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Only a generation ago, Vietnam's social revolution played a critical role in 
the revival of the Western Left. Protest movements in every major city in 
the West not only offered international solidarity but expressed a rekin- 
dling of interest in socialist ideas and a renewed capacity for mass political 
action. It is an important and unfortunate symptom of the generality of the 
crisis of the Left today that Vietnamese intellectuals, like many of their 
counterparts in the West, are abandoning the socialist project. Most are 
doing so not through disillusionment or the (re)discovery of alternative 
intellectual paradigms alone, but because a commitment to socialism 
denies access to the material rewards of alignment with, or a non- 
antagonistic stance towards, the interests of the state and capital. U1- 
timately this retreat provides the ideological basis for the exercise of state 
power against the working class in the interests of the new bourgeoisie 
emerging from within the ranks of incumbent state enterprise managers 
and the most powerful segments of the party-state bureaucracy. Disman- 
tling the socialist project is central to the agenda of the new policy 
orthodoxy in Vietnam. 

The removal of Ho Chi Minh's portrait from the roof of the State Bank 
for "structural reasons" - architectural, not social - coincides with the 
removal of statues from parks and other public places, apparently because 
"prostitutes and drug addicts were leaning on them". They were not tom 
down by crowds celebrating the collapse of Communist regimes and the 
(somewhat brief) advent of democracy as in Eastern Europe. But a change 
is taking place: an ideological transformation in which the ruling political 
class is consolidating itself in a new social order. The dominant discourse 
has not abandoned Ho Chi Minh, but reinterprets his intentions: more a 
nationalist than a communist. In the same way that the search for the tomb 
of Genghis Khan can be interpreted as a search for a nationalist identity by 
the communists-turned-nationalists in Mongolia, there is here the restora- 
tion of old identities, repetition, and ultimately reinterpretation. This 
involves a re-mystification of the nationalist revolutionary and hence the 
removal of the Stalinist iconography. The recent discovery of Ho Chi 
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Minh's will at least establishes the pretext for the removal of the 
mausoleum, given that he had asked to be cremated. And since Ho Chi 
Minh isn't around to say, as Deng in China, "To get rich is glorious!", they 
are saying it for him: Uncle Ho had sought national liberation for the 
purpose of building national wealth. Socialism becomes peripheral, subor- 
dinate to this national wealth. 

This renewal of national consciousness is central to the ideological transfor- 
mation taking place as the Vietnamese people face the development of 
capitalism under a single-party authoritarian regime. Vietnam's leading 
economic advisor, Le Dang Doanh, a proponent of the "Taiwanese model", 
stated unequivocally, "The Vietnamese people are nationalistic. When 
they're told something's in the national interest, they'll do it."' Inherent in this 
national interest is the legitimation of the rise of military-owned fractions of 
capital, and a group of powerful state conglomerates that will differ little from 
the bureaucratic bourgeoisie which prospered under the authoritarian- 
capitalist regime in the South before 1975.' 

The mobilizing basis of the present reform process is precisely to replace 
class consciousness with a new economic nationalism. The adoption of the 
Asian NICs as the model for Vietnam's development is premised on the 
view expressed by Vietnamese intellectuals and policy-makers that state- 
led industrialization was based on a partnership between the proletariat 
and bourgeoisie in the interests of the nation-state. Ironically the statist 
analyses of East Asian development undertaken by analytical Marxists 
and the progressive Left in the West now inform an agenda where the 
crushing of working class struggle and repression of the labour movement 
is implicit in this model for growth. The trade union leadership itself has 
adopted the Singaporean model of trade unionism: business unionism and 
peaceful co-existence with an authoritarian-capitalist regime - a strategy 
by which they seek the political marginalisation of the working class. 

There is a strong belief amongst the Western Left that the reform agenda 
is being thrashed out in debates over the merits of capitalism and socialism. 
Despite the zeal with which political economists and political scientists in 
Vietnam and abroad have described this 'public debate' it simply does not 
exist. When two hundred peasants arrived in Hanoi from Ha Bac province 
to protest against the theft of rice and land by local party officials, they 
were dispersed by police and within an hour had fled or been arre~ted.~ It is 
the same problem we have with 'human rights': people seem to have 
different conceptions of who the humans are. Those who describe this 
public debate appear to be referring to the Vietnamese intelligentsia and 
state officials as the 'public'. But even when one of Vietnam's leading 
social scientists, Hoang Chi Bao, published a monograph earlier this year 
which attempted to outline the crisis of "real socialism" and criticize the 
neglect of the present social crisis by policy-makers, it was banned under 
the new press laws and he was forced to write a statement of self-criticism. 
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Unfortunately, the remnants of the Vietnamese Left who are committed 
to democratic socialism are confronted by a newly pragmatic Western Left 
all too ready to accept the term 'market economy' or even 'market 
socialism' as a euphemism for disguising the transition to capitalism. Many 
on the Left exhibit a fascination with entrepreneurial forces, the lifestyles 
of the new rich and the machinations of business in the new Vietnam. It is 
assumed that workers are benefitting from higher wages and the avail- 
ability of more consumer goods, and that the peasantry are responding to 
incentives free of the constraints of cooperatives, as indicated by thriving 
rural markets. Massive increases in exports of food are cited by intellect- 
uals and policy-makers alike as the great pay-off for years of market 
reform. Western observers - including those on the Left - talk in terms of 
the responsiveness to market incentives, the restoration of farmers' inter- 
ests in output and profit, and the economic democracy embodied in 
agricultural reform. Yet the National Institute for Nutrition has pointed 
out the costs involved to these same beneficiaries of reform. Record rice 
exports by state trading companies have coincided with 2.5 million people 
going hungry each year, and over 6 million people suffer from an inade- 
quate calorie intake.' 

The health and education programmes freely available to the mass of the 
people regardless of the distribution of property and income is often 
considered as evidence of the ongoing commitment to social equality in 
Vietnam today. In fact, while free health and education was certainly a 
very important element in Vietnam's socialist project, it no longer exists 
outside a handful of foreign NGO programmes. Of the state-run primary 
and secondary schools that remain open - and the number is rapidly 
declining - informal fees have reduced class attendance of the children of 
workers and peasants to a four-hour week and of the 600,000 that graduate 
from primary school every year as many as half cannot afford to go on to 
secondary school. Even then public classes are hollowed out and real 
learning only begins after classes for the few whose parents can afford 
private tuition fees. This coincides with increased exploitation of child- 
labour, with the number of children working full-time in their  million^.^ 
Compulsory tuition fees introduced earlier this year have put tertiary 
education beyond the reach of the majority of those who finish secondary 
scho01.~ Faced with these fees, students of poor families are forced to quit 
or to work. Students from the provinces prostitute themselves in dormi- 
tories of colleges to pay their fees. This privatization of social welfare has 
also spread throughout the health system, with informal fees charged for 
the staff's time, beds, medication, and even the right to visit patients. 
Finally, the number of unemployed has reached seven million, and, far 
from receiving welfare payments, the unemployed have to pay to register 
as being unemployed or buy their way into a private sector job.' Where 
money has been allocated to create jobs most of it has been misallocated or 
stolen by state officials.' 
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Melanie Beresford has articulated a view predominant amongst the 
Western Left and Vietnamese policy-makers concerning the decline of 
social welfare: 

Some Western critics have complained that the introduction of market reforms in Vietnam 
and elsewhere has led to the abandonment of social welfare oroerams. What is abundantlv 
clear, however, is that it is not the market reforms that are re'sP'1sible, but the severe fisch 
crisis of the Vietnamese state, brought about by the massive budget deficits required to 
maintain an inefficient public sector. Maintenance of health, education and welfare 
systems, the past achievements of which the Vietnamese are justifiably proud, will 
therefore be dependent upon continued reform of the state sector enterpri~es.~ 

There can be no doubt that the fiscal crisis of the state is important in this 
respect. But the reform of state sector enterprises has intensified rather 
than resolved this crisis. It is characterized by the private appropriation of 
public resources on a massive scale, where the state acts as the instrument 
of this appropriation. The dismantling of the "bureaucratic centralism and 
subsidy system" has concentrated power in the hands of incumbent state 
enterprise managers and the most powerful segments of the party-state 
bureaucracy, including the military. The theft of state assets and the 
sacking of the state budget by those with political power and connections is 
the outcome of the unrestrained search for profit and the accumulation of 
private wealth under the liberalizing effect of market reforms and is a far 
greater leakage of wealth from the state budget than the system of state 
sector subsidies."' 

The New Agenda 

Variants of neo-liberalism, neo-conservatism and statism inform the eco- 
nomic reform agenda, not socialism. The policy discourse is informed by a 
'new right': that group of state officials, policy advisors, economists, and 
officially endorsed intellectuals who are intent on imposing the disciplin- 
ary power of market forces on workers and peasants and demolishing what 
remains of the public sector. The new right has been institutionalized as an 
advisory body to the Council of Ministers and the Party's Central Political 
Bureau, in order to bypass bureaucratic obstacles and institutional con- 
straints. This includes bypassing the National Assembly which, having 
been made more democratic under the 1992 constitutional reforms, is 
prone to take the notion of debate more seriously, slowing down the 
process of reform." This elite advisory body includes state enterprise 
managers, private business managers, and overseas Vietnamese en- 
trepreneurs, as well as reformist intellectuals and technocrats. The tasks of 
the advisory body include setting the agenda for reform and drafting 
legislation to be passed on to the National Assembly for its approval. 

Divisions within the new right technocrats over economic reform con- 
cern the degree of state management of the market. Although these 
differences are important it should be recognised that the debate over the 
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degree and type of state intervention is inextricably tied to their own 
interests and political power base. Policy advisors, consultants and bu- 
reaucrats from different ministries and state agencies are framing these 
opposing models of the state in terms of increasing their own power and 
influence. It is not over economic theory alone that central banks and 
finance ministries are pitted against each other the world over, and 
Vietnam is no different. 

With support from the World Bank and UNDP, fiscal austerity, macro- 
economic stabilization, the expansion of the private sector, and export-led 
industrialization founded on exploitation of passive, cheap labour are central 
elements of the new agenda. From within the ranks of trade unions it has 
been argued that legal recognition of the right to strike must not conflict with 
the interests of foreign capital.12The reform of state enterprises is not simply a 
matter of reorganization of authority and accountability, but recreating the 
structures of power and control over industry that exists in the private sectors 
of capitalist economies. This was the primary objective of economic de- 
centralization and managerial autonomy introduced under the rubric of 
market reform policies. Although these policies were apost facto recognition 
by the state of the changes which had already been imposed by managers at 
the level of the firm, it nonetheless provided the impetus for the expansion of 
absolute managerial power on a larger scale, and legitimized the concentra- 
tion of power in the new factory regime. 

Official recognition of the "state capitalist sector" is a reflection of the 
contradictions inherent in the new right dialogue on reform, which must be 
carried out within the (fast diminishing) constraints of the Marxist- 
Leninist political discourse. The authoritarian political regime, with its 
ideological basis in democratic centralism, is critical for these intellectuals 
to maintain exclusive access to policy-makers and to free themselves from 
the constraints of public debate or mass political participation. 

In 1990 and 1991 the Party daily Nhan Dan (The People) ran anumber of 
articles which criticized party cadres and state officials for corruption. In 
the same newspaper a tight circle of academics and journalists raised the 
issue of the involvement of party cadres in private business and discussed 
the notion of democracy. But even this limited debate saw an official 
backlash against the deputy editor and led to his overseas exile. The new 
press laws introduced this year forbid criticism of the Party and of the 
"falsification of history through denial of the gains of the socialist revolu- 
tion."13 Clearly there can be no genuine public debate - not in the sense of 
genuine democratic participation - if it must be premised on the assump- 
tion that workers and peasants constitute the ruling class and social 
relations of exploitation and surplusextraction by the state do not exist. 

A critical press does exist. The newspapers Lao Dong (Labour) and 
Tuoi Tre (Youth) have provided an ongoing critique of the social problems 
arising from market reforms. Unemployment, prostitution, child-labour, 
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the failures of the trade unions and the corruption of state officials are 
issues that are regularly reported. But where political interests are threat- 
ened and the interests of the state bourgeoisie directly challenged, censor- 
ship laws close the doors on this debate.14 More importantly, the 
destruction of social safety nets and welfare services, and the further 
impoverishment of millions is portrayed as the negative side-effect of the 
transition to a market economy, not an element of the market economy 
itself. Criticism can be directed at "the market mechanism" because, as 
with the anthropomorphized "economy" in advanced capitalist countries, 
it implies an autonomous force free of political interests and beyond the 
control of political power-holders. 

In the early years of building socialism in North Vietnam, increased 
managerial control was argued to be a tactical necessity, shifting the 
structure of power in the factory regime against the workers. Unpaid 
overtime, the recruitment of extra workers at lower wages and the inten- 
sification of shift-work characterized the rush to meet plan targets. Under 
pressure to meet these targets, managers freely hired and fired workers. 
When workers' everyday forms of resistance manifested themselves in 
absenteeism, idleness and low labour productivity, the Party demanded 
that labour discipline be improved. Ken Post has concluded that: "This 
emphasis was most important for the future of the working class, because it 
put stress on management as the control of labour, implicitly shifting the 
balance against democratic participati~n."'~ 

This shift against democratic participation and towards increased man- 
agerial control has been consolidated and expanded under the current 
reforms. Reforms introduced at the level of production which increase 
managerial control over the labour process and the redistribution of 
surplus are intended to "break the negative power of the working class 
which is seen as the ultimate source of inflexibility of the economic 
~ystem."'~ Previously, the power of state sector managers over workers had 
been constrained by the Marxist-Leninist discourse which framed the 
labour-power of workers as their politically constituted property. One of 
the key effects of market reforms is to create the compulsion for workers to 
sell their labour-power, breaking down this "socialist fetter", and imposing 
the whip of capitalism." Since exploitation occurred in redistribution 
rather than production, the state apparatus became the target of the 
struggle against surplus extraction. The struggle of the peasantry against 
the extractive mechanisms of the state was pivotal in the crisis which 
generated pressures for reform. But I will only deal here with the transfor- 
mation of the state sector to examine the way in which state power has been 
exercised against the industrial proletariat, and discuss certain aspects of 
working class struggle in the transition to capitalism. 

According to a senior Ministry of Labour official market reforms have 
freed managers from the constraints imposed on them by the state on the 
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behalf of workers. Under a market economy, "industrial relations" are 
reconstituted as "the efficient utilization of labour in a relationship that is 
better understood by managers than workers".18 The following is indicative 
of the centrality of this to the reform agenda of the new right intellectuals: 

[I]n the socialist-oriented multi-sector commodity economy the labour force is also a 
commodity. Emoluments in general and wages in particular are the monetary expression of 
the value of labour. As such wages should in principle also be determined on the labour 
market.19 

The same economists go on to claim that the labour market is con- 
strained from allocating labour efficiently where the rise of the autarkic 
household economy has inhibited the commodification of the rural work- 
force. Market forces are also inhibited by the system of recruitment, 
guaranteed employment and fixed wages in the state, sector." It is on this 
basis that the 'surplus labour redistribution' programme was initiated: to 
massively reduce the state sector workforce and expand the pool of 'free' 
workers that indigenous and foreign fractions of capital could readily draw 
on. At present just over a million workers have been laid off from the state 
sector. According to the Ministry of Labour,the reform of the "economic 
managerial structure" had revealed the extent of "surplus labour" in state 
enterprises. In the first few months of 1989, the managers of some state 
sector production units laid off 80-90% of their workforce. In the early 
years of reform this mainly affected the bulk of the administrative staff and 
middle managers, and only later spread to the direct producers them- 
selves. The decree on the redistribution of the workforce in state economic 
units created the premise for a more widespread and systematic application 
of what had long been a de facto reform - laying off workers to reduce 
production costs. State officials themselves recognize that this process was 
"lacking democracy, lacking openness."21 

The second step was to reform wages under a new flexible structure that 
allowed a 13:l differential between the highest and lowest wages. The 
reality, however, was that by this stage enterprise directors had already 
transformed the factory regime, enforcing competition between workers 
by hiring younger workers and first generation workers from within the 
peasantry. Tens of thousands of day labourers gather in the twenty so- 
called "open-air labour markets" in Hanoi everyday in search of work.P 
Day labourers gather on the fringes of Ho Chi Minh City and in the nearby 
industrial centre of Bien Hoa, Dong Nai province, in the sweatshop belt of 
small- and medium-scale factories that take up the production of state 
enterprises increasingly hollowed out through diversification, subcontract- 
ing and the private subsidiaries established by enterprise managers with 
state money. The collapse of rural cooperatives and de facto land reforms 
which saw the appropriation of land and its accumulation in private hands 
(usually local party and state cadres or their relatives) has provided 
enterprise managers with a pool of first generation workers willing to work 
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for low wages under anv conditions. The culture of resistance of these 
workers d r i m  from thgPeasantry is individualized and sporadic, unlike 
the sustained collective struggle of the industrial workers who had de- 
veloped a high level of class consciousness under the socialist project. 

The shedding of the state workforce and lower-level bureaucrats has 
given rise to a massive social class of petty traders and shopkeepers. The 
petty-embourgeoisement of the lower ranks of the party-state bureaucracy 
and workers and middle managers made redundant under state enterprise 
reforms is not simply an outcome of the fiscal crisis of the state but is a 
reaction of the ruling class and the middle strata to the struggle against the 
state. Individual ability, personal relations, thrift, and market forces are 
supposed to determine the fate of this rapidly increasing class of street 
traders, artisans, shopkeepers, bicycle repairers, and household petty 
commodity producers. The struggle against the state disintegrates into the 
struggle for survival, where market compulsion, indebtedness and intense 
competition create working and living conditions that fall well short of the 
glorified small entrepreneur that pioneers market opportunities. Petty 
street traders and household producers are subject to police raids, extor- 
tion, arbitrary state taxes and charges, and indebtedness to the state- 
sponsored credit schemes, banks and money-lenders. Surplus extraction 
may not occur through the social relations of exchange, but profits of the 
petty commodity traders and producers are whittled away by these extra- 
economic modes of extraction. 

Massive unemployment and increasing social inequality is integral to the 
logic of the 'market economy'. Under-classes and the threat of falling 
amongst them is the whip of capitalism. But in the dominant discourse of 
'market transition', social inequality is the inevitable social stratification 
arising from differences in the personal ability of individuals to exploit 
market opportunities and compete.= Inequality arising from the structure 
of power and control over the means of production have become peri- 
pheral issues, as equitable tax regimes become the radical edge of the 
'socialist orientation': 

Acceptance of all the elements of the market and the regulating mechanisms of the market 
in accordance with the law of value and of supply and demand will inevitably lead to a 
polarization between the rich and the poor and to disparities in incomes. In order to ensure 
social justice, there should therefore be a policy for income redistribution through income 
taxes.Z4 

Under the guise of a new national struggle, a 'social partnership' between 
workers and managers and owners emerges as a central tenet of the dominant 
discourse. As with the 'social contract' imposed on workers in advanced 
capitalist societies, workers are promised future rewards in return for accept- 
ing intensified exploitation and exclusion from control over the conditions 
and organization of production in a period of adjustment. The politics of 
'social partnership' arises from intellectuals and state officials legitimizing 
their own partnership of interests with capital. Nearly all ministries, govern- 
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ment departments and research institutes are involved in various types of 
profit-making activities ranging from the sale of information and skills to 
foreign capital to the export of unskilled workers and sex labour (brides and 
prostitutes), and theft of state funds through budgetary allocations for 
employment generation, research programmes and investment in buildings 
and equipment.'' There are also cases where aid money from non- 
government organisations (NGOs) and foreign governments is used to 
finance lending in informal financial markets, personal consumption, smug- 
gling, and the purchase of greater access to the state budget. 

The intellectuals and technocrats of the party-state apparatus use their 
political authority, personal contacts and influence, control over informa- 
tion and inside knowledge to combine their position within the state 
apparatus with consultancies for foreign business interests and in many 
cases engage directly in private business activities. It is these intellectuals 
who dominate the discourse on reform, informing the work of foreign 
observers and receiving legitimation from them. Financial support from 
foreign governments, the World Bank and the UNDP rewards the pursuit 
of pragmatic neoliberal policy solutions by this segment of the intel- 
ligentsia, as well as preparing the next generation of technocrats through 
courses in business administration and orthodox economics. Show-case 
conferences and the mutual recognition and legitimation of each other's 
work is as much a part of intellectual life in Vietnam as it is in Western 
capitalist countries. As in China, the programme for financial and banking 
reform incorporates consultants from global financial corporations into 
that body of the technocratic elite that will make the tough decisions on 
what must be done. 

Power and Capital: The Transformation of the State Sector 

The coal mines in Quang Ninh, a northern province bordering China, are 
often cited as a branch of the state sector which has failed to respond to 
reform. A government directive issued in 1991 ordered the reorganization 
of production to reduce waste and inefficiency. Earlier directives on 
consolidation and reorganization had been ignored.26 Yet the initial pres- 
sure for reform had come from the miners themselves. Quang Ninh was an 
extremely poor region with widespread underemployment and the pre- 
dominance of seasonal workers, insecure and without the social welfare 
benefits of full-time employment in the state sector. The miners' struggle 
against the bureaucratic strata, particularly the provincial people's com- 
mittee, manifested itself in tension over wages in the mid-1980s. This 
continued up until 1991 when lay-offs under the redistribution of labour 
surplus programme and the consolidation of the military's ownership of a 
number of the larger mines undermined workers' solidarity and ability to 
oppose the extractive mechanisms of the state. 
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The threat of competition for employment and the removal of the 

constraints on managers to fire workers did not have its full effect until the 
spread of over a thousand 'bandit' mines saw the disintegration of state 
production units. Contracting out and cooperation with the private sector 
by state mine managers saw workers forced into the unregulated small- 
scale private mines where intense competition and unrestrained profit 
maximization combined with the fracturing of workers into smaller 
groups. Economic decentralization and the release of 'market forces' 
resulted in the rapid expansion of smuggling from China, shifting the 
interests of local state officials away from coal mining to illegal trade. It is 
this illegal cross-border trade which accounts for the increased wealth and 
higher standards of living visible in parts of Quang Ninh. The proliferation 
of bandit mines occurred as state regulation collapsed altogether. 

The gamble that many on the Left take with workers' lives in the hope 
that friendly capitalists or an unleashed state sector will observe the rights 
and interests of workers has not paid off. Changes in the nature and 
intensity of exploitation have seen extended working hours, environmen- 
tal pollution, and increased accidents and occupational diseases. Lung and 
skin diseases have spread to the residential areas near the mines and 
silicosis afflicts over three-quarters of the miners." Ironically, the govern- 
ment directives to reduce air pollution in the coal mining towns of Hong 
Gai and Cam Pha were concerned with cleaning up the area for the 
development of the tourism industry, not the health of miners and their 
families. This coincides with the shift in state wealth out of coal production 
into the tourism industry, forcing miners into the private mines or into 
petty trade and services. In the bandit mines hundreds die or suffer serious 
injuries every year. The exact figures are not available because the Viet- 
nam General Confederation of Labour's (VGCL) Institute for Labour 
Protection does not have access to private firms. Miners have died from 
lack of oxygen only 16 metres down and floods and cave-ins occur regularly 
since the mines lack basic infrastructure. Children and female workers are 
targeted for the more dangerous night-shifts and are paid less. Even in 
state mines where millions of dollars have been earned in exports - cited by 
both the Right and Left as evidence of the success of the market economy- 
female workers replace the outdated technology, carrying baskets of coal 
on their heads." 

Hoang Chi Bao and Nguyen Thanh Tuan argue that as trade union 
cadres, enterprise managers and state officials plunder state assets and 
'degenerate into thieves', workers are reacting against this by stealing from 
the shop floor.'' The transparent increase in the private wealth of enter- 
prise managers and cadres combined with increased exploitation and 
deteriorating living and working conditions has generated a culture of 
resistance which manifests itself in lax attitudes towards work and theft 
from the work-place. But this increasing idleness, petty theft, and lack of 
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labour discipline amongst workers is interpreted by market reformers as 
the cause of the inefficiency of state enterprises - hence the need to 
increase the power of managers and subject workers to the whip of market 
forces - using trade unions to ensure workers' compliance. 

The claim that the leading role of the state-owned enterprise sector 
constitutes the mainstay of the 'socialist orientation' is discredited by the 
loss of control over state enterprises and the effective economic ownership 
exercised by incumbent managers. In contrast to Russia where this loss of 
state control is argued to have consolidated the power of the workers' 
collective within the enterprise, the massive lay-offs, destruction of social 
welfare programmes, deteriorating working conditions, extension of the 
working day (well beyond the eight hours that over a century of interna- 
tional working class struggle has won as a human right), and the decline in 
workers' control over the production process, suggests that state owner- 
ship as it exists in Vietnam today has very little to do with so~ia l i sm.~  
Vietnamese policy-makers and the new right intellectuals point to juridical 
property relations and legal-institutional arrangements to define this state 
ownership. This is readily informed by the revived bourgeois paradigms of 
neoliberalism and post-Marxism, particularly neo-institutionalism, where 
actual social relations are assumed to comply with these legal-institutional 
arrangements. Such a view is articulated in the Party's Communist Review, 
where the constitutional reforms of 1992 are argued to have raised the 
National Assembly above conflicting political and social interests, enab- 
ling it to carry out its 'fundamental activity' of 'changing social  relation^'.^' 

In two years, the number of state enterprises has declined from 12,500 to 
6,450. Of this, another 500 local state enterprises have disappeared since 
the beginning of 1993. The state sector is now comprised of just under 
6,000 enterprises, yet only two state enterprises have been officially 
privatised in the whole country to date. Another nineteen are scheduled to 
be privatised in 1994." Market socialists and economic reformers would 
probably argue that this is the result of the dissolution of loss-making, 
inefficient enterprises, and the consolidation of the rest through mergers. 
But this sell-off of plant and equipment, buildings, and the illegal sale of 
land has not led to any payments to the state. Instead, virtually all of these 
enterprises borrowed heavily both from within the state sector and from 
overseas financial institutions leaving massive accumulated debts which 
must now be met by the state. This represents a stage of primitive 
accumulation in which the state budget and the accumulation of national 
debt are the source of capital for the private and quasi-private factories and 
businesses which have emerged out of the state sector.33 

The state enterprise managers who initiated grassroots reforms in the 
early 1980s prior to the era of market reform illustrate precisely what Bao 
and Tuan are referring to. Yet, these have become models for enterprise 
reform for Vietnamese and Western economists and political economists. 
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It is a familiar model: increased efficiency; improved competitiveness and 
exports; higher labour productivity and output; and financial autonomy. 
The reforms introduced by enterprise directors were based on the reduc- 
tion of the workforce to cut production costs, the intensification of 
exploitation through shift-work and incentive schemes, increased man- 
agerial control, closer linkages with the private sector, particularly the 
merchant capitalist class, and overseas borrowing. The transformation of 
the factory regime also saw exclusive control over the financial resources of 
the state enterprise shift to managers. Workers do not have access to the 
accounts of the enterprise and have no knowledge of the financial structure 
of the firm, not even the size of the wage bill or profits. This restricts the 
ability of workers to monitor collectively the financial assets of the firm 
which are effectively controlled by the director and the chief accountant. A 
practice common in most state enterprises is to exploit this exclusive access 
to financial information by undervaluing the wage fund and paying the 
amount withheld as bonuses and productivity incentives. 

An example may give some substance to this. HCMC Food Corp. has 
long been considered a model of successful reform. The director, Nguyen 
Thi Thi, had close connections with Party leaders in southern Vietnam, 
including Nguyen Van Linh and Vo Van Kiet, when she reformed the 
enterprise in 1983. Thi reduced the administrative staff from 4,200 to 30, 
replaced middle managers with former capitalist entrepreneurs of the 
pre-1975 era, and placed workers on piece-rate wages. Retained profits 
and foreign loans were used to diversify the company's acti~ities.'~ In 1987, 
the first joint-stock commercial bank was established, institutionalizing 
the informal banking and trading capital that had emerged from within a 
group of state enterprises in the South operated by reformist managers. 
The director of HCMC Food Corp. headed this group. By 1985 Vo Van 
Kiet claimed that Thi had succeeded in bringing merchant capital under 
the control of the state through the expansion of linkages with the private 
sector under a form of 'state capitalism'." But Kiet had misunderstood the 
direction in which power and wealth was being transferred. Increasing 
dependence on the networks and business practices of private merchant 
capital and the transfer of state assets and parts of the production process 
to the private businesses owned by state managers and their relatives in fact 
brought these state factories and trading companies into the orbit of 
private capital. HCMC Food Corp. was gradually being hollowed out. 

By early 1993, Thi was forced into retirement when it was revealed that 
the company had accumulated hundreds of millions of dollars in overseas 
debts and had misallocated millions more. Of course, these debts have 
been added to the national debt and will be met by the state, not the 
constellation of private business interests that arose out of it. In total 
US$60 million has been stolen from the enterprise, including US$4 million 
worth of machinery which was moved to private factories. In a related case 
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a subsidiary of HCMC Food Corp., Miliket, was established in 1987 with 
money from the state budget. In 1990, the state enterprise director sold to 
himself the trademark, factory, warehouses and all of the physical assets of 
Miliket, paying for it by using funds from the state budget. Two years later, 
the HCMC People's Committee licensed Miliket Co. Ltd. as a private 
enterprise. In addition to the theft of the entire enterprise, the director 
accumulated millions in overseas loans which also have to be met by the 
state. This is only one of hundreds of illegal privatisations each year.% 

What is clear from this is that corruption on this scale cannot be seen as 
the continuation of past practices or simply as the negative side effects of 
the market mechanism. Liberals and some on the Left have become 
obsessed with the phenomenon of corruption in itself, using it to measure 
the relative degree of democracy or to attack the individuals involved. And 
as far as the academics-turned-consultants working on Vietnam and China 
are concerned, there is no shortage of fascination with the methods of 
corruption and with the ingenuity of state officials. Despite the liberal 
rhetoric on political reform, this is not a peripheral phenomenon to be 
resolved by the 'rule of law' and the development of 'civil society'. The 
theft of state assets, pillaging of the state budget, the transfer of state- 
owned land, factories, buildings and other assets into private hands, and 
the involvement of segments of the party-state bureaucracy in the interests 
of indigenous and foreign fractions of capital are not simply aberrations of 
an imperfect transition, but the very foundations of the new social order 
itself: the beginnings of civil society. This is not to say that 'property is 
theft', but to identify the mechanisms by which material wealth is shifted 
outside the state, creating a sphere of social power in which the exploita- 
tion of those free to sell their labour-power by those who have effective 
private possession of the means of production is a dominant social relation. 
Marx showed that the rise of merchant capital is contingent upon its links 
to the state. State power is exercised in this process of primitive accumula- 
tion, in the form of state-sponsored monopolies and government contracts 
gained through bribery and corruption. The most critical source of mer- 
chant wealth is the accumulation of national debt, where 'a good part of 
every national loan performs the service of a capital fallen from heaven'." 

The link between corruption and the involvement of the relatives, 
particularly the children, of party and state officials in private business is 
critical to understanding this transfer of wealth from the state to the 
autonomous social sphere in which capital is emerging. Whereas pre- 
viously, political authority and privilege had provided the means to 
transfer status and power from one generation to the next, the decline in 
the attractiveness of careers in the state bureaucracy relative to the 
potential wealth and power of private entrepreneurs, and the restructuring 
of the state apparatus, generates pressure on state officials at all levels to 
use their political authority to help their children set themselves up in 
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private businesses. Although difficult to conceptualize, this personal 
interest in ensuring the well-being of their children, defined increasingly in 
terms of capitalist-entrepreneurship, is possibly the most powerful motiva- 
tion of all for the private appropriation of public resources. In the case of 
both HCMC Food Corp. and Miliket, it was a network of family relations 
that underlay the process of privatisation. 

The shift in state wealth out of production and the formation of direct 
links to the indigenous bourgeoisie and foreign capital characterises this 
privatisation process. It is exemplified by the transformation of the state 
enterprises controlled by the HCMC People's Committee where the 
retreat from production (manifested in factory closures and the reduction 
of the industrial workforce) coincides with the creation of the HCMC State 
Financial Holding Company which institutionalises the financial interests 
and nominal ownership rights of the local state apparatus. In the textiles 
industry, the creation of close relations with private capitalist en- 
trepreneurs has effectively transferred control over production to private 
interests. The most powerful of these private interests is Minh Phung, who 
emerged from within the ranks of the ethnic Chinese merchant capitalist 
class. Close ties with local party and state officials saw the emergence of 
the Minh Phung Production Company (originally established as a 'collec- 
tive economic production team' in 1991) as one of the largest private 
textiles conglomerates; subsuming state textiles production units as the 
HCMC People's Committee retreated into trade and finance. The nature 
of Minh Phung's ties to political power-holders was revealed in a recent 
investigation into his illegal banking and real estate activities in which he 
was shown to be providing city officials and their relatives with interest-free 
loans and new cars. Despite this investigation, state officials have indicated 
that policies to facilitate the expansion of Minh Phung's production and 
export activities will be implemented in 1994." 

The formation of merchant capital from within the state enterprise 
sector is not simply a response to higher returns or the inability to reform 
industrial production. It is the outcome of class struggle where the assets of 
the enterprises are moved beyond the workers' sphere of interests, and 
beyond their control. Just as de-industrialization and the casualization of 
work in the advanced capitalist countries has undermined the social power 
of the working class by shifting industrial production offshore or dissolving 
it into finance capital, the rise of merchant capital in Vietnam as the 
dominant form of wealth has created a sphere of accumulation outside of 
the direct participation of the industrial proletariat. Sub-contracting and 
the relocation of production into small- and medium-scale private subsidi- 
aries undermines the social power of the industrial proletariat through dis- 
integrating the production process, with workers gathered in fewer num- 
bers and in conditions where their interests are atomized. Workers are 
exposed to the competition of the labour market and their ranks are filled 
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with first generation workers and children who lack a sense of common 
interests that extend beyond mere survival, let alone a class consciousness. 

It has been argued that in Russia the rise of merchant capital has not 
affected the social relations of production. In fact workers' control on the 
factory floor has increased." There are critical differences in the historical 
development of class relations and the nature of the state sector which 
prevent any serious comparison with the case of Vietnam. However, where 
wealth is shifted out of the sphere of production into the sphere of 
circulation in the form of merchant capital, it cannot be argued that the 
social relations of production remain unchanged. And if social conditions 
beyond the enterprise (such as massive unemployment, poor housing 
conditions, and the collapse of social welfare programmes) are recognized 
as affecting workers as a social force, then the argument that workers have 
recaptured control of the factory floor must be treated with caution. 
Particularly for workers no longer on the factory floor. 

While the bulk of the state enterprise sector is slipping into oblivion, a 
new group of enterprises is emerging from within the non-economic 
institutions of the state apparatus. The most prolific growth has been in the 
businesses and production units owned by sections of the military. Al- 
though around 300 enterprises in construction, mining and transport are 
recognized as belonging to the Ministry of Defence, there are over two 
thousand enterprises which have been established using state resources 
but which are not state enterprises." The political power and influence of 
the high-ranking military officers that run these enterprises allows this 
entire sector to escape state control, while at the same time forging organic 
links with state trading companies and commercial banks, and channelling 
funds from the state budget. Both soldiers and civilian workers are 
employed in these factories, offices, hotels, and construction teams, 
although soldiers are only paid extra wages for this 'private' work in kind. 
Surplus extraction is not mediated by redistribution as in the pre-reform 
state enterprises, but is based on exploitation for private profit. But 
clearly, for these military workers extra-economic modes of appropriation 
remain important. 

The significance of military involvement in private business on such a 
large scale should not be underestimated. The environmental protection 
laws due to be passed next year are irrelevant as long as logging and mining 
is carried out by military-run companies. The proposed labour laws are 
just as irrelevant. Mines owned and operated by the military have already 
shown that the safety and health of workers (let alone minimum wages or a 
limit to the working day) are interests suppressed by this combination of 
political power and capital, where the coercive power of the state extends 
into the factory regime itself. The murder of labour activists and the 
political repression of workers' rights and interests by the military in 
Indonesia gives us some insight into the possible dangers posed by 
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military-owned fractions of capital. Obviously, there are differences: the 
People's Army cannot justify the repression of workers' movements on the 
grounds that it gives rise to the threat of communist insurgency, as the 
Indonesian military does. But the threat posed to political stability and 
economic growth by strikes has already been conceived as a matter of 
national security .41 

Privatization: The Politics of Exclusion 

In the opening session of the Seventh National Congress of Vietnamese 
Trade Unions, Communist Party General Secretary, Do Muoi, railed 
against corruption and mismanagement in the state sector. The solution 
was clear: 

Only through ownership of shares by the workers can they become the masters of their 
enterprises and through this rid the system of the disease of bribery and corr~ption.~z 

Socialists could interpret this as the reversal of a reform agenda intent on 
ridding the system of what is Left. But in his advocacy of workers' 
ownership, Do Muoi had deviated from his prepared speech and govern- 
ment policy, contradicting the agenda of policy-makers and their entou- 
rage of new right technocrats. The Prime Minister, Vo Van Kiet, stayed 
away from the congress on the second day, sending a telegram instead 
which stipulated that the government would certainly allow workers to 
participate in shareholdings - as members of the public. In other words, 
they could buy them if they could afford them. It is a reminder that for the 
new right technocrats, privatization is about resolving the fiscal crisis of the 
state, and they are well aware that the same workers impoverished and 
excluded under market reforms are unlikely to have all that much money 
stashed away under their beds. 

As mentioned earlier, amidst the 6,000 state enterprises, two have been 
privatised. The first of these, Legamex International Corporation, was 
'corporatised' in mid-1993. The Legamex conglomerate - combining nine 
subsidiaries, seven 'cooperation production businesses' and four joint 
ventures - employed 6,485 workers and had total assets valued at US$13 
million. Its accumulated offshore loans nearly matched this at US$12.6 
million. To reassure potential shareholders, the State Bank guaranteed 
these existing loans, shifting the burden yet again to the national debt. 
Despite the rhetoric that these shares were open to all, at least 100 shares 
(just under US$1,000) were needed to have the right to vote, and 1,000 
shares (around US$9,500) to run form membership on the management 
board.43 The first point then is the exclusion of workers from control over 
the enterprise even if they own a few shares, since access to the board 
would require them to spend anywhere between 250 and 700 times their 
monthly wage. Secondly, it exemplifies the creation of capital in the private 
sphere out of national debt. The fact that Legamex is only now under 



GERARD GREENFIELD 219 

investigation for financial mismanagement and that the State Bank will 
have to cover its overseas debts comes as no surprise. 

A programme for workers' shareholdings in the state sector had already 
been initiated by the government prior to Do Muoi's speech. Its aim is 'to 
create conditions for the workers to become the real masters of their 
respective enterprises by linking their interests with that of their enter- 
prise.'" However, where shares have been issued to workers they have 
been to mobilize funds to finance the firm's operations, not to increase 
their participation in the control of the firm. In some cases workers have 
been issued shares instead of wages because another use had been found 
for the wages fund. In this sense their interests have been linked to the well- 
being of the enterprise. 

~ a r l i e r  Vo Van Kiet had ordered that funds be set aside for workers to 
borrow in order to buy shares. Initially announced as interest-free five year 
loans, workers are charged 4.8% per annum on amounts of US$300 to 
US$500, which are only lent on a one-to-one basis, where they are required 
to buy one share with their own money for every share borrowed funds are 
made available for. The funds loaned are taken from the social welfare 
fund of the enterprise. Every year the joint-stock corporation will use 
profits to pay back the debt to the state and the shareholders will then be 
responsible for paying this amount back to the corporation. After five 
years the debt to the state would have been paid off and the shares will 
become transferable. In effect these are not shares, but long-term fixed 
interest bonds which - as with all bonds - do not carry ownership rights.45 

Where shares carrying ownership rights have been issued, workers have 
only been allowed to purchase just under 5% of the total shares and in 
other cases have been excluded altogether." In one case workers in the 
Refrigeration Engineering Enterprise (REE) were able to acquire effec- 
tive economic possession of the firm when it was equitised, collectively 
buying over 50% of the shares and gaining control of 30% of the shares 
held by the state. But far from constituting a model for workers' participa- 
tion in state enterprise reform, the head of the privatisation bureau, 
Nguyen Van Tuong, has warned workers against following the example of 
REE, recommending that they limit themselves to 10% of the shares 
issued by an enterprise." Another scheme often misinterpreted as a form 
of workers' shareholding is where workers are required to pay a fixed sum 
to owners of private enterprises to secure empl~yment.~~ This is not a 
capital contribution but a way of buying your way out of the state sector or 
the ranks of the millions of unemployed. 

In an indirect critique of the new orthodoxy, Nguyen The Kiet criticized 
the view that the working class has 'fallen into line with capitalism' in 
advanced capitalist countries. In stating that workers' ascent to middle 
class status through public share ownership underpins such a view, Kiet 
confronts the new right's attempt to collapse 'people's capitalism' with 
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socialism. Kiet argues that the exclusion of workers from ownership of the 
means of production is in no way altered by workers holding shares, given 
that ownership of a few shares and dividends which supplement workers' 
wages cannot be compared to the power of the bourgeoisie. And it does 
not alter the fact that workers are compelled to sell their labour-power to 
live. Despite the rhetoric of 'people's capitalism'. the exploitation of 
workers does not disappear. Rather, 'they are exploited by more subtle 
methods.' Ultimately the view that the working class has somehow been 
absorbed into the middle class attempts to conceptualize away the very 
notion of class, class antagonism and the exploitative relationships that 
underlie it.'' It seems that this is precisely the objective of the discourse on 
'corporatisation' constructed by the reformist technocrats. 

Trade Unions and the Working Class: The Politics of Inclusion 

The dismantling of the socialist project under state policies which attempt 
to break the power of the working class generates contradictions within 
Vietnamese trade union organizations which are themselves embedded in 
the structures of state power. According to Ken Post, the 'role of trade 
unions in state enterprises from the very beginning has been to settle 
internal problems, popularize labour discipline and mobilize workers to 
achieve State  objective^.'^^ To a large extent, this role has been reinforced 
under the transformation of state enterprises described above where 
enterprise managers have been able to use this as a form of extra-economic 
coercion. 

The extent of the crisis within the trade unions was revealed in the lead- 
up to the recent Seventh National Congress of Vietnamese Trade Unions. 
What began as the usual pre-congress 'mass mobilization' campaign in 
which national branch unions, local unions and primary unions held their 
own congresses, turned into open conflict between trade union members 
and their representatives in which public criticism of the failures of the 
trade union movement was unleashed. The national congress, planned for 
October, was postponed until November as the VGCL executive commit- 
tee met in Hanoi in an attempt to resolve the crisis. It was at this meeting 
that critical differences within the trade union leadership were resolved 
and the political report that had been submitted to the sub-national 
congresses was redrafted. Internal struggles within the trade union leader- 
ship were resolved with the appointment of three new vice-presidents and 
changes in the membership of the secretariat. There has also been a further 
centralization of power within the VGCL which marginalizes the voices of 
dissent. The powers of the executive committee and secretariat were 
reduced and a more powerful presidential committee created. The out- 
come of this meeting set the agenda for the national congress a month later. 
Each of the six hundred elected delegates was given a list of issues and 
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resolutions and instructed not to diverge from them as a way of preventing 
another outburst of public criticism at the congress itself. 

From the very beginning of the pre-congress meetings workers accused 
trade union cadres of forcing the agenda away from the most critical issues. It 
was argued that trade union cadres were only interested in their own wages, 
trade union control over the social insurance fund, the selection of delegates 
and staff for the congress based on political alliances and personal contacts, 
and the preparation of documents praising the achievements of the trade 
union movement. Trade union members at the grassroots level began 
demanding that the failures of the trade union to protect the interests of 
workers be addressed. The trade union's own newspaper argued that the 
interests of trade union cadres are not aligned with those of the working class 
because cadres do not share the living and working conditions of workers and 
have no training in protecting workers' rights. The author condu led that they 
are not members of the working class but a middle stratum of bureaucrats 
with interests lying e1sewhe1-e.~' In local and primary trade unions, it was 
argued that national trade unions are inclined to support the policies of the 
Party and the state regardless of the effects on the interests and rights of 
workers. This is reinforced by the fact that trade union leaders are chosen by 
the VGCL secretariat subject to the approval of the Party, with workers 
voting only to formalize this decision. 

The most significant criticism was directed at the failure to abandon the 
trade union's role as a transmission-belt of the party-state in which trade 
union organizations 'neglect or nearly forget their function of protecting 
workers' legitimate interests, because it was assumed that all the interests 
of workers could not be separated from the common interests of the entire 
people for which the state is held fully re~ponsible.'~' As Xuang Cang has 
argued, by 'participating in state management' trade unions had gone 
against workers' interests, alienating their own constituency. The VGCL's 
current 'socialization' programme is intended to shift its social power base 
from the party-state bureaucracy to workers. But this has had little effect in 
resolving the basic contradictions within the structure of power that 
governs the existing trade unions. Cang a raes  that: 'There is a paradox in 
the trade union's activities: the popular movements which take place 
without the trade union's participation are more active than the move- 
ments organized by the u n i ~ n . ' ~  The reasons for this are clear. According 
to Cang, the commodification of labour-power, the release of workers 
from the state and cooperative sectors in their millions, the impact of 
'business criteria' on shop-floor participation, the absence of unions for 
workers in the private sector, and workers' critical awareness of 'private 
interests' (presumably meaning in the.state sector) have widened the abyss 
between trade unions locked into the party-state apparatus and workers' 
interests, especially where these interests include social equality and the 
right of democratic participation in the control of industry.54 
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As an outgoing member of the now defunct secretariat, Xuan Cang's 
views differ remarkably from VGCL policy. In addressing the national 
trade union congress, the head of the Ho Chi Minh City Federation of 
Labour, Hoang Thi Khanh, argued that under the commodification of 
labour-power, workers have the right to sell their labour 'at the right price' 
whilst 'enterprise owners also have the right to buy what they need'. The 
degree to which the labour movement has retreated is reflected in the fact 
that workers' rights were defined as: 'the right to work, the right to get paid 
corresponding to the quality of their labour, and the right to social 
welfare'.ss A democratic factory regime is not a right. 

Criticism of the relationship between the trade union and the state 
included a demand for a restructuring of primary trade union committees 
to remove state enterprise managers. It was argued that the trade union 
committee could not be responsible for representing workers in collective 
labour agreements as long as managers represented both sides. The 
primary unions, organized within each enterprise, are emerging as mecha- 
nisms for organizing workers in the interests of the management (similar to 
enterprise-based unionism in Japan). It was in the context of the control of 
trade unions by managers that the issue of corruption and financial 
mismanagement was raised. Not only were trade union committees 
headed by directors or vice-directors but trade union officials were often 
involved in cases of corruption and theft of state assets. It was argued that 
workers' interests and rights could not be protected by the same people 
who were diverting state resources into private businesses of their own.56 In 
those joint ventures between state enterprises and foreign companies 
where trade unions have been permitted, trade union cadres have become 
part of the middle management, receiving as much as US$600 per month - 
20 times more than the average worker. In return they guarantee the 
foreign investors industrial peace." 

The low unionization rate in the private sector was an issue raised 
repeatedly in the lead-up to the national trade union congress, reinforced 
by the seven strikes which occurred in 1993, but was removed from the 
agenda by the VGCL executive committee. It is characteristic of 'business 
unionism' that the trade union operates as an organisation which delivers 
services to fee-paying members. The constituency is its clients-in this case 
the three million members of the VGCL - not the working class.58 The 
VGCL is not concerned that only 20% of foreign companies have signed 
labour contracts with workers, and only 15% have allowed the formation 
of labour unions. Only 14% of private Vietnamese enterprises have 
unions. As a result there are 2.2 million workers in the private sector of 
whom only 43,700 are union members." The trade unionists who have 
campaigned for the VGCL to recognize the need for unions in the private 
sector are aware of the limited capacity of workers to organize themselves. 
As To Tham has pointed out, 'the labourers themselves are not willing to 
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join the trade union as they are concerned only with having a job while the 
enterprise owners do not want such an organization in their enterprise'." 
Although it is illegal to sack workers for trying to form a union, they are 
well aware that employers would find another reason for firing them. Given 
that the number of unemployed has reached seven million and the number 
of 'underemployed' on starvation wages is ten million, the threat of 
unemployment as a result of demanding the right to unionize is very real. 

Antagonism does not just exist between the VGCL and its nominal 
constituency. There are internal divisions, particularly between the dif- 
ferent levels of the trade union hierarchy. Particularly within the lower 
ranks of the trade union. cadres' interests are aligned to the interests of " 
workers. Part-time trade'union cadres have always had stronger ties with 
workers, being workers themselves. It is likely that the agitation for 
improved conditions, better wages and investigation of financial mis- 
management in the 1980s found expression through these part-time trade 
unionists. rather than the uermanent trade union members. However. the 
reform strategy directed against workers in state enterprises was replicated 
in the trade union movement, with part-time trade union cadres laid-off 
and the position of managers within the VGCL consolidated. One out- 
come of this has been to release former trade unionists into the private 
sector, where they have continued to demonstrate a commitment to the 
collective expression of workers' interests. A strike in a foreign joint 
venture clothing factory in Ho Chi Minh City earlier this year was 
organized by a former trade union cadre who had left the state sector 
under the labour surplus redistribution pr~gramme.~' 

Although it is evident that there are political interests within the VGCL 
which support a radical transformation of the trade union in the direction 
of a genuine workers' movement, the domination of the trade union by the 
Party and state at all levels would pit the proponents of left unionism 
against the authoritarian Communist regime itself. The increased involve- 
ment of the military in capitalist enterprise and the rise of merchant capital 
from within the party-state bureaucracy has created the conditions for 
conflict between this movement and a nascent bourgeoisie whose power 
remains symbiotic with the structures of state power. It is not simply a 
matter of redefining the trade union agenda. 

Recapturing this-agenda is made all the more difficult by the material 
interests of fractions of the trade union bureaucracy embedded in it. This 
includes the interests arising from the diversion of trade union and state 
funds into business activities, particularly in the services sector. It can be 
argued that the profit-making business activities of the trade union in- 
creases the relative financial autonomy of workers' organizations and 
generates a source of funds for workers themselves. But these activities are 
based on channelling funds from the state budget, access to which is gained 
through political concessions; the main one being to deliver industrial 
peace to the state and foreign capital. 
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The export of workers to foreign countries for profit is the central 
business activity of the VGCL. The main agency for this is the Labour 
Centre of Vietnam Trade Unions (LACETU) and its provincial and city 
branches. Established by the VGCL with state funds in 1991, the function 
of LACETU was to provide training for unskilled workers and to assist in 
job creation. LACETU collects fees from workers who apply for training 
courses or register themselves as unemployed. There are discounts for the 
poor. Recently the Centre has introduced exclusive training courses - 
including business management - for high-ranking cadres and leaders of 
national branch unions." LACETU sent 1,500 unskilled workers to Saudi 
Arabia in early 1993, and will send another 5,000 workers to the Middle 
East before the end of the year.63 

Despite the fact that as few as 5,000 of the 80-90,000 Vietnamese 
workers in the CIS countries have regular employment (receiving wages 
which fall well below the US$35/month minimum set by Vietnam's law on 
employment in foreign enterprises), LACETU plans to increase the 
number of workers exported to the CIS c~untries.~~" More recently, the 
VGCL executive committee approved a plan to establish direct links with 
foreign companies to export workers to the Asian NICs, in effect compet- 
ing with the Ministry of Labour which monopolizes these markets. The 
Labour and Specialist Export Service (LSES), established by the Ho Chi 
Minh City Office of Labour, War Invalids and Social Affairs, has been 
successful in this respect, exporting workers to South Korea and Taiwan. 
In a report on the activities of the LSES, Phuc Tien revealed that workers 
sent to South Korea were not trained but were exploited as cheap labour, 
replacing Korean workers who were laid off as soon as the Vietnamese 
workers arrived. They were forced to work a twelve hour day, with unpaid 
overtime, and were subject to beating and humiliation by the managers." 
When I raised the issue of poor working conditions, violation of workers7 

rights, and forced unpaid overtime as evidenced in the experience of 
Vietnamese workers in Taiwan and South Korea with the VGCL, I was 
told that the non-interference of Vietnamese trade unions is guaranteed in 
the labour export contracts. 

The export of labour is justified on the basis that it creates employment. 
For the state officials and trade union cadres involved in this trade, it 
legitimizes intense exploitation and harsh working conditions as being 
better than nothing. It also gives exporting agencies access to the National 
Employment Fund provided by the state to reduce unemployment. How- 
ever, in some cases the workers sent overseas already have jobs in the state 
sector and are hired out by state enterprise  director^.^' To argue that this is 
a conspiracy of some sort is to oversimplify the issue: there is a strong belief 
that workers who are sent overseas will be trained and experience better 
working conditions, particularly amongst trade unionists. Foreign conser- 
vative and centrist trade unions have played a critical role in shaping this 
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discourse on the new global labour market and the necessity of integration. 
But the material interests of the exporters of labour reflect something more 
than a commitment to training. In one case where Vietnamese workers are 
earning wages of US$100-120 per month (prior to contributions to the 
Vietnamese government and transfer fees) the LSES official who travelled 
with them is being paid US$980 per month. In the case of the workers 
contracted to Sun Sports in South Korea, 20% of their wages were 
allocated to the LSES.66 

The Vietnamese government and VGCL are currently negotiating 
labour export contracts with Finland, Lebanon, the Czech Republic, 
Japan, Poland and Malaysia. In marketing Vietnamese workers, the 
Ministry of Labour and trade union organizations promote their passivity, 
low wages, and 'unconditional sale'. The contracts for 2,000 workers 
supplied to Prince International and Thaico by the Vietnamese Govern- 
ment in 1993 included a clause which states that: '. . . workers are 
absolutely forbidden to strike, leave jobs, or disturb the peace wherever 
they work or live'.67 On the domestic front, this reinforces the trade union's 
commitment to the suppression of workers' interests to maintain industrial 
peace. 

International labour organizations have achieved much in promoting 
workers' rights, but the predominance of conservative and centrist trade 
unions in the formation of global links that parallel the globalization of 
capital has transformed a labour movement born from revolutionary 
socialism into a mere appendage of capital. It is business unionism which 
has internationalized, not labour unionism. In their commitment to em- 
ployment and training, we find international cooperation between labour 
organizations facilitating the export of labour and the preparation of 
workers as 'human resources', regardless of the exploitation that they will 
face. 

The Vietnamese trade union movement as it is presently constituted 
cannot represent the interests of workers or effectively defend their rights. 
Delivering industrial peace to the state and capital is its overriding 
objective. And as organizations within the VGCL extend their business 
activities further into banking, finance and trade, this industrial peace will 
become its own prerogative and the organized labour movement will be 
incorporated into the capitalist project itself. 

In a critique of the failure of trade unions to protect the rights and 
interests of workers as they are forced into a labour market, Hoang Chi 
Bao and Nguyen Thanh Tuan argue that trade union cadres, managers and 
state officials have 'degenerated into thieves'. Thriving on corruption and 
shifting state assets into the private sector, 'they have betrayed their class', 
turning against the working class which brought them to power.@ But the 
roots of this betrayal lay in the formation of the post-revolutionary state 
which established a structure of power that - through crisis and reform - 
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gives rise to the embourgeoisement of the staff of the state. To argue that 
these segments of the Party and state bureaucracy are betraying their class 
origins is problematic given that the petty bourgeoisie, rich peasants, 
landlords and the national bourgeoisie were incorporated into the forma- 
tion of the state apparatus in the nationalist struggle." Incorporation into 
the Party apparatus itself became a determinant of class identity. As the 
leading party ideologue, Truong Chinh, explained, '. . . because the Party 
is a party of the working class, once people, regardless of their social 
background, join the Party they already become a member of the working 
class' .m 

Class Struggle and Collective Action 

The extent to which the VGCL remains a mechanism for the suppression 
of workers' interests is evident in its policy towards strikes - the clearest 
expression of workers' solidarity and commitment to collective struggle in 
the face of the challenge of market reforms. How many strikes have 
occurred since market reforms were introduced is not clear. According to 

L, 

the VGCL executive committee's report to the national congress, there 
have been 'dozens of collective reactions against the misconduct of the 
management accompanied with claims for pay rises and democratic be- 
haviour from the employees at private businesses, joint ventures with 
foreigners, and even at some state enterprises'." Other sources put this 
figure at 54 strikes since 1992, with 70 'conflicts' in all. An article in the 
newspaper, Labour, addressed the issue of strikes in the lead-up to the 
national trade union congress, arguing that 'the unions have lost interest in 
workers and do nothing to protect the rights and interests of workers. Most 
of the workers' collective strikes occurred before the trade union cadres 
were aware of it'." The main causes of these strikes were the fall in wages 
below the legal minimum, increased work intensity, including an increase 
in the working day to 10-12 hours without compensation, poor working 
conditions, and mistreatment by managers. Workers have never gone on 
strike to demand wage increases. They have only ever demanded that they 
be paid the legal minimum wage. 

What is evident in these strikes is that workers have responded to 
changes in the factory regime where power has shifted to managers under 
market reforms. Virtually all of these strikes have involved criticism of 
management practices and demands for greater 'democracy' in the work- 
place. This is not limited to the foreign joint ventures where absolutist 
managerial control is introduced from the start as the way things are done. 
In 1990,200 workers in a state rubber enterprise went on strike for thirteen 
days. The strike committee dismissed the manager for abuse of power and 
protested to higher authorities about the 'lack of democracy'. But the 
policy of the VGCL on strikes is clear. Strikes are viewed as 'an unavoid- 
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able phenomenon in a market economy', given that 'business profit is the 
primary aim of the employer, so it is necessary to increase productivity, 
reduce expenditure, increase labour intensity, and minimize ~ a g e s ' . ~  
Where strikes occur 'the trade union must take measures in time to protect 
the legitimate interests of workers and employees without affecting eco- 
nomic growth and political stability'. (Emphasis added)." 

In the textiles and clothing industry where workers have expressed a 
high level of class consciousness and solidarity through collective action 
since the 1930s, they now face a declining state sector which is forcing them 
into small-scale private enterprises and foreign joint ventures where 
conditions are much worse despite the higher wages. Textiles factories 
owned by the Ho Chi Minh City people's committee are laying off half 
their workers, and across the country 20% of workers in state textiles 
factories are out of work." Thousands of workers in spinning factories 
throughout the country work only three weeks per month and receive 70% 
of their monthly wages.76 Strikes had begun as early as 1989, when 170 
female workers went on strike in a state-owned factory. The main issue had 
been the authoritarian system of management and deteriorating working 
conditions. More recent strikes have concerned the extension of working 
hours of up to 12 hours per day without additional pay, and the failure of 
the management to pay the legal minimum wage. In November 1992, 
workers in a Taiwanese joint venture factory in HCMC went on strike to 
demand full wages, where wages had fallen from US$15 to US$12 per 
month. In February 1993,650 workers in a foreign joint venture clothing 
factory, Ree Young, went on strike and after two days had forced 
concessions: the full wage of US$35; overtime pay; a limit on night shifts 
per week; and the right to form a labour union. In making these conces- 
sions, the director said, 'I also told the Korean technicians not to hit the 
workers, even if they had explained something many times.'" 

Despite the view expressed by the VGCL leadership that 'strikes are the 
last weapon of workers for defending their rights in worker-management 
relations', the trade union will support the new labour laws to be passed in 
July, 1994, which - despite the legal recognition of the right to strike - will 
criminalize strikes. According to the draft law industrial disputes will be 
settled by arbitration committees established at provincial and city levels. 
If the dispute has not been resolved within 20 days, it is passed on to the 
state committee of labour arbitrators. But the state committee of labour 
arbitrators 'only settle serious disputes in the most important enterprises'. 
If the matter is not resolved within 30 days and there is no other way of 
resolving the problem, 'a strike is acceptable' on the condition that it is 
agreed to by over two-thirds of the workers. On each strike day, the strike 
leaders must provide written documentation (concerning the content of 
demands, a list of strike leaders on each strike day, the time limit of the 
strike) to the state officials concerned. The prime minister is empowered to 



228 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1994 

delay strikes at any given time, and the president can forbid or halt strikes 
in the interests of the state. Finally, 'Strikes which do not pass through the 
stages of conciliation and arbitration procedures are forbidden.'" The 
Minister of Justice, Nguyen Duc Loi, justified the legal recognition of 
strikes in a revealing admission: 'The world working class has fought for 
this decision for hundreds of years and the capitalist class has allowed it. 
And so we can't abolish this clause.'lY 

It is clear that the legal recognition of the right to strike amounts to its 
criminalization. The law will establish mechanisms for conciliation and 
arbitration built upon the notion of the partnership between workers and 
enterprise managers. By setting out the necessary steps to be taken in the 
event of a dispute between workers and employers, it is explicitly stated 
that these mechanisms must be resorted to and the verdict given must be 
adhered to. Strike action which takes place prior to, during, or in spite of 
formal arbitration procedures is considered a violation of the labour law. 
The impact of these mechanisms for arbitration enforced by the state and 
weighted in favour of political stability and economic growth should not be 
underestimated. Intimidation by managers and officials and direct con- 
frontation with the state bureaucracy can undermine workers' solidarity 
and force them into compromise or retreat. Gender and race relations are 
another sphere of domination and intimidation. The female workers in the 
Ree Young factory strike found it extremely difficult to confront man- 
agers, which led the Korean manager to commend them on the 'passivity' 
of their strike action. Although collective struggle often make; workek 
aware of other issues that they should be fighting for, the confrontation 
with officials on the state arbitration committees, the time constraints 
imposed by law and the pressure by bureaucrats to simplify their demands 
may push more abstract demands (such as greater democracy on the shop- 
floor) lower on the agenda.s0 

The draft law also stipulates that, 'strikes are illegal if they do not 
concern issues relating to workers in the enterprise' and are only permitted 
if they deal with 'labour  problem^'.^' Not only does this restrict political 
articulation of the economic struggle within the enterprise, but it also 
prevents workers from expressing class solidarity. This is a serious problem 
for those intent on describing the transition as the reinvention of socialism 
or a socialized market economy. Revolutions are not made by laws, but the 
labour laws crafted by the new right are indicative of changes in the 
structure of power. When the new constitution was passed in-1992, Do 
Muoi (somewhat ironically) quoted Ho Chi Minh as saying in 1956: 'In 
whose hands is political power and whose interests does it serve? This will 
determine the whole content of the Constitution.'" Few would disagree. 
The spontaneous workers' strikes which gave rise to the 'soviet movement' 
in Nghe An in the 1930s would today be illegal. 
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What is Left? 

Whether or not workers consider minimum wages, basic health and safety 
standards, access to housing, decent working conditions, and participation 
in the control of production as having their origins in socialist ideas, these 
ideas remain, particularly amongst second and third generation workers. 
And as Richard Levins suggests, these ideas may be embedded in the 
popular consciousness (even amongst those who are bitter about their 
experiences under 'real socialism') and as such have come to be considered 
as elementary human rights.83 A low-ranking trade union cadre who had 
spent ten years working in a northern textiles factory declared herself as 
being 'against socialism', arguing that, 'the socialist system only remem- 
bers workers when there's work to be done and forgets about them when 
the benefits are handed out'. The next time I met her she railed against the 
trade union leadership for failing to support the strikes in Ho Chi Minh 
City where workers were fighting for their rights. This consciousness of 
collective interests and critical awareness of workers' rights has seen 
increasing articulation of working class struggle. This is where the state 
runs up against its own socialist rhetoric. Usurping power is one thing, 
undoing the collective struggle of the workers and taking back what little 
they've gained is quite another. 

Four decades ago the drive by the revolutionary state to shift popular 
struggle from national consciousness to a higher level of class conscious- 
ness in the period of radical land reform laid the basis for class struggle 
against the post-revolutionary state itself. The system of centralized 
administrative planning collapsed partly due to the struggle of peasants 
and workers against surplus extraction and exploitation by the state. The 
fact that the reform process itself is an attack on the class consciousness of 
the rural and industrial workers lays bare the crisis. We are also witnessing 
the attempt at the reconstruction of non-class alignments and divisions, 
with the new right intellectuals undermining the very consciousness of 
social conflict itself. 

It could be argued that as the socialist project is dismantled and state 
power is withdrawn from the sphere of production, the working class is free 
to engage in collective struggle against the new capitalist social order. But 
the effects of alienation from political power and the meaningless forms of 
mass political participation that the Vietnamese people have been sub- 
jected to under an authoritarian regime should not be underestimated. 
Neither can the revival of a radical working class politics rest on the hope 
that a high literacy rate and a critical press will facilitate collective action, 
even if the fact that both are in decline is ignored. The experience of 
advanced capitalist countries has demonstrated that we have become more 
literate and less articulate. And as suggested in Critique, 'The commer- 
cialisation and bureaucratization of knowledge has permitted a vast expan- 
sion in information and a decline in under~tanding.'~ 
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In Vietnam the radical discourse on capitalism and socialism faces a 
critical challenge: the language of revolutionary socialism remains dis- 
credited, having been hijacked and used to legitimate the usurpation of 
power by the party-state bureaucracy and the denial of socialist de- 
mocracy. Even where there has been a shift from 'bullshit Marxism to 
bullshit liberalism', as Richard Levins has pointed out, this leaves behind 
bitter cynicism and an aversion to the language of Marxism amongst 
workers. To talk of 'socialist democracy', 'exploitation', 'working class 
struggle' or 'historical materialism' is to be reviving the Marxist-Leninist 
propaganda that workers have grown sick of hearing. To make things 
worse, the orthodox Marxist intellectuals who frame the current transfor- 
mation in terms of constructing socialism, consolidating the dictatorship of 
the proletariat, and the Party's role as the vanguard of the working class, 
democratic centralism, and so on, further discredit the language of radical 
po l i t i~ s .~~  

The concept of a new partnership between the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat which underlies business unionism and the denial of class 
antagonism in the post-radical politics of the Left, offers us what the new 
Vietnamese policy orthodoxy and Western intellectuals and trade union- 
ists conceive as a market economy with a humane face or a friendlier sort 
of capitalism. In this abandonment of radical alternatives to capitalism, the 
working class is to make more concessions and compromises for the sake of 
the national or societal interest, which then legitimates the subversion or 
suppression of working class struggle. Yet every aspect of workers' rights, 
relative improvements in standards of living, minimal health and safety 
standards, the right to an education, social welfare and mass political 
participation, is the result of working class struggle against the very logic of 
capitalism itself. This was not achieved through concessions and compro- 
mise. It was certainly not achieved through retreat. 

Yet this retreat is very real. In Vietnam today, we are witnessing the 
exercise of state power against what remains of the socialist project under 
the rubric of 'market reform'. The defeat for the socialist Left did not come 
with the collapse of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe or even with 
the adoption of capitalist projects by Communist regimes in China and 
Vietnam, but in the immediate aftermath of the socialist revolutions, in the 
years when the Communist leadership located its social power base within 
the party-state bureaucracy itself, alienating the workers and peasants 
from political power. It seems that the working class is only brought back 
on the scene where the collapse of Communism - this usurpation of 
political power by the party-state bureaucracy - and Social Democracy - 
the subversion of labour movements away from radical opposition to 
capitalism-is presented as evidence of its own retreat from radicalism. But 
is the intellectual Left and radical trade unionism that is in decline, as much 
in Vietnam as in the advanced capitalist countries. 
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