THE DEVELOPMENT OF CAPITALISM IN
VIETNAM
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Only agenerationago, Vietham's socid revolutionplayed acritical rolein
thereviva of the Western Left. Protest movementsin every major city in
the West not only offered international solidarity but expressed a rekin-
dlingd interestin socialist ideasand arenewed capacity for masspolitical
action. Itisanimportant and unfortunatesymptomad thegenerality o the
crigsd the Left today that Vietnamese intellectuals, like many o their
counterpartsin the West, are abandoning the socidist 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. Ul-
timately thisretreat providesthe ideological bassfor the exercisedf state
power against the working class in the interestsdf the new bourgeoisie
emerging from within the ranksd incumbent state enterprise managers
and the most powerful segmentsd the party-state bureaucracy. Disman-
tling the socidist project is central to the agenda of the new policy
orthodoxyin Vietnam.

Theremova of Ho Chi Minh's portrait from theroof of the State Bank
for "structural reasons” — architectural, not socia — coincides with the
removal o statuesfrom parksand other public places, apparently because
"prostitutesand drug addictswereleaning on them™. They were not tom
down by crowds celebrating the collapsed Communist regimes and the
(somewhat brief) advent d democracy asin Eastern Europe. But achange
istaking place: an ideol ogical transformationin which the ruling political
classisconsolidatingitsalf in a new socid order. The dominant discourse
has not abandoned Ho Chi Minh, but reinterpretshisintentions: more a
nationalist than acommunist. In thesameway that thesearchfor thetomb
d GenghisKhan can beinterpreted asasearchfor anationaistidentity by
the communi sts-turned-nationalistsin Mongolia, thereisherethe restora-
tion of old identities, repetition, and ultimately reinterpretation. This
involvesa remydtification of the nationalist revolutionary and hence the
remova o the Stalinist iconography. The recent discovery o Ho Chi
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Minh's will at least establishes the pretext for the remova o the
mausoleum, given that he had asked to be cremated. And since Ho Chi
Minhisn't around tosay, asDengin China, "Toget richisglorious! ", they
are saying it for him: Uncle Ho had sought national liberation for the
purposedt building national wealth. Sociaismbecomesperipheral, subor-
dinate to this national wealth.

Thisrenewa o national consciousnessiscentral to theideologicd transfor-
mation taking place as the Vietnamese people face the development d
capitalism under a single-party authoritarian regime. Vietnam's leading
economicadvisor, Le Dang Doanh, aproponent d the" Taiwanesemodd",
stated unequivocally, "The Viethamese people are nationdigtic. When
they're told something'sinthenational interest, they'll doit.""' Inherentinthis
national interestisthe legitimationd therised military-owned fractionsd
capital, and agroup of powerful stateconglomeratesthat will differ littlefrom
the bureaucratic bourgeoisie which prospered under the authoritarian-
capitaist regimein the South before 1975.2

Themobilizing basisdf the present reform processisprecisdy to replace
classconsciousnesswith a new economicnationalism. The adoptiond the
Asian NICs as the modd for Vietnam's development is premised on the
view expressed by Vietnameseintellectuals and policy-makersthat state-
led industrializationwas based on a partnership between the proletariat
and bourgeoisie in the interestsdf the nation-state. Ironically the statist
andysesd East Asian development undertaken by anaytical Marxists
and the progressive Left in the West now inform an agenda where the
crushing of working classstruggleand repressiond thelabour movement
isimplicitin this model for growth. The trade union leadershipitself has
adopted the Singaporean model o trade unionism: businessunionismand
peaceful co-existencewith an authoritarian-capitalistregime - a strategy
by which they seek the political marginalisationof the working class.

Thereisastrongbdief amongst theWesternL eft that thereformagenda
isbeing thrashed out in debatesover themeritsd capitalismand socialism.
Despite the zeal with which palitical economistsand political scientistsin
Vietnam and abroad havedescribed this'public debate' it smply doesnot
exist. When two hundred peasantsarrived in Hanoi from HaBac province
to protest againgt the theft of rice and land by local party officias, they
weredispersed by policeand within an hour hadfled or beenarrested. Itis
the same problem we have with 'human rights: people seem to have
different conceptions d who the humans are. Those who describe this
public debate appear to bereferringto the Viethameseintelligentsiaand
state officids as the 'public. But even when one of Vietnam's leading
social scientists, Hoang Chi Bao, published a monograph earlier thisyear
which attempted to outline the crisisof "'real socidism' and criticizethe
neglect o the present social crisisby policy-makers, it was banned under
the new presslawsand hewasforced to write astatement of self-criticism.
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Unfortunately, theremnantsadf theVietnamesel eft who arecommitted
todemocraticsocialismareconfronted by a newly pragmaticWestern L eft
all too ready to accept the term 'market economy' or even 'market
socialism’ asaeuphemismfor disguisingthetransitiontocapitalism. Many
on the Left exhibit afascinationwith entrepreneurial forces, the lifestyles
of the new rich and the machinationsd businessin the new Vietnam. Itis
assumed that workers are benefitting from higher wages and the avail-
ability d more consumer goods, and that the peasantry are responding to
incentivesfree d the constraintsd cooperatives, asindicated by thriving
rural markets. Massveincreasesin exportsd food are cited by intellect-
uals and policy-makers dike as the great pay-off for years d market
reform. Western observers- includingthoseon the Left - talk in termsof
the responsivenessto market incentives, the restorationof 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 costsinvolved to these same beneficiariesdf reform. Record rice
exportsby state trading compani eshave coincided with 2.5 million people
going hungry each year, and over 6 million people suffer from an inade-
quate calorieintake.'

Thehealth and educati on programmesfreely availableto themassd the
people regardless o the distribution o property and income is often
considered as evidence d the ongoing commitment to social equality in
Vietnam today. In fact, while free health and education was certainly a
very important element in Vietham's socidist project, it no longer exists
outsidea handful o foreign NGO programmes. Of the state-run primary
and secondary schools that remain open — and the number is rapidly
declining — informal fees have reduced dass attendance dof the children of
workersand peasantsto afour-hourweek and o the600,000that graduate
from primary school every year as many as hdf cannot afford to goon to
secondary school. Even then public classes are hollowed out and real
learning only begins after classesfor the few whose parents can afford
private tuition fees. This coincides with increased exploitation of child-
labour, with the number of children working full-timein their millions.’
Compulsory tuition fees introduced earlier this year have put tertiary
education beyond the reach of the majority of thosewho finish secondary
school.* Faced with thesefees, studentsd poor familiesareforced to quit
or to work. Studentsfrom the provinces prostitute themselvesin dormi-
toriesdf collegesto pay their fees. Thisprivatizationd social welfare has
also spread throughout the health system, with informal fees chargedfor
the staff's time, beds, medication, and even the right to vist patients.
Finaly, the number o 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 hasbeenallocatedto create jobsmost o it hasbeenmisallocatedor
stolen by state officiads!
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Melanie Beresford has articulated a view predominant amongst the
Western Left and Viethamese policy-makers concerning the decline of
socia welfare:

SomeWesterncriticshavecomplained that theintroductionof market reformsin Vietnam
and elsewher ehasled to theabandonment of social welfar eprograms. What i sabundantly
clear,however,isthat it isnot themarket reforms that are responsitslz, but the sever efiscal
crisisof the Viethamese state, brought about by the massive budget deficitsrequired to
maintain an inefficient public sector. Maintenance of health, education and wefare
systems, the past achievements of which the Viethamese are judtifiably proud, will
therefore be dependent upon continued reform of the statesector enterprises.®

Therecan benodoubt that thefiscd crissdf thestateisimportantinthis
respect. But the reform o state sector enterprises has intensified rather
than resolvedthiscrisis. It ischaracterized by the privateappropriation of
publicresourceson a massvescal e, wherethe state actsastheinstrument
of thisappropriation. The dismantlingd the™ bureaucraticcentralismand
subsidy system™ has concentrated power in the hands of incumbent state
enterprise managers and the most powerful segmentsd the party-state
bureaucracy, including the military. The theft of state assets and the
sacking of thestate budget by thosewith political power and connectionsis
the outcomed the unrestrainedsearch for profit and the accumulationof
private wealth under the liberalizingeffect o market reformsand isafar
greater leakage of wedlth from the state budget than the system of state
sector subsdies™

The New Agenda

Variantsdf neo-liberalism, neo-conservatismand statism inform the eco-
nomicreform agenda, not socialism. The policy discourseisinformed by a
'new right': that group of state officials, policy advisors, economists, and
officidly endorsed intellectualswho areintent on imposing the disciplin-
ary power of market forcesonworkersand peasantsand demolishingwhat
remainsd the publicsector. The new right hasbeeninstitutionalizedasan
advisory body to the Council d Ministersand the Party's Central Political
Bureau, in order to bypass bureaucratic obstacles and institutional con-
straints. This includes bypassng the National Assembly which, having
been made more democratic under the 1992 constitutiona reforms, is
prone to take the notion of debate more serioudy, dowing down the
process of reform.” This elite advisory body includes state enterprise
managers, private busness managers, and overseas Viethamese en-
trepreneurs, aswdll asreformistintellectual sand technocrats. Thetasksdf
the advisory body include setting the agenda for reform and drafting
legidationto be passed on to the National Assembly for its approval.
Divisonswithin the new right technocrats over economic reform con-
cern the degree of state management d the market. Although these
differencesareimportant it should be recognised that the debate over the
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degree and type o state intervention is inextricably tied to their own
interests and political power base. Policy advisors, consultantsand bu-
reaucratsfrom different ministries and state agencies are framing these
opposing modelsdf 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, fiscd austerity, macro-
economic gtabilization, the expanson d the private sector, and export-led
industrializationfounded on exploitationd’ passive, cheaplabourare central
dementsd the new agenda. From within the ranksd trade unionsit has
been argued that legal recognitiond theright to strikemust not conflictwith
theinterestsd foreigncapital.” The reform d stateenterprisesisnotamply a
matter o reorganizationdf authority and accountability, but recreatingthe
structuresd power and control over industry that exigtsin the privatesectors
d capitdist economies. This was the primary objective o economic de-
centralization and managerial autonomy introduced under the rubric o
market reform policies. Although these policieswereapost facto recognition
by thestated the changeswhich had aready been imposed by managersat
theleve o thefi rmit nonethelessprovided theimpetusfor theexpansond
absolutemanageria power on alarger scale, and legitimized the concentra-
tion of power in the new factory regime.

Officid recognitiond the " state capitalist sector” isareflection of the
contradictionsinherentin the new right dialogueon reform, whichmust be
carried out within the (fast diminishing) constraints of the Marxist-
Leninist political discourse. The authoritarian political regime, with its
ideol ogi cal basisin democraticcentralism, iscritical for theseintellectuals
to maintain exclusive accessto policy-makersand to free themsel vesfrom
the constraintsof public debate or mass political participation.

In1990and 1991theParty daily Nhan Dan (ThePeopl €) ran a number of
articleswhich criticized party cadresand state officidsfor corruption. In
the same newspaper atight circle of academicsand journalistsraised the
issued theinvolvementd party cadresin private businessand discussed
the notion d democracy. But even this limited debate saw an officid
backlash against the deputy editor and led to hisoverseasexile. The new
press laws introduced this year forbid criticism of the Party and of the
"falgficationd history through denia o thegainsd the socialist revolu-
tion.”” Clearly there can beno genuinepublicdebate - not in the sense of
genuine democraticparticipation— if it must be premised on the assump-
tion that workers and peasants constitute the ruling class and socid
relations of exploitationand surplusextraction by the state do not exist.

A critical press does exist. The newspapersLao Dong (Labour) and
Tuoi Tre(Y outh) have providedan ongoingcritiquedt thesocial problems
arising from market reforms. Unemployment, prostitution, child-labour,
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the failures of the trade unionsand the corruption of state officidsare
issuesthat are regularly reported. But where political interestsare threat-
ened andtheinterestsof thestate bourgeoisiedirectly challenged, censor-
ship laws close the doors on this debate.”® More importantly, the
destruction of social safety nets and welfare services, and the further
impoverishment of millionsis portrayed asthe negativeside-effectd 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 autonomousforcefree o palitical interestsand beyond the
control of political power-holders.

In the early years o 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 extraworkersat lower wagesand the inten-
sfication of shift-work characterizedthe rush to meet plan targets. Under
pressure to meet these targets, managersfreely hired and fired workers.
When workers everyday forms of resistance manifested themselvesin
absenteeism, idleness and low labour productivity, the Party demanded
that labour discipline be improved. Ken Post has concluded that: " This
emphasi swasmostimportant for thefutured theworking class, becauseit
put stresson management as the control o labour, implicitly shifting the
balance against democrati cparticipation.”

Thisshift against democraticparticipationand towardsincreased 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 negéative power of the working class
which is seen as the ultimate source of inflexibility of the economic
system.” "™ Previoudy, the power o state sector managersover workershad
been constrained by the Marxist-Leninist discourse which framed the
labour-power of workersastheir politically constituted property. One of
thekey effectsd market reformsisto createthecompulsionfor workersto
sell their labour-power, breakingdownthis™ socialigtfetter”, andimposing
the whip of capitalism.” Since exploitation occurred in redistribution
rather than production, the state apparatus became the target of the
struggleagainst surplus extraction. The struggle of the peasantry against
the extractive mechanisms of the state was pivota in the crisis which
generated pressuresfor reform. But | will only deal herewiththetransfor-
mationd thestate sector to examinetheway inwhich state power hasbeen
exercised against the industrial proletariat, and discusscertain aspectsof
working classstrugglein the transition to capitalism.

Accordingto asenior Ministry of Labour officid market reforms have
freed managersfrom the constraintsimposed on them by the state on the
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behaf o workers. Under a market economy, "industrial relations™” are
reconstitutedas" the efficient utilization of labour in arelationshipthat is
better understood by managersthan workers”.* Thefollowingisindicative
d thecentralitydof thisto thereformagendad the new right intellectuals:
[Iln the socialist-oriented multi-sector commodity economy the labour force is also a
commodity. Emolumentsin gener al and wagesin particular arethemonetar yexpr essionof

thevalueof labour. As such wagesshould in principle also be deter mined on the labour
market.??

The same economists go on to clam that the labour market is con-
strained from alocating labour efficiently where the rise o the autarkic
household economy hasinhibited the commodification of the rural work-
force. Market forces are also inhibited by the system o recruitment,
guaranteed employment and fixed wagesin the state, sector.” |t ison this
basisthat the 'surplus labour redistribution’ programmewes initiated: to
massively reduce the state sector workforceand expand the pool o ‘free
workersthat indigenousand foreignfractionsd capital could readily draw
on. At present just over amillionworkershave beenlaid off fromthestate
sector. Accordingto the Ministry of Labour,the reform of the " economic
managerial structure” had revealed the extent o "' surpluslabour' in state
enterprises. In the first few months of 1989, the managers o some state
sector production unitslaid off 80-90% d their workforce. In the early
yearsd reformthismainly affectedthe bulk o the administrativestaff and
middle managers, and only later spread to the direct producers them-
sdlves. Thedecreeon theredistributionof theworkforcein state economic
unitscreated the premisefor amorewidespread and systematicapplication
d what had long been a defacto reform - laying off workersto reduce
production costs. State officid sthemsel ves recogni zethat thisprocesswas
""lacking democracy, lacking epenness."™

The second step wasto reformwagesunder anew flexiblestructurethat
dlowed a 13:1 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 workersfrom within the
peasantry. Tens d thousands d day labourers gather in the twenty so-
called " open-air labour markets” in Hanoi everyday in search of work.™
Day labourersgather on thefringesof Ho Chi Minh City andinthenearby
industrial centred Bien Hoa, DongNai province, inthesweatshopbelt o
small- and medium-scale factories that take up the production o state
enterprisesincreasingly hollowed out through diversification,subcontract-
ing and the private subsidiaries established by enterprise managerswith
state money. The collapse of rural cooperativesand def act o land reforms
which saw the appropriationd land and itsaccumulationin private hands
(usudly local party and state cadres or their relatives) has provided
enterprise managerswith apool of first generationworkerswillingto work
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for low wages under anv conditions. The culture of resistance of these
workersdrawn from the peasantry isindividualizedand sporadic, unlike
the sustained collective struggle o the industrial workers who had de-
veloped a high level o classconsciousnessunder the socidist project.

The shedding of the state workforce and lower-level bureaucrats has
given riseto amassivesocid classdf petty traders and shopkeepers. The
petty-embourgeoi sementaf thelower ranksof the party-state bureaucracy
and workersand middle managersmade redundant under state enterprise
reformsis not smply an outcomed the fiscd crisisd the state but isa
reaction o theruling classand themiddlestratatothestruggleagainst the
state. Individual ability, personal relations, thrift, and market forcesare
supposed to determine the fate of this rapidly increasing class of street
traders, artisans, shopkeepers, bicycle repairers, and household petty
commoadity producers. Thestruggleagainst the state disintegratesintothe
strugglefor survival, wheremarket compul sion, indebtednessand intense
competitioncreateworkingand living conditionsthat fall well short of the
glorified small entrepreneur that pioneers market opportunities. Petty
street traders and household producersare 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 relationsd exchange, but profitsof the
petty commoadity traders and producersare whittled avay by theseextra-
economic modes of extraction.

Massiveunemployment and increasingsocial inequality isintegral tothe
logic of the 'market economy'. Under-classes and the threat of falling
amongst them isthe whip of capitalism. But in the dominant discourse of
'market transition', social inequality isthe inevitable social stratification
arising from differencesin the personal ability of individualsto exploit
market opportunitiesand compete. | nequality arisingfrom the structure
of power and control over the means d production have become peri-
pheral issues, as equitable tax regimes become the radical edge o the
'socialist orientation':

Acceptancedf all theelementsof themarket and ther egulatingmechanismsof themar ket

in accordance with the law of value and of supply and demand will inevitably lead to a

polarizationbetween therichand thepoor andtodisparitiesinincomes. In order toensure

social justice, thereshould thereforebea policy for incomeredigtributionthroughincome
taxes.?

Under theguisedf anew nationd struggle, a'socid partnership’ between
workersand managersand ownersemergesasacentral tenetd thedominant
discourse. As with the 'socid contract’ imposed on workers in advanced
capitaistsocieties, workersare promisedf ut ure rewardsin returnfor accept-
ing intensified exploitation and excluson from control over the conditions
and organization o production in a period o adjustment. The poalitics of
'socid partnership' arises from intellectuals and state officids legitimizing
their own partnership o interestswith capital. Nearly dl ministries, govern-
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ment departments and research ingtitutes are involved in various types of
profit-making activities ranging from the sdle o information and skills to
foreign capital to theexport of unskilled workersand sex |abour (bridesand
prostitutes), and theft o state funds through budgetary alocations for
employment generation, research programmes and investment in buildings
and equipment.” There are dso cases where aid money from non-
government organisations (NGOs) and foreign governments is used to
financelendingin informal financid markets, persona consumption, smug-
gling, and the purchase of greater accessto the state budget.

Theintellectualsand technocratsd the party-state apparatus use their
political authority, personal contactsand influence, control over informa:
tion and inside knowledge to combine their position within the state
apparatus with consultanciesfor foreign businessinterestsand in many
casesengage directly in private businessactivities. It istheseintellectuals
who dominate the discourse on reform, informing the work o foreign
observersand receiving legitimation from them. Financial support from
foreigngovernments, the World Bank and the UNDP rewardsthe pursuit
of pragmatic neoliberal policy solutions by this segment of the intel-
ligentsia, aswdll as preparingthe next generation of technocratsthrough
coursesin business administration and orthodox economics. Show-case
conferences and the mutual recognition and legitimation of each other's
work isas much a part o intellectual lifein Vietnam asit isin Western
capitalist countries. Asin China, the programmefor financial and banking
reform incorporates consultantsfrom global financial corporationsinto
that body of the technocraticelite that will make the tough decisionson
what must be done.

Power and Capital: The Transformationd the State Sector

Thecoa minesin Quang Ninh, anorthern provinceborderingChina, are
often cited as a branch o the state sector which hasfailed to respond to
reform. A government directiveissued in 1991 ordered the reorganization
of production to reduce waste and inefficiency. Earlier directives on
consolidation and reorgani zation had been ignared.™ Yet the initial pres-
surefor reform had comefrom the minersthemsalves. Quang Ninhwasan
extremely poor region with widespread underemployment and the pre-
dominanced seasona workers, insecure and without the social welfare
benefitsof full-timeemployment in the state sector. The miners struggle
against the bureaucratic strata, particularly the provincia 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
surplusprogrammeand the consolidation of the military's ownershipdf a
number of thelarger minesundermined workers solidarity and ability to
oppose the extractive mechanisms of the state.
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The threat o competition for employment and the removal o the
constraintson managersto fire workersdid not haveitsfull effect until the
spread d over a thousand 'bandit’ minessaw the disintegration o state
productionunits. Contracting out and cooperationwith the private sector
by state mine managers saw workersforced into the unregulated small-
scale private mines where intense competition and unrestrained profit
maximization combined with the fracturing of workers into smaller
groups. Economic decentraization and the release o 'market forces
resulted in the rapid expanson of smuggling from China, shifting the
interestsaf locd state officidsaway from coal miningtoillegd trade. Itis
thisillegal cross-bordertrade which accountsfor the increasedwealth and
higher standardsd living visiblein partsof Quang Ninh. Theproliferation
of bandit minesoccurred as state regulation collapsed altogether.

The gamblethat many on the L eft take with workers' livesin the hope
that friendly capitalistsor an unleashed state sector will observetherights
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 accidentsand occupational diseases. Lungand
skin diseases have spread to the residential areas near the mines and
slicosisefflictsover three-quartersd the miners." Ironically, thegovern-
ment directivesto reduceair pollution in the coal mining townsdf Hong
Gai and Cam Pha were concerned with cleaning up the area for the
development of the tourism industry, not the health of minersand their
families. Thiscoincideswiththeshiftin statewealth out o coal production
into the tourism industry, forcing minersinto the private mines or into
petty tradeand services. I n the bandit mineshundredsdieor suffer serious
injuriesevery year. The exact figuresare not available because the Viet-
nam General Confederation o Labour's (VGCL) Institute for Labour
Protection does not have access to private firms. Miners have died from
lack of oxygenonly 16 metresdownand floodsand cave-insoccur regularly
sincethemineslack basicinfrastructure. Children and femaeworkersare
targeted for the more dangerous night-shifts and are paid less. Even in
state mineswheremillionsdf dollarshavebeen earnedinexports- cited by
boththeRight and L eft asevidenced thesuccessdf themarket economy —
femal e workersreplace the outdated technology, carrying basketsda cod
on their heads.®

Hoang Chi Bao and Nguyen Thanh Tuan argue that as trade union
cadres, enterprise managers and state officids plunder state assets and
'degenerate intothieves, workersarereactingagainst thisby stealingfrom
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 manifestsitsalf in lax attitudes towards work and theft
from the work-place. But thisincreasing idleness, petty theft, and lack of
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labour discipline amongst workersisinterpreted by market reformers as
the cause of the inefficiency of state enterprises — hence the need to
increasethe power of managers and subject workersto thewhipof market
forces— using trade unions to ensure workers compliance.

The claim that the leading role of the state-owned enterprise sector
constitutesthe mainstay of the 'socidist orientation' is discredited by the
lossof control over stateenterprises and the effectiveeconomic ownership
exercised by incumbent managers. I n contrast to Russiawhere thislossof
state control is argued to have consolidated the power of the workers
collectivewithin the enterprise, the massivelay-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 classstruggle haswon asa human right), and thedeclinein
workers' control over the production process, suggeststhat state owner-
ship asit existsin Vietnam today has very little to do with socialism.
Vietnamese policy-makersand the new rightintellectual spoint to juridical
property relations and legal-institutional arrangementsto definethisstate
ownership. Thisisreadily informed by the revived bourgeois paradigms of
neoliberalism and post-Marxism, particularly neo-institutionalism, where
actual social relations are assumed to comply with theselegal-institutional
arrangements. Suchaviewisarticulatedin the Party's Gommuni st Review,
where the constitutional reforms of 1992 are argued to have raised the
National Assembly above conflicting political and social interests, enab-
lingit tocarry outits'fundamental activity' of ‘changing social relations’.”

I ntwoyears, the number of stateenterpriseshasdeclinedfrom12,500to
6,450. Of this, another 500 |ocal 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 officidly
privatisedinthewholecountry to date. Another nineteen arescheduled to
be privatised in 1994.* Market socialists and economic reformerswould
probably argue that thisis the result of the dissolution of loss-making,
inefficient enterprises, and the consolidation of the rest through mergers.
But this sdll-off of plant and equipment, buildings, and theillega sale of
land hasnot led to any paymentsto thestate. Instead, virtually al 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 arethesourcedf capital for the private and quasi-privatefactories and
busi nesses which have emerged out of the state sector.™

The state enterprise managers whoinitiated grassroots reformsin the
early 1980s prior to theeraof market reformillustrate precisely what Bao
and Tuan are referring to. Y et, these have become modelsfor enterprise
reform for Vietnamese and Western economists and political economists.
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Itisafamiliar model : increased efficiency; improved competitivenessand
exports; higher labour productivity and output; and financid autonomy.
The reformsintroduced 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 overseasborrowing. The transformationdf
thefactory regimeal sosaw exclusivecontrol over thefinancial resourcesof
the state enterprise shift to managers. Workersdo not have accessto the
accountsaf theenterpriseand haveno knowledged thefinancia structure
o thefirm, not even thesized the wage bill or profits. Thisrestrictsthe
ability of workersto monitor collectively the financial assetsdf the firm
whichareeffectively controlledby thedirectorand the chief accountant. A
practicecommonin most state enterprisesisto exploit thisexclusve 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. HCM C Food Corp. has
long been considered amodel of successful reform. Thedirector, Nguyen
Thi Thi, had close connections with Party leadersin southern Vietnam,
including Nguyen Van Linh and Vo Van Kiet, when she reformed the
enterprise in 1983. Thi reduced the administrativesaff from 4,200 to 30,
replaced middle managers with former capitalist entrepreneurs of the
pre-1975era, and placed workers on piece-ratewages. Retained profits
andforeignloanswere used to diversify thecompany's activities. ™ | n 1987,
the firgt joint-stock commercia bank was established, institutionalizing
theinformal banking and trading capital that had emerged from within a
group of state enterprisesin 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 expansiondf linkageswith the private
sector under aform o 'state capitalism'’.” But Kiet had misunderstoodthe
direction in which power and wealth was being transferred. Increasing
dependence on the networks and business practicesd private merchant
capital and thetransfer o state assetsand partsof the production process
tothe private businessesowned by state managersand their rel ativesinfact
brought these state factories and trading companies into the orbit of
private capital. HCMC Food Corp. wasgradually being hollowed out.

By early 1993, Thi wasforced into retirement when it was revealed that
the company had accumulated hundreds of millionsof dollarsin 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 businessintereststhat arose out o it. In tota
US$60 million hasbeenstolenfrom theenterprise, includingUs$4 million
worthaof machinerywhichwasmoved to privatefactories. In arelated case
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asubsidiary o HCMC Food Corp., Miliket, was established in 1987 with
money from the state budget. 1n 1990, the state enterprisedirector sold to
himsdf thetrademark, factory,warehousesand all o thephysical assetsdof
Miliket, payingfor it by usngfundsfrom thestate budget. Twoyearslater,
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 millionsin overseasloanswhich also haveto be met by the
state. Thisisonly one of hundredsd illega privatisationseach year.*
What isclear from thisisthat corruption on thisscalecannot be seen as
the continuationd past practicesor smply asthe negativesideeffectsof
the market mechanism. Liberals and some on the Left have become
obsessed with the phenomenondf corruptioninitself, usingit to measure
therdativedegreed demaocracy or to attack theindividual sinvolved. And
asfar asthe academics-turned-consultantsworkingon Vietnam and China
are concerned, there is no shortage of fascination with the methods of
corruption and with the ingenuity of state officids. Despite the liberal
rhetoric on political reform, thisis not a peripheral phenomenon to be
resolved by the 'rule o law' and the development of ‘civil society'. The
theft of state assets, pillaging d the state budget, the transfer o state-
owned land, factories, buildings and other assetsinto private hands, and
theinvolvementdf segmentsdf the party-state bureaucracyintheinterests
d indigenousand foreignfractionsof capital are not smply aberrationsof
an imperfect transition, but the very foundationsdf the new socia order
itself: the beginnings of civil society. Thisis not to say that 'property is
theft', but toidentify the mechanisms by which material wealthisshifted
outsidethe state, creating asphered socia power in which the exploita-
tion of thosefreeto sall their labour-power by those who have effective
privatepossessond themeansd productionisadominantsocial relation.
Marx showed that therisedf merchant capital iscontingentuponitslinks
tothestate. State power isexercisedin thisprocessdf primitiveaccumula-
tion, intheform of state-sponsored monopoliesand government contracts
gained through bribery and corruption. The most critical sourcedf mer-
chant wedlth isthe accumulation o national debt, where'a good part of
every national loan performstheserviced acapital fallenfrom heaven'.™
The link between corruption and the involvement o the relatives,
particularly the children, of party and state officiasin private businessis
critical to understanding this transfer d wealth from the state to the
autonomous social sphere in which capita is emerging. Whereas pre-
vioudy, political authority and privilege had provided the means to
transfer status and power from one generationto the next, the declinein
the attractiveness of careers in the state bureaucracy relative to the
potential wealthand power of privateentrepreneurs, and therestructuring
of the state apparatus, generates pressureon state officiasat al levelsto
use their politica authority to help their children set themselvesup in
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private busnesses. Although difficult to conceptualize, this personal
interestin ensuringthewell-beingd their children, definedincreasinglyin
termsd capitalist-entrepreneurshipjs possibly the most powerful motiva
tion of dl for the private appropriationd publicresources. In the case o
both HCM C Food Corp. and Miliket, it was anetwork o family relations
that underlay the processdf privatisation.

The shift in state wealth out o production and the formation of direct
linksto the indigenous bourgeoisie and foreign capital characterises this
privatisation process. It is exemplified by the transformationd the state
enterprises controlled by the HCMC Peoples Committee where the
retreat from production (manifestedin factory closures and the reduction
of theindustrial workforce) coincideswith the creationof theHCM C State
Financial Holding Company which institutionalisesthe financia interests
and nominal ownershiprightsd thelocal state apparatus. In the textiles
industry, the creation o close relations with private capitdist en-
trepreneurs has effectively transferred control over production to private
interests. The most powerful o these privateinterestsisMinh Phung, who
emerged from within the ranksdf the ethnic Chinese merchant capitalist
class. Closetieswith local party and state officidssaw the emergence of
the Minh Phung Production Company (originally established asa'collec-
tive economic production team' in 1991) as one d the largest private
textiles conglomerates; subsuming state textiles production units as the
HCMC People's Committeeretreated into trade and finance. The nature
d Minh Phung's ties to political power-holderswas reveded in a recent
investigationinto hisillegal banking and real estate activitiesin which he
wasshownto beprovidingcity officidsand their relativeswithinterest-free
loansand new cars. Despitethisinvestigation, state officia shaveindi cated
that policies to facilitate the expanson o Minh Phung's production and
export activitieswill beimplemented in 1994."

The formation o merchant capital from within the state enterprise
sector isnot smply aresponseto higher returnsor theinability to reform
industrial production. It istheoutcomed classstrugglewherethe assetsof
the enterprises are moved beyond the workers sphere d interests, and
beyond their control. Just as de-industrialization and the casualization of
work in the advanced capitalist countrieshas undermined thesocia power
d theworkingclassby shiftingindustrial production offshoreor dissolving
it into finance capital, the rise o merchant capitad in Vietham as the
dominant form o wealth hascreated asphere of accumulation outside of
the direct participationdf the industrial proletariat. Sub-contracting and
thereocationd productioninto small- and medium-scale privatesubsidi-
ariesunderminesthesocia power d theindustrial proletariatthrough dis-
integrating the production process, with workersgathered in fewer num-
bers and in conditions where their interests are atomized. Workers are
exposed to the competition of the labour market and their ranksarefilled
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with first generation workersand children who lack a sense of common
intereststhat extend beyond meresurvival,let aloneaclassconsciousness.

It has been argued that in Russiathe rise of merchant capital has not
affected the social relationsd production. In fact workers control on the
factory floor hasincreased.” There arecritical differencesin the historical
development o class relations and the nature o the state sector which
prevent any seriouscomparisonwith the casedf Vietnam. However, where
wedlth 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
socia relationsd production remain unchanged. And if social conditions
beyond the enterprise (such as massve unemployment, poor housing
conditions, and the collapsedf socia welfare programmes) arerecognized
asaffectingworkersasasocial force, then theargumentthat workershave
recaptured control of the factory floor must be treated with caution.
Particularly for workers no longer on the factory floor.

Whilethe bulk of the state enterprise sector isdipping into oblivion, a
new group of enterprises is emerging from within the non-economic
institutionsaf thestate apparatus. Themost prolificgrowth hasbeeninthe
businessesand production units owned by sections of the military. Al-
though around 300 enterprisesin construction, mining and transport are
recognized as beonging to the Ministry d Defence, there are over two
thousand enterprises which have been established using state resources
but which are not state enterprises.” The political power and influencedf
the high-ranking military officersthat run these enterprises allows this
entiresector to escapestate control, whileat thesametimeforgingorganic
linkswith state tradingcompaniesand commercia banks, and channelling
funds from the state budget. Both soldiers and civilian workers are
employed in these factories, offices, hotels, and construction teams,
dthough soldiersare only paid extrawagesfor this'private’ work in kind.
Surplusextractionis not mediated by redistributionasin the pre-reform
state enterprises, but is based on exploitation for private profit. But
clearly,for thesemilitary workersextra-economicmodesadf appropriation
remain important.

The dgnificancedf military involvementin private business on such a
large scale should not be underestimated. The environmental protection
lawsdueto be passed next year areirrelevant aslong aslogging and mining
is carried out by military-run companies. The proposed labour laws are
just asirrelevant. Minesowned and operated by the military havealready
shownthat thesafety and health of workers(let aloneminimumwagesor a
limit to the working day) are interestssuppressed by this combination of
political power and capital, wherethe coercive power of the state extends
into the factory regime itself. The murder o labour activists and the
political repression d workers' rights and interests by the military in
Indonesia gives us some insight into the possible dangers posed by
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military-ownedfractionsdf capital. Obvioudy, there are differences. the
People's Army cannot judtify the repressionof workers movementson the
groundsthat it gives rise to the threat df 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.*

Privatization: The Politicsof Exclusion

In the opening session o the Seventh National Congressdf Viethamese
Trade Unions, Communist Party General Secretary, Do Muoi, railed
against corruption and mismanagement in the state sector. The solution
wasclear:

Only through owner ship of sharesby the workers can they become the mastersof their
enterprisesand through thisrid the system of the diseaseof bribery and carrugia. =

Socidistscouldinterpret thisasthereversal o areformagendaintent on
ridding the system of what is Left. But in his advocacy o workers
ownership, Do Muoi had deviated from his prepared speech and govern-
ment policy, contradicting the agenda of policy-makersand their entou-
rage d 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 adlow workers to
participate in shareholdings— as membersd the public. In other words,
they could buy them if they could affordthem. It isareminderthat for the
new right technocrats, privatizationisabout resolvingthefisca crisisof the
state, and they are wdl aware that the same workers impoverished and
excluded under market reformsare unlikely to have dl that much money
stashed away under their beds.

Asmentionedearlier, amidst the 6,000 state enterprises, two have been
privatised. The first o these, Legamex International Corporation, was
‘corporatised’ in mid-1993. The Legamex conglomerate- combiningnine
subsidiaries, seven 'cooperation production businesses and four joint
ventures— employed 6,485 workers and had total assetsvaued 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 exigting loans, shifting the burden yet again to the national debt.
Despitethe rhetoric that these shareswere 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.” Thefirgt point then isthe excluson o workersfrom 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 exemplifiesthecreationd capitalintheprivate
sphere out of national debt. The fact that Legamex is only now under
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investigation for financia mismanagement and that the State Bank will
have to cover its overseasdebts comes as no surprise.

A programmefor workers shareholdingsin the state sector had already
beeninitiated by the government prior to Do Muai's speech. Itsaimis'to
create conditions for the workers to become the real masters d their
respective enterprises by linking their interestswith that o 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 participationin the control of the firm. In some casesworkershave
been issued sharesinstead of wages because another use had been found
for thewagesfund. I nthissensetheirinterestshavebeenlinkedtothewell-
being d the enterprise.

Earlier Vo Van Kiet had ordered that fundsbe set asidefor workersto
borrow in order to buy shares. Initially announcedasinterest-freefiveyear
loans, workers are charged 4.8% per annum on amounts of US$300 to
US$500, whichareonly lent on aone-to-onebasis, wherethey arerequired
to buy onesharewiththeir own money for every share borrowed fundsare
made availablefor. The fundsloaned are taken from the social welfare
fund o the enterprise. Every year the joint-stock corporation will use
profitsto pay back the debt to the state and the shareholderswill 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 shareswill
become transferable. In effect these are not shares, but long-term fixed
interest bondswhich — aswith all bonds- do not carry ownership rights.*

Wheresharescarryingownershiprightshave beenissued, workershave
only been dlowed to purchase just under 5% o the total sharesand in
other cases have been excluded altogether.” In one case workersin the
Refrigeration Engineering Enterprise (REE) were ableto acquire effec-
tive economic possession d the firm when it was equitised, collectively
buying over 50% o the shares and gaining control of 30% o the shares
held by the state. But far from constituting amodel for workers' participa-
tion in state enterprise reform, the head of the privatisation bureau,
Nguyen Van Tuong, haswarned workers againstfollowingthe exampleof
REE, recommending that they limit themsalvesto 10% d the shares
issued by an enterprise.” Another schemeoften misinterpretedasaform
o workers shareholdingiswhereworkersarerequired to pay afixed sum
to owners o private enterprises to secure employment.” Thisis not a
capital contribution but away of buyingyour way out of thestate sector or
theranks o the millionsdf unemployed.

Inanindirect critiqued thenew orthodoxy, Nguyen TheKiet criticized
the view that the working class has 'falen into line with capitalism’ in
advanced capitalist countries. In stating that workers ascent to middle
class status through public share ownership underpinssuch a view, Kiet
confrontsthe new right's attempt to collapse 'people's capitalism’ with
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socialism. Kiet arguesthat the exclusond workersfrom ownershipadf the
meansof productionisin no way altered by workersholdingshares, given
that ownership of afew shares and dividendswhich supplementworkers
wages cannot be compared to the power of the bourgeoisie. And it does
not alter thefact that workersare compelledto sell their labour-power to
live. Despite the rhetoric of 'peopl€'s capitdism’. the exploitation of

workersdoes 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 avay the very
notion of class, class antagonism and the exploitative rel ationships that
underlieit.” 1t seemsthat thisisprecisely theobjectived thediscourseon
‘corporatisation’ constructed by the reformist technocrats.

Trade Unionsand the Working Class: The Politicsd Inclusion

Thedismantlingdf thesocidist project under state policieswhich attempt
to break the power o the working class generates contradictionswithin
Vietnamesetrade union organizationswhich are themsealvesembeddedin
the structures o 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 workersto
achieve State abjectives.™ To alargeextent, thisrolehas been reinforced
under the transformation of state enterprises described above where
enterprise managershavebeen ableto usethisasaform d extra-economic
coercion.

Theextent of the crisswithin thetrade unionswasrevealedin thelead-
up to the recent Seventh National Congressd VietnameseTrade Unions.
What began as the usua pre-congress 'mass mobilization' campaign in
which national branch unions, local unionsand primary unionsheld their
own congresses, turned into open conflict between trade union members
and their representatives in which public criticism o the failuresof the
trade union movement was unleashed. The national congress, plannedfor
October, was postponed until November asthe V GCL executive commit-
tee met in Hanoi in an attempt to resolvethe crisis. It was at this meeting
that critical differenceswithin the trade union leadership were resolved
and the political report that had been submitted to the sub-nationa
congresseswasredrafted. Internal struggleswithinthetradeunionleader-
ship were resolved with the appointment of three new vice-presidentsand
changesinthemembershipdf thesecretariat. Therehasal sobeenafurther
centralizationdf power withintheVV GCL which marginalizesthe voicesdf
dissent. The powers of the executive committee and secretariat were
reduced and a more powerful presidential committee created. The out-
comedf thismeeting set theagendafor the national congressamonthlater.
Each o the sx hundred elected delegates was given a list o issues and
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resolutionsand instructed not to divergefromthem asaway o preventing
another outburst of publiccriticism at the congressitself.

From the very beginning d the pre-congress meetings workers accused
tradeunion cadresd forcingthe agendaaway from themost critical issues. It
was argued that trade union cadreswere only interested in their own wages,
trade union control over thesocid insurancefund, thesdectiond delegates
and g&ff for the congressbased on politica dliancesand persond contacts,
and the preparation o documents praisng the achievements d the trade
union movement. Trade union members a the grassroots level began
demanding that the falures o the trade union to protect the interests of
workers be addressed. The trade union's owvn newspaper argued that the
interestsd tradeunion cadresare not digned with thosed theworkingdass
becausecadresdo not sharetheliving and working conditionsd workersand
havenotrainingin protectingworkers rights. Theauthor concl led that they
are not membersd the working dass but a middle stratum o bureaucrats
with interests lying elsewhere.™ In locd and primary trade unions, it was
argued that nationd trade unionsareinclined to support the policiesd the
Party and the state regardlessd the effects on the interests and rights of
workers. Thisisreinforced by thefact that trade union leadersar e chosen by
the VGCL secretariat subject to the approvd d the Party, with workers
voting only to formaize this decison.

The most significant criticism was directed at thefailureto abandonthe
trade union's role asatransmission-belt o the party-statein which trade
union organizations 'neglect or nearly forget their function o protecting
workers legitimateinterests, because it was assumed that dl the interests
of workerscould not beseparated from the commoninterestsd theentire
peoplefor which the state is held fully responsible.™ As Xuang Cang has
argued, by 'participating in state management' trade unions had gone
againstworkers interests, alienatingtheir own congtituency. The VGCL’s
current 'socialization' programmeisintendedto shiftitssocia power base
fromthe party-statebureaucracytoworkers. But thishashadlittleeffectin
resolving the basic contradictions within the structure o power that
governstheexigingtrade unions. Cangargues that: "There isaparadoxin
the trade union's activities. the popular movements which take place
without the trade union's participation are more active than the move-
mentsorganized by the unizn. "™ The reasonsfor thisareclear. According
to Cang, the commodification of labour-power, the release o workers
from the state and cooperative sectors in their millions, the impact of
'business criteria on shop-floor participation, the absence of unionsfor
workersin the private sector, and workers critical avareness of 'private
interests (presumably meaningin the-state sector) havewidened the abyss
between trade unionslocked into the party-state apparatusand workers
interests, especially where these interestsinclude socid equality and the
right o democraticparticipationin the control o imdustry.™
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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,workershavetheright tosell their labour 'at theright price
whilst ‘enterprise ownersaso have the right to buy what they need'. The
degreeto which the labour movement hasretreated isreflectedin thefact
that workers rightsweredefined as. 'the right towork, theright toget paid
corresponding to the quality o their labour, and the right to socid
welfare”.” A democraticfactory regimeisnot aright.

Criticism of the relationship between the trade union and the state
included ademandfor arestructuringaof primary trade union committees
to remove state enterprise managers. |1t was argued that the trade union
committeecould not be responsiblefor representing workersin collective
labour agreements as long as managers represented both sides. The
primary unions, organized within each enterprise, are emergingasmecha
nismsfor organizingworkersin theinterestsof themanagement (smilarto
enterprise-based unionismin Japan). It wasin thecontext of thecontrol of
trade unions by managers that the issue o corruption and financia
mismanagement was raised. Not only were trade union committees
headed by directorsor vice-directorsbut trade union officialswere often
involvedin casesdf corruption and theft of state assets. It wasargued that
workers' interests and rights could not be protected by the same people
whoweredivertingstate resourcesinto private businessesof their owm.™ I n
those joint ventures between state enterprises and foreign companies
wheretrade unionshave been permitted, trade union cadres have become
part of the middlemanagement, receivingas much asUS$600 per month-
20 times more than the average worker. In return they guarantee the
foreigninvestorsindustrial peace."”

The low unionization rate in the private sector was an issue raised
repeatedlyin the lead-up to the national trade union congress, reinforced
by the seven strikes which occurred in 1993, but was removed from the
agendaby theVV GCL executivecommittee. Itischaracteristicof 'business
unionism' that the trade union operates as an organi sation which delivers
servicestofee-payingmembers. Theconstituencyisitsclients—inthiscase
the three million members o the VGCL - not the working class.” The
V GCL isnot concerned that only 20% dof foreign companieshave signed
labour contractswith workers, and only 15% have dlowed the formation
of labour unions. Only 14% o private Viethamese enterprises have
unions. As a result there are 2.2 million workersin the private sector of
whom only 43,700 are union members.” The trade unionists who have
campaignedfor the VGCL to recognizethe need for unionsin the private
sector areawared thelimited capacity of workersto organizethemselves.
AsTo Tham has pointed out, 'the labourersthemselvesare not willing to
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jointhetrade union asthey are concerned only with havinga jobwhilethe
enterprise owners do not want such an organization in their enterprise’."
Although it isillegal to sack workersfor trying to form a union, they are
well awarethat employerswouldfind another reasonfor firingthem. Given
that the number of unemployed hasreached seven million and the number
o 'underemployed’ on starvation wages is ten million, the threat of
unemployment asa result of demanding the right to unionizeisvery real.

Antagonism does not just exist between the VGCL and its nominal
congtituency. There are internal divisions, particularly between the dif-
ferent levels o 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 the1980sfound expressionthrough these part-time trade
unionists. rather than the uermanent trade union members. However. the
reformstrategy directed against workersin stateenterpriseswasreplicated
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 o this has been to release former trade unionistsinto 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 programmse.™

Althoughitisevident that there are political interestswithin the V GCL
which support aradical transformation of thetrade unionin thedirection
o agenuineworkers movement, thedomination of thetrade union by the
Party and state at al levels would pit the proponents of left unionism
against the authoritarian Communist regimeitself. Theincreased involve-
ment of themilitaryin capitalist enterpriseandtheriseof 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 smply a
matter of redefiningthe trade union agenda.

Recapturing this-agenda is made all the more difficult by the material
interests of fractions of thetrade union bureaucracy embeddedinit. This
includes the interests arising from the diversion o trade union and state
fundsinto businessactivities, particularly in the servicessector. It can be
argued that the profit-making business activitiesdf the trade union in-
creases the relative financial autonomy of workers organizations and
generates asource of fundsfor workersthemselves. But theseactivitiesare
based on channellingfundsfrom thestate budget, accesstowhichisgained
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 centra
business activity of the VGCL. The main agency for thisis the Labour
Centre o Vietnam Trade Unions (LACETU) and its provincia and city
branches. Established by the V GCL with statefundsin1991, thefunction
of LACETU wasto providetrainingfor unskilledworkersand to assistin
jobcreation. LACETU collectsfeesfromworkerswho apply for training
coursesor register themselvesas unemployed. There are discountsfor the
poor. Recently the Centre has introduced exclusve training courses -
including business management — for high-ranking cadres and leaders o
national branch unions." LACETU sent 1,500 unskilled workersto Saudi
Arabiain early 1993, and will send another 5,000 workersto the Middle
East beforetheend o the year.”

Despite the fact that as few as 5,000 d the 80-90,000 Viethamese
workersin the CIS countries have regular employment (receiving wages
whichfall well below theUS$35/month minimum set by Vietnam's law on
employment in foreign enterprises), LACETU plans to increase the
number o workersexported to the CIS countries.™ More recently, the
V GCL executivecommitteeapproved a plan to establish direct linkswith
foreigncompaniesto export workersto the Asian NICs, in effect compet-
ing with the Ministry d Labour which monopolizesthese markets. The
L abour and Specialist Export Service (L SES), established by the Ho Chi
Minh City Officed Labour, War Invaids and Socia Affairs, has been
successful in thisrespect, exporting workersto South Korea and Taiwan.
In areport on the activitiesdf the LSES, Phuc Tien revea ed that workers
sent to South Koreawere not trained but wereexploited as cheap labour,
replacing Korean workers who were laid off as soon as the Viethamese
workersarrived. They wereforced towork atwelvehour day, with unpaid
overtime, and were subject to beating and humiliation by the managers.”
When | raised theissued poor working conditions, violation o workers
rights, and forced unpaid overtime as evidenced in the experience of
Vietnameseworkersin Taiwan and South Korea with the VGCL, | was
told that the non-interferenced Vietnamesetrade unionsisguaranteedin
the labour export contracts.

Theexport of labour isjudtifiedon the basisthat it createsempl oyment.
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 givesexporting agenciesaccessto the National
Employment Fund provided by the state to reduce unemployment. How-
ever, in somecasestheworkerssent overseasalready have jobsin the state
sector and are hired out by state enterprisedireciors.” To arguethat thisis
aconspiracy o somesort istoovers mplify theissue: thereisastrongbelief
that workerswho are sent overseaswill be trained and experiencebetter
working conditions, particularly amongst trade unionists. Foreign conser-
vative and centrist trade unions have played a critical rolein shaping this
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discourseon the new global labour market and the necessity of integration.
But the material interestsd theexportersdf |abour reflect something more
than acommitment totraining. In onecasewhereViethameseworkersare
earning wages of US$100-120 per month (prior to contributionsto the
Vietnamesegovernment and transfer fees) the L SESofficid whotravelled
with them is being paid US$980 per month. In the case of the workers
contracted to Sun Sports in South Korea, 20% o their wages were
dlocated to the LSES.*

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 organizationspromotetheir passvity,
low wages, and 'unconditional sal€’. 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".* Onthedomesticfront, thisreinforcesthetradeunion's
commitment to thesuppressiond workers intereststo maintainindustrial
peace.

International labour organizations have achieved much in promoting
workers rights, but the predominance of conservativeand centrist trade
unionsin the formation o globd links that parallel the globalization of
capital has transformed a labour movement born from revolutionary
socialisminto a mere appendagedf capital. It is business unionism which
has internationalized, not |abour 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
workersas'human resources, regardlessd the exploitationthat they will
face.

The Vietnamese trade union movement as it is presently constituted
cannot representtheinterestsaf workersor 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
activitiesfurther into banking, financeand trade, thisindustrial peacewill
becomeits own prerogative and the organized labour movement will be
incorporatedinto the capitalist project itsalf.

In acritique o the failure of trade unions to protect the rights and
interestsd workers as they are forced into a labour market, Hoang Chi
Baoand Nguyen Thanh Tuan arguethat trade unioncadres, managersand
state officialshave 'degenerated into thieves. Thrivingon corruption and
shifting state assetsinto the private sector, ‘they have betrayedtheir class,
turning against the working class which brought them to power.® But the
roots o this betrayal lay in the formation o the post-revolutionary state
which established a structure o power that - through crisisand reform -
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givesriseto the embourgeoisement of thestaff of thestate. To arguethat
these segmentsd the Party and state bureaucracy are betraying their class
origins is problematic given that the petty bourgeoisie, rich peasants,
landlordsand the national bourgeoisiewereincorporated into theforma-
tion of the state apparatusin the nationalist struggle.” Incorporation into
the Party apparatus itself became a determinant of classidentity. Asthe
leading party ideologue, Truong Chinh, explained, . . . becausethe Party
is a party of the working class, once people, regardless of their socia
background, join the Party they already becomea member of theworking
class.®

Class Struggle and CollectiveAction

The extent to which the VGCL remainsa mechanismfor the suppression
of workers' interestsis evident in its policy towards strikes — the clearest
expressiond workers solidarity and commitment to collectivestrugglein
the face of the challenge of market reforms. How many strikes have
occurred sincemarket reformswereintroduced isnot clear. Accordingto
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, arguingthat 'the unionshavelostinterestin
workersand do nothing to protect therightsandinterestsof workers. Most
of theworkers' collectivestrikes occurred before the trade union cadres
wereawareof it’.” The main causesd thesestrikeswerethefall in wages
below thelegal minimum, increased work intensity, includingan increase
in the working day to 10-12 hours without compensation, poor working
conditions, and mistreatment by managers. Workers have never gone on
striketo demand wageincreases. They haveonly ever demanded that they
be paid thelegal minimum wage.

What is evident in these strikes is that workers have responded to
changesin thefactory regimewhere power hasshifted to managers under
market reforms. Virtualy all of these strikes have involved criticism of
management practicesand demands for greater 'democracy’ in the work-
place. Thisis not limited to the foreign joint ventures where absol utist
managerial control isintroduced from thestart astheway thingsaredone.
INn1990,200workersinastaterubber enterprisewent on strikefor thirteen
days. Thestrike committee dismissed the manager for abuse of power and
protested to higher authorities about the 'lack o democracy'. But the
policy of the VGCL on strikesisclear. Strikes are viewed as'an unavoid-
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able phenomenonin amarket economy’, given that 'business profitisthe
primary am of the employer, so it is necessary to increase productivity,
reduce expenditure, increase labour intensity, and minimize wages".™
Where strikesoccur ‘the trade unionmust take measuresin timeto protect
the legitimate interestsof workers and employeeswithout affecting eco-
nomic growth and political stability'. (Emphasisadded)."

In the textiles and clothing industry where workers have expressed a
high level of class consciousnessand solidarity through collectiveaction
sincethe 1930s, they now face adeclining state sector whichisforcing them
into small-scale private enterprises and foreign joint ventures where
conditions are much worse despite the higher wages. Textilesfactories
owned by the Ho Chi Minh City people's committee are laying off half
their workers, and across the country 20% of workersin state textiles
factories are out o work." Thousandsd workers in spinning factories
throughoutthe countrywork only threeweeksper month and receive 70%
of their monthly wages.™ Strikes had begun as early as 1989, when 170
femaleworkerswent onstrikein astate-ownedfactory. Themainissuehad
been the authoritarian system of management and deteriorating working
conditions. More recent strikes have concerned the extension of working
hoursadf up to 12 hours per day without additional pay, and the failure of
the management to pay the legal minimum wage. In November 1992,
workersin a Taiwanese joint venturefactory 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 workersin aforeign joint ventureclothing
factory, Ree Young, went on strike and after two days had forced
concessions. the full wage of US$35; overtimepay; alimit on night shifts
per week; and the right to form alabour union. In making these conces-
sions, the director said, 'l asotold the Korean techniciansnot to hit the
workers, even if they had explained something many times.""

Despitethe view expressed by the V GCL |eadershipthat 'strikes arethe
last weapon o workersfor defending their rightsin worker-management
relations, thetrade unionwill support the new labour lawsto bepassedin
July, 1994, which - despitethelegd recognitionadf theright tostrike—will
crimindlizestrikes. According to the draft law industrial disputeswill be
settled by arbitration committeesestablished at provincial and city levels.
If the dispute has not been resolved within 20 days, it is passed on to the
state committee o labour arbitrators. But the state committee of labour
arbitrators'only settle seriousdisputesin 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
agreedto by over two-thirdsd theworkers. On each strikeday, thestrike
leaders must provide written documentation (concerning the content of
demands, aligt o strike leaders on each strike day, the time limit of the
strike) to thestate officid sconcerned. The primeministerisempoweredto
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delay strikesat any giventime, and the presidentcanforbid or halt strikes
intheinterestsdf thestate. Finally,'Strikes which do not passthroughthe
stages of conciliation and arbitration procedures are forbidden.”* The
Minister of Justice, Nguyen Duc Loi, justified the legal recognition of
strikesin a revealing admission: "The world working class has fought for
thisdecisionfor hundredsd years and the capitalist class hasdlowed it.
And so we can't abolish thisclause.™

It isclear that thelegal recognitiond theright to strike amountstoits
criminalization. The law will establish mechanismsfor conciliation and
arbitration built upon the notion o the partnership between workersand
enterprise managers. By setting out the necessary stepsto betakenin the
event of a dispute between workers and employers, it isexplicitly stated
that these mechanismsmust be resorted to and the verdict given must be
adhered to. Strike actionwhich takesplaceprior to, during, or in spite of
formal arbitration proceduresis considered aviolation of thelabour law.
Theimpact of these mechanismsfor arbitration enforced by the state and
weightedinfavour d political stability and economicgrowth should not be
underestimated. Intimidation by managers and officialsand direct con-
frontation with the state bureaucracy can undermine workers solidarity
and forcethem into compromiseor retreat. Gender and racerelationsare
another spheredf dominationand intimidation. Thefema eworkersinthe
Ree Young factory strike found it extremely difficult to confront man-
agers, which led the K orean manager to commend them on the 'passvity'
o their strike action. Although collective struggle often makes workers
aware of other issuesthat they should be fighting for, the confrontation
with officids on the state arbitration committees, the time constraints
imposed by law and the pressure by bureaucratsto smplify their demands
may push more abstract demands(such asgreater democracy on the shop-
floor) lower on the agenda.®

The draft law also stipulates that, 'strikes are illegal if they do not
concernissuesrelatingtoworkersintheenterprise’ andareonly permitted
if they deal with 'labour problems’.® Not only does this restrict political
articulation of the economic struggle within the enterprise, but it aso
preventsworkersfrom expressingclasssolidarity. Thisisaseriousproblem
for thoseintent on describingthetransition asthereinventionof sociaism
or asocializedmarket economy. Revolutionsare not madeby 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 handsis political power and whoseinterestsdoesit serve?Thiswill
determine the whole content o the Constitution.”" Few would disagree.
Thespontaneousworkers strikeswhichgaverisetothe'soviet movement'
in Nghe Anin the1930swould today beillega.
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What is Left?

Whether or not workersconsider minimum wages, basic health and safety
standards, accessto housing, decent working conditions,and participation
in the control of productionashaving their originsin socidist ideas, these
ideasremain, 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
experiencesunder 'real socialism’) and assuch havecometo be considered
as elementary human rights.® A low-rankingtrade union cadre who had
spent ten yearsworking in a northern textilesfactory declared hersdf as
being 'againgt socialism’, arguing that, 'the socialist system only remem-
bersworkerswhen there's work to be done and forgets about them when
the benefitsare handed out’. Thenext timel met her sherailed againstthe
trade union leadershipfor failingto support the strikesin Ho Chi Minh
City where workers werefighting for their rights. This consciousnessaof
collective interests and critical awareness o workers rights has seen
increasing articulation of working class struggle. Thisiswhere the state
runs up against its own socialist rhetoric. Usurping power is one thing,
undoing the collectivestruggledf the workersand taking back what little
they've gained isquite another.

Four decades ago the drive by the revolutionary state to shift popular
struggle from national consciousnessto a higher level of class conscious
nessin the period of radical land reform laid the basisfor classstruggle
against the podt-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 processitsalf isan attack on the classconsciousnessof
therural andindustrial workerslaysbarethecrisis. Weare a sowitnessing
the attempt at the reconstruction of non-class alignmentsand divisions,
with the new right intellectuals undermining the very consciousness of
social conflictitself.

It could be argued that as the socialist project is dismantled and state
power iswithdrawnfrom thesphered production,theworkingclassisfree
to engagein collectivestruggleagainst the new capitalist social order. But
theeffectsof alienationfrom political power and the meaninglessformsaof
mass political participation that the Viethamese people have been sub-
jected to under an authoritarian regime should not be underestimated.
Neither can the reviva o aradical working classpoliticsrest on the hope
that ahigh literacy rate and acritical presswill facilitatecollective action,
even if the fact that both are in decline is ignored. The experience of
advanced capitalist countrieshasdemonstratedthat wehavebecomemore
literate and less articulate. And as suggestedin Qi ti que, "'The commer-
cialisationand bureaucratizationd knowledge has permittedavas expan-
sion ininformation and a declinein understanding.’®
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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', asRichard Levins has pointed out, thisleaves 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' isto 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 intermsof constructing socialism, consolidating the dictatorship of
the proletariat, and the Party's role asthe vanguard of the working class,
democratic centralism, and so on, further discredit thelanguage of radica
politics.™

The concept d a new partnership between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat which underlies business unionism and the denia of class
antagonism in the post-radical politicsof the Left, offers uswhat the new
Vietnamese policy orthodoxy and Western intellectual s and trade union-
istsconceive as a market economy with a humanefaceor afriendlier sort
of capitalism. Inthisabandonment of radical alternativestocapitalism, the
working classisto makemore concessionsand compromisesfor thesakeof
the national or societal interest, which then legitimates the subversion or
suppression of working classstruggle. Y et 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 politica
participation, istheresult of working classstruggleagainst thevery logicof
capitalism itself. Thiswas not achieved through concessionsand compro-
mise. It wascertainly not achieved through retreat.

Yet this retreat isvery real. In Vietham today, we are witnessing the
exercisedf state power against what remains of the socialist project under
therubricof 'market reform’. Thedefeat for thesocialistL eft did not come
with the collapse of Communist regimesin Eastern Europe or even with
the adoption of capitalist projects by Communist regimesin China and
Vietnam, butintheimmediate aftermath of thesocidistrevolutions, inthe
yearswhen the Communist |eadershiplocated itssocia power basewithin
the party-state bureaucracy itself, alienating the workers and peasants
from political power. It seems that the working classisonly 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 asevidencedf itsownretreat from radicalism. But
istheintellectual L eft and radical trade unionismthat isin decline, asmuch
in Vietnam asin the advanced capitalist countries.
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January, 1993, p.51.
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