look at the VCP‘s responses to U.S. court decisions on Vietnam 

Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin, et al. v. Dow Chemical Co., et al.  a less 

enthusiastic and amicable sentiment toward U.S. federal courts, and, inevitably by association, 

the United States itself. On one hand, the paradox may suggest an inconsistency in the 

Vietnamese government's policy and a love-hate relationship that Vietnamese may have with 

America. On the other hand, the multifaceted perception also reveals an essential, flexible and 

pragmatic approach by Vietnam‘s government and individuals in Vietnamese society towards 

interpreting the different context of their contacts with America in ways that would successfully 

complement and accommodate Vietnam‘s national interests and individual preferences or 

priorities. 

I.  International Reintegration and Reconciliation 

Prior to reforms, foreign trade and exports under the central planning system in Vietnam 

was curtailed by the VCP‘s focus on rapid domestic accumulation and industrialization. On one 

hand, the loss of two of Vietnam‘s major aid sources—the United States and China—and severe 

post-war shortages had forced Vietnam to become more and more reliant on imports of supply 

and aid from other countries that were willing. On the other hand, priority given to developing 

Vietnam‘s heavy industry and the state‘s planned control over prices and transactions gave little 

support to as well as little incentives for farmers to increase outputs or hand over any surplus that 
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they did produce to the Ministry of Foreign Trade for exports. In other words, the state could not 

increase exports even if it wanted to because it simply did not have the goods.
1
 With reforms, a 

new incentive structure was put in place to enable Vietnam to trade at competitive world prices. 

In general, major changes included (1) a flexible exchange rate parallel to market price, (2) a 

substantial reduction in tariff rates, (3) a reduction in quantitative restrictions on imports, and (4) 

a reduction in export controls.
2
 Since these changes, exports have grown at an explosive pace. 

One notable manifestation of the VCP‘s changed international policies in alignment with 

its economic goals for Vietnam is also the VCP‘s formal reconciliation effort with the United 

States and expressed eagerness to bridge Vietnam-U.S. economic relations. Due to America's 

dominance in today‘s international system, the VCP recognizes that economic relations with the 

United States is not only advantageous but is nevertheless necessary to the actualization of 

Vietnam‘s economic goals. As John Ikenberry described in ―Globalization as American 

Hegemony,‖ the rise of U.S. power since post-World War II has resulted in a hegemonic 

structure that provide the political and strategic infrastructure for an explosion in trade and 

investment in a world market, an explosion that Vietnam is ever more eager to take part of now.
3  

In order for Vietnam to pursue its fundamental strategic and economic interest, economic 

relations with the United States are important for three primary reasons: (1) access to the U.S. 

market, (2) the decisive role that the United States plays in allowing Vietnam access to funds 

from important international financial institutions including the World Bank or IMF, and (3) U.S. 

approval as key to Vietnam‘s entry into other regional and global economic institutions.
4
 

Statistics provided by the U.S. State Department‘s Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs of 

2007 largely also supports this analysis. After signing the Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA) in 

December 2001 with the United States to formally grant Vietnam unconditional normal trade 
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relations and after acceding to the World Trade Organization (WTO) on January 2007, Vietnam 

has enjoyed many additional economic benefits, including the removal of application of quotas 

on textiles and apparel imported from Vietnam by the U.S. as well as other market access 

agreement and treatment granted to members of the WTO. As a result, exports in Vietnam have 

continued to expand by an estimate of 20% to 30%, peaking at 63% of the nation‘s GDP in 2005. 

Foreign direct investment by U.S. private sector in Vietnam in 2006 alone totaled up to a sum of 

$444 million.
5
 Overall, Vietnam‘s GDP has grown over 8% annually between 2004 and 2007. 

While the numbers does not provide us a full picture, they are nevertheless indicative of the 

drastic change that the new policies have yielded. Be it the United States or another country, as 

shown by the VCP‘s policies, Vietnam now wants to strengthen relations with other countries if 

these relations will help Vietnam achieve its goals.   

In practice, many Vietnamese now eagerly consume and seek after improved living 

standard and luxury associated with foreign products and conveniences not available before Doi 

Moi as rewards for their own economic success. Compared to the harsh economic condition and 

backwardness before Doi Moi, to many Vietnamese, the fact that Vietnam now has branches of 

McDonald, KFC, and high-rise shopping malls and wide-screen movie theaters showing the 

Chronicles of Narnia, for example, are interpreted as positive signs of Vietnam‘s own national 

economic and individual progress. As Robert Templer observed, ―Amid the pace and noise of 

urban life … symbol of capitalist America intruding into the heart of Vietnamese culture seemed 

to hit foreigners much more vividly than Vietnamese … Most Vietnamese simply felt that their 

lives were much better.‖
6
 The increasingly more visible commercial and cultural presence of 

foreign investment, products, and entertainment in Vietnamese cities come across to the majority 
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of Vietnamese as not signs of any kind of cultural imperialism but, again, signs of new material 

wealth, development, international integration, progress and success.  

II. Vietnam Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin, et al. v. Dow Chemical 

Co., et al. 

Contrary to the enthusiasm that Vietnam‘s government and Vietnamese largely express 

about prospects of increased economic ties with the United States, the recent Agent Orange 

lawsuit and consequent rulings by U.S. federal courts have instigated many controversies. In 

January 2004, on behalf of a group of Vietnamese Agent Orange victims and families, the 

Vietnamese Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin (VAVA) first filed a class action 

lawsuit in U.S federal court in Brooklyn, New York against Dow Chemical and a long corporate 

list of thirty-six other major U.S. chemical manufacturers for human and environmental damages 

allegedly caused by Agent Orange and other herbicides.
7
 Citing an array of international statutes 

and agreements, the plaintiffs argue that the use of Agent Orange during the Vietnam War 

constituted, first of all, a blatant international war crime. Secondly, the plaintiffs demand that the 

chemical manufacturers supplying these dangerously high-degree dioxin defoliants provide 

unspecified compensatory, punitive damages for Vietnamese victims as well as an environmental 

cleanup program to end the perpetuation of the toxic cycle for future generations of Vietnamese.  

However, U.S. District Court and Second Circuit Court of Appeals later both dismissed 

the suit on March 7, 2005, then again on February 22, 2008. The courts rejected VAVA‘s 

accusation, claiming that not enough evidence or research was available to prove Agent Orange 

and other defoliants as the cause of cancers, birth defects, and other health problems cited by the 

plaintiffs. As New York Times columnist William Glaberson reports, despite what appears to be 
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obvious, the scientific issue remains one of the most debated points over the consequences of 

Agent Orange. While the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences has said 

that there is an ―association‖ between exposure to Agent Orange and some diseases, it also says 

that there is inadequate evidence to determine Agent Orange‘s association with many of the 

diseases cited by veterans, including many types of cancer and birth defects.
8
 On the other hand, 

as Professor Arnold Schecter of the University of Texas School of Public Health points out, to 

supply such proof, one would have to test blood samples of every individual and his family to 

see if they contain elevated dioxin levels. Costing up to $1,000 USD per sample, the research is 

an expensive project that both Vietnam and the United States are reluctant to fund.
9
  

On a more technical front, United States District Judge Jack Weinstein insists, as he had 

in other recent Agent Orange cases,
10

 that the government contractor defense doctrine also 

effectively protects the chemical manufacturers from being held responsible for supplying Agent 

Orange and other defoliants. According to the American Society of International Law, the 

doctrine specifically bars ―state law [from] impos[ing] liability on government contractors for 

design defects in military equipment if it was manufactured to the government‘s specifications 

and if the contractor warned the government of any dangers associated with it known to the 

manufacturer but not to the government.‖
11

 Although the doctrine may protect the chemical 

manufacturers from liability lawsuit, the implicit rationale of the doctrine seems to be that, as 

long the contractors fulfilled their side of the deal with the U.S. government, it is the government 

then who ought to be directly responsible for the use and consequences of any military 

equipment provided by the manufacturer. In fact, lawyers for Dow Chemical, Monsanto, 

Hercules, and more than a dozen others involved made this claim themselves. ―If there is to be 

any compensation to Vietnam,‖ the companies‘ lawyers suggested, ―it should be a result of 
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negotiation between the two governments,‖
12

 – not from the companies contracted by the 

government.  

 However, in the same ruling, Judge Weinstein also dismissed VAVA‘s accusation that 

the U.S. military‘s use of Agent Orange and other defoliants violates international laws and 

agreements. Judge Weinstein insisted that, in the court‘s view, the use of the chemicals did not 

constitute an international war crime because, first of all, ―no recognized source of international 

law that might have applied up to 1975 could have been interpreted as outlawing use of 

herbicides in the way they were utilized in Vietnam.‖
13

 Secondly, as the Second Circuit Court of 

Appeals further affirmed, ―it is significant that plaintiffs nowhere allege that the government 

intended to harm human beings through its use of Agent Orange.‖
14

 In other words, in the courts‘ 

view, the United States alleged absence of intent to harm and interpretation of existing 

customary international laws and agreements up to 1975 thereby effectively discharged the 

United States from any legal responsibility and conviction for its use of Agent Orange and other 

defoliants cited by the plaintiffs in Vietnam Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin, et 

al. v. Dow Chemical Co., et al.  

 III.  Vietnam Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin Responds  

If, according to U.S. District Court and Second Circuit Court of Appeals, the chemical 

manufacturers of Agent Orange and other defoliants used during the Vietnam War cannot be 

technically held responsible and the U.S. government also cannot be held responsible, who then 

should be held responsible? The Vietnam Association for Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin 

(VAVA) vehemently disagrees with both court rulings from 2005 and 2008. ―The judgment was 

unjust and immoral,‖ said Jonathan Moore, one of VAVA‘s representative lawyers in the suit.
15
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As expected, the suit, however, certainly does not end here until someone admits responsibility. 

In an official statement released by the plaintiffs in Tuổi Trẻ Online
16

 on February 24
th

, 2008, 

VAVA‘s vice-president, Tran Xuan Thu announced that the Association and victims of Vietnam 

will resubmit their appeals to the U.S. Supreme Court. U.S. lawyers representing Vietnam and 

VAVA had anticipated the situation and already prepared new evidences with widely gained 

support from new Vietnamese victims.
17

 The lawsuit is seen here by Vietnamese less as a suit for 

money than an overdue quest for justice that Vietnamese Agent Orange victims are now able to 

pursue.  

 In an opinion that accompanied VAVA‘s public statement in Tuổi Trẻ Online on 

February 25, 2008, the Vietnamese-Australian scientist, Dr. Nguyen Van Tuan, has poignantly 

laid out some of the strongest rebuttals from the plaintiffs against the inquiries raised by U.S. 

courts.
18

 First, does the use of toxic chemicals in war violate international laws? Dr. Nguyen 

publicly addressed the question in a Vietnamese newspaper by citing: (a) Article 23 of the Hague 

Convention of 1907, which specifies that ―it is especially forbidden...[t]o employ poison or 

poisoned weapons;‖
19

 (b) Article II of the Chemical Weapons Convention's definition of ―toxic 

chemical‖ as ―any chemical which through its chemical action on life processes can cause death, 

temporary incapacitation or permanent harm to humans or animals;‖
20

 And, (3) Resolution 2603 

from the United Nations‘ ―Questions of Chemical and Bacteriological (Biological) Weapons,‖ 

that ―chemicals agents of warfare [are] chemical substances, whether gaseous, liquid or solid – 

which might be employed because of their direct toxic effect on man, animals or plants.‖
21

 Based 

on the articles cited above, in Dr. Nguyen and the plaintiffs' opinion, Agent Orange obviously 

qualifies as a toxic. As Dr. Nguyen reiterates, ―Up until now, no one has argued against an 

obvious truth that dioxin is one of the most dangerous chemical ever known to humans; [and] 
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Agent Orange contains dioxin.‖
22 

Thus, from the plaintiffs and Vietnamese victims‘ point of 

view, the U.S. federal courts' use of legal and scientific technicalities to reject the plaintiffs‘ 

claim only further showcases another shrewd U.S. move to dodge its responsibility.  

 Moreover, the U.S. courts articulated a conflicting opinion that on one hand, 

acknowledges the plaintiffs as victims of Agent Orange, and yet, on the other hand, alleges that 

the plaintiffs have effectively failed to prove the causal relationship between Agent Orange and 

the victims‘ health damage. ―One can say, this is a most unscientific ruling,‖
23

 Dr. Nguyen 

exclaims. He questions the U.S. courts' demand for evidence from Vietnamese victims when, in 

his view, it already conceded to evidences from past research on the chemical's causal effects on 

health problems when the court approved the $180 million settlement from the same chemical 

manufacturers to American veterans from the Vietnam War in 1984. ―The toxic chemicals do not 

discriminate whether the victims are American or Vietnamese,‖ said Dr. Nguyen, ―So, for what 

reason does the U.S. court demand from the victims of Agent Orange in Vietnam evidences 

which U.S. veterans already provided?‖
24 

In the plaintiffs' view, the demand is thus but an 

exceedingly mechanical stipulation and covert for the U.S. shameless double standards. 

IV. Are the “Ghosts” Still Lurking?  

 When the Agent Orange suit first surfaced in U.S. court in 2004, New York Times 

columnist Glaberson wrote, ―Whatever the fate of the suits, the revival of the Agent Orange 

battle means that these days, there are ghosts in the Brooklyn federal courthouse – of a divisive 

war, of modern battle tools, of hard feelings by people in two countries who were caught up in 

combat long ago.‖
25

 Was Glaberson right?  
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 For the Vietnamese government, Agent Orange remains a politically sensitive, 

unresolved issue between Vietnam and the United States to this day. An unannounced U.S. 

proposal to co-fund a project to remove massive amounts of Agent Orange from Vietnam's soil 

in 2006, for instance, was first seen as an exemplary effort by the U.S toward ―taking concrete 

actions to respond to the issue.‖
26

 However, such exemplary effort became discredited by U.S. 

federal courts‘ unreasonable rulings. They signal to Vietnam a serious incoherence in U.S. policy 

and commitment to cultivating long-term relations and mutual understanding with Vietnam. On 

February 24, 2008, two days after the latest dismissal by U.S. court of the lawsuit, Le Dung, 

Vietnam's Speaking Representative of Foreign Affairs said on VNExpress
27

, ―The erred and 

unjust judgment by U.S. Second Circuit Court of Appeals on February 22, 2008 had truly 

infuriated the people of Vietnam ... It is especially regrettable that the U.S. Second Circuit Court 

of Appeals had issued such a judgment when the U.S. government is making collaborative effort 

with Vietnam to overcome the consequences of Agent Orange/dioxin.‖
28

 This incoherence keeps 

Agent Orange a politically sensitive subject and sore thorn in U.S. – Vietnam foreign relations. 

Statistics and images of numerous Agent Orange victims have flooded Vietnam‘s public 

media. ―Nôĩ đau m àu da cam (the orange-colored pain),‖ has become a particularly familiar 

euphemism among the Vietnamese public to describe the Agent Orange anguish of Vietnamese 

victims. Bell jars used at Tu Du hospital as hollow containers of deformed babies, including 

―grimacing Siamese twins, locked in death, to fetuses with half-formed limbs, collapsed skulls, 

deformed jaws and monstrously twisted pelvises and spines‖ were vividly captured by Philip 

Jones Griffith with photographs that are widely distributed on Vietnamese TV, news sources, 

various charity or fundraising events, and public awareness campaigns.
29 

Such images have 

become part of what Vietnamese media presents as crucial evidences of consequences of the 
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Vietnam War and Agent Orange that Vietnam's government and Agent Orange victims address 

largely to the United States. 

 

  

Source: Tuổi Trẻ Chủ Nhâṭ (Sunday Youth magazine) No. 24. September 26, 2004. 

Likewise, the portrayal of America in Vietnam‘s media coverage overwhelmingly 

bombarded viewers and readers with images that present the Vietnam War as principally an 

―American War.‖ On September 2004, an article was printed in Vietnam‘s popular Tuổi Trẻ Chủ 

Nhâṭ [Sunday Youth] magazine, titled ―Nước Mỹ Có Trách Nhiêṃ Nói Lên Sự Thâṭ (The United 

States Duty to Speak the Truth).‖ Written by Fred Branfman, the original article called for the 

U.S to speak and act more morally, responsibly, and truthfully about the United States‘ 

Indochina war crimes, and bombing in particular. In its translated version and Tuổi Trẻ Chủ 

Illustration 1:  Nước Mỹ Có Trách Nhiêṃ Nói Lên Sự Thâṭ  

(The United States Duty to Speak the Truth) 
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Nhâṭ's magazine layout, the message conveyed is an even more powerful testimony of not only 

America's cumulative past war legacy in Vietnam and its consequent scourge on Vietnamese 

Agent Orange victims, but also a continued trend of U.S. international aggression in Afghanistan 

and Iraq.
30 

  

At the same time, the degree to which the Vietnamese government‘s censorship or 

restrictions influence how Vietnamese media covers the lawsuit and portrays America is 

questionable. As BBC journalist Gregorius points out, the constant exhibition of such images of 

the bell jars and the victims raises the question, are these children, families, and alleged victims 

being used for the purpose of propaganda?  ―Their future appeared to be sacrificed to the greater 

good of gaining international sympathy, and funding. For, as we found out, there is now a 

veritable Agent Orange trail, well trodden by foreign journalists, charity workers, and anyone 

else who shows a serious interest in the matter. All are taken to the same places,‖
31

 Gregorius 

reported. To Gregorius, while the victims are real, the trail to these victims seems to have been 

pre-paved and mapped out—perhaps by someone, some entity, or some third-party of 

authority—with deliberate intent for foreign journalists, charity workers, and others. 

 However, despite the skepticism, as one speaks with individual Vietnamese, one gets a 

sense that most Vietnamese would agree with Branfman that the United States government 

should bear, if not all, then at least some part in the responsibility for the devastating human cost 

from Agent Orange. Therefore, the U.S. denial of responsibility in many Vietnamese eyes is an 

inexcusable response and evidentially self-interested act. For Vietnamese reporter Bich Nga, it is 

important to take notice of the apathetic attitude and inequality with which the U.S. government 

approaches and treats the Agent Orange victims‘ situation.
32

 She questions, if Vietnam in the 
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past has been so willing to aid the United States with its search for MIA, for instance, why is 

America now so resistant to helping Vietnam with the Agent Orange devastation?  

Effectively, the United States‘ actions demonstrate an attitude about American power that 

debunks a traditionally humanistic and generous image and the principles of justice and equality 

manifested in the brand of U.S. democracy that it has persistently sold to the world. As responses 

from Vietnam's government, public coverage and discussion of the Agent Orange suit reflect, it 

is evident that ―the ghosts‖ weren't present only in the Brooklyn federal court, but also continues 

to lurk in various venues in Vietnamese society. Essentially, they articulate and reaffirm the 

growing sense of injustice and hypocrisy that both Vietnamese and Vietnam‘s government feel 

the United States has consistently demonstrated in the ways U.S. federal courts have handled the 

case and the U.S. government's reluctance to act otherwise. 

V.  Conclusion  

 As the discussion in this chapter illustrates, needless to say, the Vietnam War and its 

legacy still shape and provide an important context for Vietnam‘s present public portrayal and 

Vietnamese perception of the United States government and Vietnam–U.S. formal relations. 

Why Vietnam still actively tries to maintain close ties with the United States does not 

presumably diminish or contradict the VCP‘s condemnation of U.S. irresponsibility and 

condescension in the Agent Orange issue.  To achieve economic growth, stability, and security, 

as Vietnam‘s former General Vo Nguyen Giap asserted, Vietnam must develop, first of all, its 

economy, society, and culture.
33 

As the General clearly articulated, Vietnam and the Vietnamese 

Communist Party have wholly embraced a renewed pragmatic outlook. Vietnam wants to 
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strengthen relations with other countries, including the United States, regardless of their political 

or social systems, if these relations will help Vietnam achieve its goal.  
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 Tuổi Trẻ (Youth) is a major daily newspaper in Vietnam, publishing in Vietnamese from Ho Chi Minh City. 
Originally a publication of the Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth Organization (Đoàn Thanh niên Cộng Sản Hồ Chí 
Minh), it has grown to become one of the largest newspaper in the country. The newspaper includes: the daily 
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the online Tuổi Trẻ Online. See, Tuổi Trẻ Online at: http://www.tuoitre.com.vn/Tianyon/Index.aspx. 
17

 L. Anh. “VN Sẽ Đệ Đơn Kiện Lên Tòa Án Tối Cao Hoa Kz (VN Will Resubmit Appeals to the United States Supreme 
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33

 Quoted in, Desaix Anderson, p. 183. 



47 
 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

The thesis first examined the specific factors and conditions which gave impetus to Doi 

Moi in Vietnam. The VCP‘s demonstrated failure to meet the challenges of post-unification and 

the escalation of the devastating socio-economic consequences of this failure accumulated to a 

situation of national crisis from 1976 to 1986.  Through a comparative perspective that draws 

from similar impetus and initiatives for reforms in China and the Soviet Union, it became clear 

that this crisis situation had directly created the strongest impetus for the VCP‘s decision and 

commitment to Doi Moi‘s economic reforms. Moreover, unlike China and the Soviet Union, the 

historical starting-point from which Vietnam began reforms and the absence of a stabilized 

macroeconomic system in Vietnam also further helped to explain the prompt pace at which 

reforms were initiated and implemented in Vietnam. 

The reform policies themselves reflected an evident change in the VCP‘s outlook of and 

approach to the structuring and orientation of Vietnam‘s economic development. As a whole, the 

policies emphasized the importance of decentralization and liberalization of Vietnam‘s economic 

structures as well as Vietnam‘s international reintegration and relations with the rest of the world 

including the United States. The VCP believed that this new pragmatism is not only necessary 

for Vietnam‘s successful reform transition from a centrally planned economy to a market-

oriented economy but also for renewing the VCP‘s claim to political legitimacy and its long-term 

political stability. 

The VCP‘s demonstrated pragmatism and adoption of the new market economic 

orientation, however, had raised some serious questions about its renowned ideological and 

political Marxist and Communist orientation. Marxism had criticized market economies and 
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capitalist forces for exacerbating economic inequalities, competition, and gradually leaving 

remaining ―no other nexus between people than naked self-interest, and callous ‗cash 

payment‘.‖
1
 Therefore, how could the combination of free markets and socialism be 

ideologically and politically feasible and compatible? 

When confronted with the same question, the Soviet Communist Party had argued that 

the introduction of the market system did not presumably spell an end to socialism or 

communism. As Gorbachev asserted to the Soviet public at the outset of reforms when 

speculations began to rise: 

Does Perestroika mean that we are giving up socialism or at least some of its 

foundations? ... We have only one way out, they say, to adopt capitalist methods of 

economic management and social patterns, to drift toward capitalism … To put an end to 

all the rumors and speculations that abound in the West about this, I would like to point 

out once again that we are conducting all our reforms in accordance with the socialist 

choice … We will proceed toward better socialism rather than away from it.
2
 

Deng Xiaoping, on the other hand, had expressed the CCP‘s position on the issue with his own 

version of the same reasoning behind China‘s adoption of Gaige Kaifeng and its market-oriented 

economic policies: "Black cat, white cat, who cares as long as it can catch mice."  

 Likewise, VCP leaders were clearly conscious of this ideological dilemma. Terms like 

―market mechanism‖ and ―privatization‖, for example, were intently avoided and replaced with 

meaningless alternative catchphrases still used today such as ―a multi-sector commodity-

producing economy‖ (kinh te nhieu thanh phan,)
3
 and ―equitization‖ (co phan hoa).

4
 However, 

as Dr. Nguyen Xuan Oanh
5
, the main architect behind Doi Moi economic policies, stated, ―We 

have committed a grave error in labeling systems capitalist or communist. What‘s important is to 

create a hybrid which must meet the historical context of the country and the mood of the 

people.‖
6
 In other words, whether a system is labeled capitalist or communist is irrelevant as Dr. 
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Nguyen saw it. Recognizing the socio-economic conditions of Vietnam, the emphasis thus ought 

not to be placed on ideological or theoretical correctness, but rather on the importance of 

pragmatic policy implementation and how the VCP apparatus can rise to meet the demands of 

the Vietnamese people. From this point of view, there is nothing incompatible or ideologically 

unfeasible about combining market forces and socialism as long as it would prove to benefit 

Vietnam and its people.  

The VCP is in fact betting its political legitimacy and political stability on the results that 

Doi Moi would bring to Vietnam‘s economy and society. In a speech from March 1994, former 

Party Secretary General Do Muoi clearly explained: 

If our economy develops strongly, and living conditions, culture, the situation of our 

people gets better day by day, then I believe the people will defend the party, the system 

of government, and regime such that hostile forces cannot do anything. The key point is 

to make a good economy, take care to make living conditions good. In the process, 

principally because of a good economy and living conditions, people‘s confidence in the 

party and regime will increase.
7
 

In other words, if successful, Doi Moi would become the VCP‘s renewed claim to political 

power and legitimacy in place of the revolutionary ideology that the Party had hailed in its 

revolutionary victory. At the same time, if reforms were to fail and economic performance were 

to decline under impacts of the new reforms, expectedly, so would the Party‘s political 

legitimacy and stability. 

In 2001, World Values Survey (WVS) had systematically conducted surveys sampling 

1,000 individuals in Vietnam for their personal opinions and perceptions on a wide range of 

topics, including their perceptions of life, environment, work, family, politics, society, religion, 

morale, and national identity.
8
 Data from the survey as WVS intended to produce it are, as said 

by the organization, ―evidence of gradual but pervasive changes in what people want out of life‖ on an 
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international, large-scale, scientific scope.
 9

 The most telling evidences from the data provided by 

WVS based on the surveys conducted are the participants‘ responses to four questions pertaining 

to their perceptions of politics and society in Vietnam. The first question asked participants to 

choose from the choices provided on the survey the aim which he or she considered should be 

the country‘s aim for the next ten years. 60.6% of the participants chose ―a high level of 

economic growth.‖ 

Table 1: Aims of country 

 

Aims of Country Frequency 

A high level of economic growth  606  

Strong defense forces  115  

People have more say about  
how things are done  

107  

Trying to make our cities and  
countryside more beautiful  

117  

Don´t know  55  

Total 1000  

Source: European and World Values Surveys Four Wave Integrated Data File, 1981-2004, v.20060423, 2006. The European Values 
Study Foundation (www.europeanvalues.nl) and World Values Survey Association (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). 
 

When asked to choose among choices of a stable economy, progress toward a less impersonal 

and more humane society, ideas count more than money, and the fight against crime, 64.4% 

selected ―a stable economy‖ as their first choice of the most important goal for Vietnam.  

Table 2: First choice of most important goal 
 

 First Choice of Most Important Goal Frequency 

A stable economy  644  

Progress toward a less impersonal  
and more humane society  

201  

Ideas count more than money  33  

The fight against crime  67  

Don´t know  55  

Total 1000  

 
Source: European and World Values Surveys Four Wave Integrated Data File, 1981-2004, v.20060423, 2006. The European Values 

Study Foundation (www.europeanvalues.nl) and World Values Survey Association (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). 
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Based on the results above, we can infer that whether the VCP can lead Vietnam to achieve a 

high level of economic growth and stability would be among the most important criteria by 

which people‘s confidence in and rating of the Vietnamese government fall and rise. 

Today, ―dan giau, nuoc manh, xa hoi cong bang van minh [wealthy people, strong 

country, equal and civilized society]‖ has already become the new slogan for the era of Doi Moi. 

More than just a slogan, it reflects the Vietnamese state and society‘s shared priority in the 

transition of reforms for new economic growth and success. The actual positive results of 

reforms correspond to the positive responses that participants from the same wave of surveys 

conducted by WVS in 2001 expressed about their confidence in the government and rating of the 

current Vietnamese political system. 

Table 3: Confidence in Government 

 
 Confidence in Government Frequency 

A great deal  760  

Quite a lot  209  

Not very much  16  

None at all  5  

Don´t know  10  

Total 1000  

 
Source: European and World Values Surveys Four Wave Integrated Data File, 1981-2004, v.20060423, 2006. The European Values 

Study Foundation (www.europeanvalues.nl) and World Values Survey Association (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
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Table 4: Rating of current political system for governing country 
 

 

Rating of Current Political System  
for Governing Country 

Frequency 

2 1 

3 3 

4 2 

5 33 

6 52 

7 86 

8 198 

9 132 

Very good 443 

Don´t know 50 

Total 1000 

 
 

Source: European and World Values Surveys Four Wave Integrated Data File, 1981-2004, v.20060423, 2006. The European Values 
Study Foundation (www.europeanvalues.nl) and World Values Survey Association (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). 

What the responses and rating above substantiate is the people‘s overall satisfaction with 

results of reforms and, in effect, the VCP‘s renewed claim to political legitimacy under the 

impacts of Doi Moi‘s success. It is based on this unprecedented economic growth that people 

especially Vietnamese new youth generation like Chau Huy Ngoc and Nguyen Thi Phuong are 

drawing their conclusions about the Communist Party‘s decision to have adopted and committed 

to reforms. Vietnam now, as Chau Huy Ngoc saw it, has really ―thay da doi thit [changed skin 

and taken on new flesh].‖
10

 When asked, ―What do you think about Vietnam‘s development and 

present political direction?‖, Nguyen Thi Phuong also positively affirmed, ―Very fitting! Just 

look at Doi Moi!‖
11

   

What impacts will the building of a market economy continue to have on Vietnam's 

socio-economic and political structure? What characteristics of socialism will remain standing 

against this current of change? These are larger reform issues that both leaders and scholars of 
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Vietnam are well aware of but are uncertain about answering themselves. Nonetheless, like Dr. 

Vo Van Sen, historian and current rector of Vietnam's National University of Social Sciences 

and Humanities of Ho Chi Minh City, VCP leaders and scholars of Vietnam often publicly 

assert: ―The Vietnamese people are following the socialist path to development of the country 

and will gradually answer these questions. Anyone who studies the long history of Vietnam can 

recognize that this will be so.‖
12

 One can be sure that the VCP's commitment to finding 

Vietnam's path to economic growth and development by changing its perspectives and approach 

from the constricting demands of ideology to more pragmatic solutions is intended to stabilize—

not to jeopardize—the current Vietnamese state and party political system.       
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