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Hot Science, High Water explores the work of different genera
tions of Vietnamese scientists as they engage with local and 
international efforts to conserve nature, address climate change 
and carry out scientific research. Drawing upon ethnographic 
fieldwork in universities, government offices and foreign 
embassies, as well as the muddy intertidal zones of coastal 
Vietnam, the study reveals scientists engaged in a politics of 
nature that is local and global, contemporary and historical, 
and natural and social.
 The book challenges the notion that science and develop
ment are best understood in terms of centres and peripheries, 
or simple hierarchies where power is stable and concentrated 
at the top. Rather, through a careful microlevel study, it shows 
how power ebbs and flows as networks are reconfigured and 
time passes. With varying degrees of success, Vietnamese 
scientists strive to achieve their own ambitions through the 
production of scientific knowledge and their engagement in 
science economies that are suffused with material, moral and 
symbolic values. Meanwhile, their engagements with inter
national development agencies, Vietnamese government offices, 
colleagues and kin are facilitated by the mutual misunder
standings that they, together with their partners, cultivate and 
maintain. The resulting networks and exchanges, in combina
tion with increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere, constitute the world of climate change in Vietnam 
today.
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Preface

T
his is a study of what it means to be a scientist and to do sci-
ence in Vietnam.1 it is also an anthropology of science and 
development in a southeast asian country that grapples 

with global webs of knowledge production and international trends 
in development policy. as such it illustrates some general aspects of 
scientific organization and practice in developing countries in the early 
21st century. Meanwhile, it is very specifically about Vietnam, a country 
that went from being one of the world’s poorest and most violent as 
recently as the 1970s to a place where more than two decades of strong 
economic growth has earned it a spot amongst the second wave of asian 
tiger economies. This change takes place on the shoulders of continuity. 
nearly 60 years after independence the country remains governed by a 
communist party, and histories of imperialism, colonialism and armed 
struggle still influence the collective and individual paths of Vietnamese 
people. 

in the ‘West’ there is a tendency to imagine developing countries as 
being at the periphery of international science. in places that are distant 
from industrialized metropoles, research infrastructures are fragile, 
internet connections are slow and even the electricity in the research 
lab is intermittent. at the fragile periphery biological samples spoil in 
their thawing freezers, sensitive equipment short circuits, draft research 
reports evaporate in rolling blackouts and research notes burn during 
periods of political strife. Researchers are isolated, their books and jour-
nals are outdated and their work is generally published in local journals 
and local languages, not in international English-language journals that 
carry international rankings and impact factors. new technologies and 
new theoretical approaches arrive from temperate scientific metropoles 

1. The country name is sometimes spelled “Viet nam”. This is a hybrid of the common 
English and Vietnamese language spellings whereby the Vietnamese diacritics are removed 
but the letters, capitalization, and separating space are retained.
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while local scientists look for ways to adapt them to their oftentimes 
more tropical circumstances. To be able to provide for their families, 
developing country scientists work extra jobs where they assist inter-
national colleagues to mine more data to feed into the metropolitan 
scientific machine. 

This view of science in developing countries lends itself to two differ-
ent discursive models of development that were strong during the 1950s, 
60s and 70s, and that still resonate loudly during the 21st century. One 
model used by many programs and policies of governments, multilateral 
organizations and international nongovernmental organizations, as well 
as academic fields such as international relations, deploys conventional 
wisdoms about science and development that are fundamentally evolu-
tionary and organic. From this perspective, countries are like independ-
ent organisms, and with the right mix of nourishment (projects, aid, 
policy, technology transfer, capacity building) they may evolve from 
their australopithecine savagery to a fully human modernity on a par 
with advanced industrial nations (cf. Rostow 1971). The persistence of 
such conventional wisdoms, which discount the interdependence and 
temporal coevalness (Fabian 1983) of places that presumably occupy 
different rungs of a mythical evolutionary ladder, is as well documented 
as is the lack of evidence to support them (see Wahlberg 2007 and smith 
2009 for relevant and recent reflections). 

Meanwhile, in practice the language used to discuss scientific fields 
in developing countries lends itself to a centers-and-peripheries model 
with roots in classic works on development and economy by Wallerstein 
(1979) and Frank (1971). science is laden with references to centers, be 
they research centers, centers of excellence, or convention centers where 
conferences disburse international science findings. Meanwhile, the data 
and raw materials for scientific work are oftentimes collected from the 
periphery, from the field site. Perhaps because the centers are thought 
to be where science is most purely scientific and most productive, both 
theoretical and ethnographic studies of science generally focus their 
destabilizing gaze on science as it is practiced in Europe, north america 
and sometimes Japan (Bourdieu 2004; Knorr Cetina 1999; Latour and 
Woolgar 1979; Rabinow 1999; Rabinow and Rose 2006; strathern 
2005; Traweek 1988).
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Despite my critical stance towards these two models, the text that 
follows does not dispute the indisputable: that scientists at metropoles 
frequently have advantages over scientists in Vietnam; that scientific 
knowledge is accumulated and cumulative; that technology tends to 
become more complex over time. But, the ethnography that follows will 
show scientists in Vietnam who are members of intricate actor-networks 
that integrate the global and the local, the natural and the social, the 
historical and the contemporary, in ways that defy the simple rankings, 
dichotomies and summarizing generalizations that tend to inform con-
ventional wisdoms on science in developing countries.

This ethnography turns on its head the idea that power in science and 
development is concentrated in international centers. neither stooges 
of the state nor foot soldiers for international donors, Vietnamese sci-
entists are met who are creative agents with both visions of their future 
and significant space for self-determination. This is particularly the case 
with the privileged group of scientists discussed in this book. They have 
a foothold both abroad and at home. in most instances they trained 
outside of Vietnam to later return to scientific positions in government 
ministries, in universities, and (to a lesser extent) in non-governmental 
organizations (nGOs). More than brokers, intermediaries or transla-
tors that stand between the global and the local, these scientists are able 
to slip through the administrating grasp of donors and national govern-
ment to realize ambitions that are irrelevant, or even contradictory, to 
the programs, institutions and actors that would govern them.

Fieldwork and methods

This book is based upon one year of multi-sited fieldwork in Vietnam 
that took place during four separate visits between October 2007 and 
May 2012. During the first visit in October/november 2007 i spent 
one month visiting 25 universities and research institutions from Can 
Tho in the south to Hai Phong in the north of the country that were 
concerned with issues of agriculture, food quality, health, water, and 
natural resource management. From april through December 2008 
i was primarily based in Hanoi, and formally hosted by the Center 
for natural Resources and Environmental studies (CREs) at the 
Vietnamese national University. During June/July 2009 i carried out 
additional fieldwork in Hanoi and the Red River Delta, and during april 
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2012 i carried out follow-up interviews with scientists, development 
practitioners, and journalists in Hanoi.

The contacts that i made at my formal host institution were one 
starting point to finding informants for my research. But, it was by no 
means the only one. The international Foundation for science had had 
an active granting program in Vietnam since the early 1980s, and i was 
able to avail myself of its grantees as another starting point for identify-
ing interview subjects and field sites. as my research continued and i 
established closer contacts within the international development com-
munity, i was able to use those contacts to branch out to both foreign 
and Vietnamese informants. Later in my research i also established 
contact with the Vietnam Education Foundation through which i also 
met many researchers.

This kind of snowball sampling (Bernard 2006) has both limita-
tions and advantages, particularly in Vietnam. Given the complexity of 
Vietnamese hierarchies, it can be difficult to ascertain whether or not 
one has remained within one pyramid of hierarchy or branched out 
to others. i remember well asking a colleague to help me schedule an 
appointment with an important university official that i had seen at an 
event, but not actually met. i did not think i had any chain of social rela-
tions that could lead me to his office, so i feared it might be difficult to 
obtain an interview. My colleague made no phone call and did not leave 
the room, but only a minute or two later she looked up from her work 
and told me that the appointment was confirmed. With what telepathic 
abilities had she organized something that i had imagined would take 
days or weeks? Later, stumped, i asked how she had managed it. as it 
turned out, her close friend and colleague, who was also sitting in the 
room, was the niece of the university official. she had been listening to 
our conversation and she had quickly ducked out of the room and called 
her uncle’s private cell phone. in Vietnam, it is common that one does 
not know what the hidden relationships are. Kinship at the workplace is 
not a topic of polite conversation at the workplace (at least with outsid-
ers like me). as a result one does not always know where the loyalties of 
the people you are working with actually lie. For these reasons, i found 
it important to make contact with Vietnamese scientists from several 
different starting points as described above.
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On every occasion that i met someone for an interview or an infor-
mal discussion, I openly explained that I was collecting information for 
a research project to understand the politics of science in Vietnam, and 
that this would lead to a publication. i judged on a case by case basis 
whether or not to also ask permission to record the interview with a 
digital recorder. in general, i only recorded interviews with persons that 
i was meeting for a second or third time, preferring to establish some 
level of rapport and understanding before introducing the recorder. in 
my interviews with journalists, they sometimes recorded me (at the 
same time that i was recording them) in order to protect themselves 
from being misquoted in one of my texts. When I met senior officials 
or scientists in their offices, i sometimes recorded them during the first 
meeting for reasons that I explain below.

I found that a flexible approach to interviews was appropriate, but 
that ideally an interview would be carried out in a person’s home or even 
a café or restaurant. While the latter were sometimes difficult places to 
take notes or even hear what was being said, i noticed a great difference 
between the kind of information that i received in a person’s work office 
and the kind of information received outside the workplace. in the office, 
across a large desk with diplomas and certificates hanging on the wall, i 
often received answers to my questions that were in line with the official 
position of the organization (see scott et al. 2006 on interviewing gov-
ernment officials in Vietnam). it was also common that a junior or senior 
colleague would join the meeting, further structuring the boundaries of 
what could be said. in these cases, the use of a voice recorder did not 
seem to introduce additional limitations to the interview. However, by 
simply taking a tour around the building, visiting a laboratory, or going 
for a coffee the atmosphere changed significantly and interviewees felt 
much freer to discuss from their own personal opinion and experience. 

in addition to interviewing, i was an active observer and participant 
observer. My strategy was simple and obvious. i asked almost everyone 
that i met about conferences, workshops, research trips, and other 
events that were taking place, and if i could join in. Many times i could 
and this yielded a busy schedule of events related to climate, conser-
vation, education and development both inside and outside Hanoi. i 
also became involved in the work of researchers. Having many years of 
experience of reading and judging research proposals, and also being a 
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native English speaker, i volunteered widely to help in editing English-
language texts. While I do not use these texts specifically in this book, 
they gave me access to a range of draft grant proposals, scientific papers, 
evaluations and reports to donors, where i could see how scientists were 
communicating. It also offered a reason to discuss their texts, and why 
they formulated themselves in particular ways. More important than 
what I learned from these texts, by creating a role for myself I was able, in 
a very partial way, to reciprocate my informants’ time and patience and 
to demonstrate good will towards the work in which they were engaged. 

My participant observation extended to other activities as well. I 
organized a panel of young scientists working on climate change-related 
issues at a national climate change conference. i gave research grant pro-
posal-writing seminars for scientists at different institutions, once again 
drawing upon my previous experience as a grant administrator. And, 
even more enjoyably, i joined and (on a few occasions) hosted dinners, 
parties and bia hoi. On two occasions i joined in writing workshops as a 
colleague to write grant proposals, and in the case of a Vietnamese civil 
society network working on climate change, i helped to write an English 
version of their founding document. i was also invited to join in formal 
and informal dinners between international donor representatives and 
Vietnamese organizations. 

While discussing my research results with other scholars who work in 
Vietnam, many have expressed surprise at the candid insider accounts of 
science and development that i collected. i believe that there are several 
explanations for why many of my informants shared their experiences, 
insights and opinions. Firstly and most importantly, many of the people 
that i spoke with were deeply frustrated with what they describe as the 
corruption and inefficiency that is endemic to Vietnamese government, 
scientific institutions and international development cooperation. My 
questions were rarely specifically about these issues, but my informants 
often brought our discussion round to them. i think that they some-
times saw speaking to me as an opportunity to air their views to a larger 
(or at least different) audience without taking a significant personal 
or professional risk. secondly, some informants may have seen me as 
a potential ally in seeking research funding. as recently as 2007 i had 
actively worked for the international Foundation for science, a swedish 
nGO that funds research in developing countries that is carried out by 

Zink_book.indd   12 18/06/2013   18:13



xiii

Preface

developing country scientists. Furthermore, during my time in Vietnam 
i developed both private and research contacts with international staff 
at a number of embassies and development agencies. By participating in 
high profile Vietnamese workshops and conferences, i also ended up on 
the front page of a national newspaper on at least one occasion and on 
the television news on several others. My professional history, contacts 
and appearances may have led some people to overestimate my value as 
an ally and somebody who was worth talking to. Lastly, i was and am 
sincere in my sympathies with the Vietnamese researchers who struggle 
to earn a living and contribute to the wellbeing of their country under 
oftentimes difficult circumstances. i suspect that in combination these 
aspects contributed to many informants’ decisions to participate in this 
research project with openness and frankness.

Outline of the book

Dr. Dao is a Vietnamese scientist who trained in Eastern Europe be-
fore the fall of the iron curtain and who later became Vietnam’s most 
internationally well-known climate change scientist. Chapter 1 offers an 
introduction to Hot Science and High Water through the story of how he 
and his network challenged both the Vietnamese government and inter-
national donors to cede authority over climate change adaptation and 
mitigation. This account offers an introduction to the politics of science 
in Vietnam and introduces the concept of slippery spaces. These slippery 
spaces articulate actor-networks through mutual misunderstandings 
and misrecognitions. in Dr. Dao’s case, they facilitate collaborations 
amongst scientists and other actors under the mantle of addressing 
climate change while simultaneously making possible different and of-
tentimes contradictory efforts to reach other social, political and natural 
ends.

While ethnographic research generates an overwhelming amount 
of data about the present, it also reveals important historical links. as 
remembered histories and material traces the latter are active influences 
on contemporary science and development actors in Vietnam. Through 
reference to some of the work on the history of science and higher 
education in what is today called Vietnam, Chapter 2 links important 
moments and practices from the past to the contemporary politics 
of science and nature in Vietnam. The Confucian tradition of formal 
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education and bureaucratic service dating back two millennia helps us 
to understand the continuing role of scholars at the frontlines of struggle 
both with and for (imperialist, colonialist and nationalist) state actors. 
These histories remain important influences on present-day science via 
the patterns of organization that are their legacy, as well as the first-hand 
and passed-down memories held by today’s’ scientists. The inclusion of 
history as an actor in the making of nature and society is one of this 
book’s contributions to actor-network theory.

From the crass kickback culture of scientific funding to reciprocities 
that build upon long established traditions of teacher–student relations, 
Chapter 3 engages with contemporary science economies in Vietnam. 
i show how the production of scientific knowledge is infused with 
economic relationships amongst local and foreign actors. During an 
aquaculture research expedition and a donor’s annual review meeting, 
we find that science economies are shaped by short term needs to secure 
livelihoods, send children to good schools, and buy iphones; just as they 
are patterned by individuals’ own habitus and experienced histories. I 
describe the composition of exchanges that are central elements of 
scientific economies, of the spatial and temporal movement of their 
material and immaterial content across slippery spaces, as well as of the 
attendant shifts of power and influence amongst webs of actors.

Chapter 4 carries the reader some 110 kilometers downstream from 
the capital city of Hanoi to an intertidal zone where the main chan-
nel of the Red River empties into the Gulf of Tonkin. Here, i ask how 
Vietnamese scientists contribute to the production of nature(s) in the 
Red River Delta. in this historical and ethnographic chapter, i show 
how they become co-authors of nature. They interweave their beliefs 
about the ‘good nature’ with the agencies of the river, the sea and the 
birds, as well as the agencies of other national and international actors, 
in projects that advance their own particular scientific, economic, social 
and cultural goals. 

Returning to Hanoi, Chapter 5 shows that climate change is made 
from much more than greenhouse gas molecules. Rather than finding 
a natural (and real) climate change that coexists alongside other dis-
cursively and socially constructed climate changes, i find one climate 
change that is a coproduction of social and natural elements. Ministerial 
officials, local scientists, embassy staff, and development officers use 
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documents, money, facts, and the weather to imbue climate change with 
political, economic, and scientific life in Vietnam. This chapter follows 
the making of climate change from the arrival of international documents 
like the 4th iPCC Report to the drafting of a national climate change 
policy, to meetings amongst international donors, and to Vietnamese 
scientists’ own discussions with rural government planners. Upon closer 
examination, we see that the production of climate change in Vietnam 
is only understandable within the context of economies where actors 
reproduce elements of Vietnamese society at the same time that they af-
firm the scientific facts of climate change. Climate change facilitates the 
maintenance of kinship relations, political patron–client networks, and 
career advancement. Meanwhile, conflict is (usually) avoided through 
the careful preservation of the slippery spaces that link partners and 
facilitate exchange in material and symbolic resources in the absence of 
shared beliefs and goals.

The arrival of climate change in rural Vietnam is not the end of a 
chain of events or the final stop of a donor push to produce climate 
change. Rather, Chapter 6 reveals that it is only one of many moments 
in the general circulation of climate change in and out of Vietnam. The 
local traces of climate change, including scientific facts, reports and 
policies, are fed back into audits and negotiations that have currency 
nationally and internationally. This ethnographic chapter describes how 
climate change is carried to the local on the back of international budget 
support, only to return to the international sphere by way of the national 
climate change policy that scientists help to author. along this circular 
path, national policy texts become the tools for international negotia-
tions like those that took place at the COP 15 meetings in Copenhagen, 
Denmark in 2009. Rather than illustrating fixed hierarchies of political 
power, these examples demonstrate that the power of actors at both lo-
cal and international sites is dispersed and variable over time.

Chapter 7 is a case study of Vietnamese scientists who recently 
returned from PhD studies abroad. They find that the scientific knowl-
edge, habitus and subjectivities that they acquired abroad are not easily 
transferred to the social, cultural, economic and political context of be-
ing a scientist in Vietnam. in this chapter, young Vietnamese scientists 
struggle to create the kinds of slippery spaces that would facilitate their 
scientific work, but more often they become disconnected from their 
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colleagues and home institutions. as a result, their potential to produce 
new scientific knowledge is significantly circumscribed. More generally, 
this chapter describes the internationalization of higher education as it 
articulates with the practice of science in Vietnamese universities and 
research institutions. it reveals that scientists that lack strong social net-
works in Vietnam find it difficult to create the kinds of ambiguous spaces 
that permit one to carry out research and be scientifically productive.

 Together, these chapters demonstrate that the researchers and other 
actors who work with hot science and high water in Vietnam occupy 
spaces that are both local and global, and contemporary and historical in 
character. Their stories challenge the notion that science and develop-
ment are best understood in terms of centers and peripheries, or devel-
opmental stages, where power is concentrated at the top-most rungs of 
hierarchical ladders. instead, power shifts back and forth amongst dif-
ferent Vietnamese and foreign actors. With shifting degrees of success, 
they strive to achieve their goals through the production of scientific 
knowledge, as well as through their engagement in science economies 
that produce and trade in material, political and symbolic values. across 
slippery spaces and amongst jarring frictions, Vietnamese scientists 
creatively align local and international resources and partners, towards 
goals that defy simple explanation by reference to grand social and po-
litical narratives. They are parties to a politics of nature (Latour 2004) 
that connects climate and nature with the production and reproduction 
of Vietnamese society.
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1. Introduction

Climate change is not environment, it is politics. We don’t talk about 
party or government, we talk about climate change.
– Vietnamese scientist, Hanoi, April 2008

T
here is more at stake in Vietnamese debates about the proper 
way to respond to the threat of climate change than the appro-
priate mix of adaptation and mitigation projects and programs. 

Climate change is an arena where one can challenge established political 
hierarchies, both inside and outside of Vietnam. 

Having just arrived in the field for my second visit to Vietnam, i 
quickly scribbled down the words of the scientist quoted above in my 
notebook. i thought myself quite lucky to have captured such a subver-
sive conflation of politics and environment by a scientist from one of 
the world’s few remaining one-party Communist states. now, five years 
later, the sentiments captured retain their subversive feel, but i realize 
that they are not so difficult to come by in conversation with scientists 
in Vietnam. Over the course of fieldwork it became readily apparent 
that nature is political in Vietnam. not only this, but in my talks with 
scientists, development practitioners, embassy staff and representatives 
of the Vietnamese state i repeatedly encountered people busily engaged 
in what was simultaneously social, scientific and political work to realize 
new collective understandings and collaborative projects that often had 
diverse and diverging ends. 

Dr. Dao1 is a Vietnamese scientist who rode the surge of climate change 
into a national and international spotlight during 2008 and 2009. His 
story is illustrative of the convergence of the politics2 of nature, science, and 
economy in Vietnam. Dr. Dao was born in Hanoi in 1954. This was the same 

1. Here and elsewhere I use pseudonyms for the persons that appear in the text.
2. Politics is used very broadly in this text to refer to the manners in which things, activities 

and practices become objects of contestation amongst human actors (Barry 2001: 6).
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year that General Vo nguyen Giap and his army broke the will of the French 
colonialists at Dien Bien Phu, thereby heralding the permanent departure of 
France from the northern half of Vietnam. a brief period of peace was fol-
lowed by some fifteen years of warfare between competing Vietnamese ar-
mies, and with the Usa and its allies, until the fall of saigon in 1975 resulted 
in an independent and unified nation. This was a country that had suffered 
tremendous loss of human life, destruction of forests and agricultural land, 
and an impoverishment of its national infrastructure. Universities were no 
exception, and domestic resources for training a new generation of scientists 
were small. so, like many of those who were privileged enough to obtain 
higher education in the 1970s and 1980s, Dr. Dao pursued scientific studies 
with the aid, and under the geopolitical umbrella, of the soviet Union and 
its allies. in his case, he studied biology in Eastern Europe, beginning in the 
mid-1970s, and he received the PhD degree in 1986. 

after more than a decade abroad, he returned to a Vietnam that in the 
latter part of the 1980s was rapidly changing (and is still doing so today). 
Collectivized agriculture and the planned economy was not sufficiently 
productive to satisfy the basic needs of the population of Vietnam, with 
the result that leaders had little choice but to formalize and encourage 
the market reforms that individuals and groups were already beginning 
to implement in an ad hoc manner (Fforde 2009; Thaveeporn 2003). 
Beginning in 1986 and continuing through the late 1980s and 1990s a 
suite of economic reforms, called doi moi, legalized market mechanisms, 
and also began to open avenues for communication between Vietnamese 
scientists and foreign colleagues at universities, research institutes and 
international organizations. Oftentimes scientists were at the vanguard 
of the Vietnamese state’s interactions with counterparts in the West, and 
Dr. Dao was part of this shift. after leaving Hungary he quickly moved 
from his field of aquatic microbiology specializing in cyanobacteria to 
become a scientific generalist, developing expertise at the overlap of 
meteorology and ecology. in Vietnam he was a researcher belonging 
to a government organization, and in 1991 he also established his own 
environmental nGO. From these positions he pursued a scientific ca-
reer that involved a mixture of consulting and research. Like many of his 
colleagues, Dr. Dao and his family did not depend solely upon science 
and consultancy for their livelihoods. His wife owned and managed a 
bottled water company from the same building that was the family home 
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and the headquarters of the nGO. With this sturdy foundation, Dr. Dao 
was well positioned to insert himself into debates on climate change.

in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, the United nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development (also called the Earth summit) adopted the 
nonbinding United nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UnFCCC) that was signed by the Government of Vietnam during the 
same year. This was a basis for Vietnamese scientists at the Ministry of 
natural Resources and Environment (MOnRE), often with foreign fund-
ing, to begin transforming historical national data on rainfall, temperature, 
sea level rise, and tropical storm frequency and distribution into scientific 
arguments for and predictions of climate change. Physical changes were 
captured by 166 meteorological stations and approximately 900 rainwater 
gauges, some of them in operation for more than 100 years (Vietnam 
2003), and translated into scientific facts. These mobile and stable facts, 
or immutable mobiles (Latour 1987), were fed into the growing interna-
tional political and scientific movement to produce knowledge about 
climate change as well as international treaties to respond to it (including 
the Kyoto Protocol in 2005). 

During this span of years, Dr. Dao, an energetic and enthusiastic 
scientist who was conversant in English, found a niche in international 
networks as a partner that could provide a Vietnamese point of view 
in international projects and meetings. Travelling widely, he main-
tained a presence in Un (especially the United nations Environment 
Programme – UnEP) activities related to environment and climate, 
and together with a handful of other Vietnamese scientists, became 
involved with researchers from Great Britain as collaborator on research 
projects addressing the Vietnamese adaptation to climate change. This 
said, Dr. Dao was most actively involved in international organizations 
and projects, and his scientific links with the Vietnamese government, 
the employer of most scientists in Vietnam and the authority that sets 
most research agendas, were more nebulous. This path brought him into 
contact with many more international organizations, and eventually led 
to his role as a lead author of a section in the 4th intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (iPCC) report published in 2007.3 

3. The same section, incidentally, is most famous for an error regarding the Himalayan glacier 
melting rates that contributed to the crisis of credibility at the interngovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change in late 2009 (Carrington 2010).
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importantly for Dr. Dao and Vietnam in general, the 4th iPCC 
report intertwined observations of nature that had been produced by 
scientists and their tools with the work of politicians, bureaucrats, nGO 
representatives, and other actors, as well as the promise and realization 
of money, material and prestige. On the one hand, the text, graphs and 
tables contained in the document do not change as they are passed from 
place to place. They are part of the global circulation of immutable and 
mobile facts that constitute some of the most widely agreed upon truths 
of climate change. On the other hand, the influence of the report rests 
not only in the stability of the representations of nature across space and 
time, but also in the flexibility with which they can be used to promote a 
range of social, economic and political projects. The report is an example 
of what sheila Jasanoff calls ‘joint achievements of scientific, technical 
and social enterprise: science and society, in a word, are co-produced, 
each underwriting the other’s existence’ (2004b:17). 

Despite his considerable range of international contacts, other 
scientists described Dr. Dao as a normal scientist with a relatively low 
national profile up until the year 2007. But things changed when the 
five members of the norwegian nobel Committee recognized former 
United states Vice President al Gore together with the iPCC in Geneva 
as the joint winners of the 2007 nobel Peace Prize. as a lead author of a 
chapter of the 4th iPCC report, and the only lead author from Vietnam, 
Dr. Dao implicitly shared in the honor of the nobel Prize. When i met 
Dr. Dao for our first interview in november 2007, he was quite proud of 
his participation in the iPCC report. However, it was not until the arrival 
of a lightweight object in the post that Dr. Dao achieved a new level of 
credibility and power. a paper letter together with a poster-sized repro-
duction of the certificate awarded to the iPCC by the nobel Foundation 
assembled the agencies of the norwegian nobel Committee, the iPCC, 
and the legacy of Alfred Nobel and his explosively profitable inventions 
(not to mention the inevitable rise of greenhouse gas molecules in our 
common atmosphere) and delivered them to Dr. Dao’s heavy wooden 
desk in a cool, dark office on a crooked alley in central Hanoi. 

The result was the rebirth of a Vietnamese scientist with the author-
ity to assemble audiences and perform climate change through recourse 
to props marshaled from across the globe and through history. The 
arrival of the poster and letter brought leading figures in Vietnamese 
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science as well as a host of journalists to the modest offices of Dr. Dao’s 
nGO. They came to see and, for the most important people, to touch 
the documents. Towards the end of our second meeting, Dr. Dao re-
trieved the papers for me to see and offered me a copy of the letter from 
Rajendra Pachauri, Chairman of the IPCC. He explained that given 
their importance for the nation, he would probably leave the original 
documents to a museum for posterity.

The letter and poster imbued Dr. Dao with new authority as the 
Vietnamese expert on climate change. He became a regular speaker at 
conferences and workshops on climate change that were sponsored and 
organized by foreign development cooperation organizations. During 
2008, for example, I saw him speak at events in Hanoi sponsored by the 
Usa, australia and sweden, and he frequently travelled abroad to in-
ternational climate change conferences. at events in Hanoi and abroad, 
Dr. Dao would be introduced as Vietnam’s first nobel Prize winning 
scientist. Meanwhile in the Vietnamese media he became ‘Mr. nobel’ 
(ong Nobel) and was closely associated with the 2007 Peace Prize (Clark 
2008; nguyen 2008a; Tuoi Tre 2008; Vns 2008b). in these various fo-
rums, Dr. Dao marshaled his own research findings together with those 
of the iPCC and others to emphasize the vulnerability of Vietnam to the 
effects of climate change, and to argue that actors and institutions at all 
levels should begin to work in earnest to find solutions for the impending 
disaster. at these events he spoke forcefully and at a rapid pace that chal-
lenged even native speakers’ ability to decipher his content. standing 
before the audience, smartly dressed in a suit with newly grown long 
straight white hair giving him an aura of a gracefully aging rock star, he 
would conduct a cavalcade of powerpoint slides collating the ideology 
of Marx, the photographic evidence of typhoons breaching dyke walls 
in the Red River Delta, and graphs distilling global temperature and sea 
level shifts into colorful peaks and valleys. 

at the same time, Dr. Dao not only performed what was already out 
there, he also sought to expand climate change beyond the bounds of 
the moment. although he had no firm purchase on the scientific and 
political hierarchies within the Vietnamese ministry responsible for 
climate change, he mobilized his newly reinforced scientific legitimacy 
and access to media, publicity, and project money to attempt to reor-
ganize the politics of climate science in Hanoi. Together with a handful 
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of colleagues from Vietnamese nGOs and with the blessing of the 
government’s umbrella organization for nGOs, he sought to found a 
Vietnamese civil society network4 with a mandate to address climate 
change in Vietnam. The network was intended to displace international 
nGOs operating in Vietnam, and become a counterpart to the national 
government. in doing this Dr. Dao presented himself alternatively as an 
independent scientist or as the Director of a Vietnamese nGO. i never 
heard him make reference to his formal employment at a Vietnamese 
research center, nor to his numerous, presumably unpaid, positions as 
Vietnamese representative for international science and environmental 
organizations.

The state in Vietnam is complex,5 as is its relationship to so-called 
civil society. Furthermore, the kind of horizontal networking and 
collaboration initiated by Dr. Dao’s network is rare in Vietnam, given 
the predominance of vertical hierarchies within which Vietnamese 
nGOs must generally be careful to maintain a stable and dependent 
relationship to state organizations and political patrons (nørlund et 
al. 2005; salemink 2006). These organizations and patrons, in turn, 
occupy spaces in one or more of four intersecting and intertwined hier-
archies of political authority in Vietnam. The Vietnamese Communist 
Party (VCP) with its 3.6 million members is one pyramid of power.6 
Beginning at its top, the VCP has a General secretary, a politburo 
consisting of 16 members, a central committee consisting of 200 mem-
bers, and innumerable smaller committees within provincial and local 
government, as well as state and non-state institutions. The national 
assembly, Vietnam’s parliament, is another seat of political power. it is a 
popularly, but not freely, elected body, whose some 500 representatives 
from all parts of the country meet twice per year to debate and pass laws. 
Meanwhile, the Government of Vietnam is a nested hierarchy consist-
ing of national level ministries, provincial departments, and local level 
Peoples Committees. Finally, there is a national Fatherland Front. This 
organization sits at the top of a hierarchy of mass popular organizations, 
unions, and Vietnamese nGOs. in the case of the latter, they occupy 

4. The name of this network would change several times during 2008. it began as a civil soci-
ety platform and later stablilized as a civil society network.

5. Martin Gainsborough (2010) offers an excellent discussion of the Vietnamese state.
6. i began thinking about these pyramids after a discussion with neil Jamieson in 2008.

Zink_book.indd   6 18/06/2013   18:13



IntroductIon

7

a quasi-legal political space and survive through membership in the 
Vietnamese Union for science and Technology associations (VUsTa) 
combined with the personal political patronage ties of the leader of the 
nGO to persons with authority at higher levels of one of the state hier-
archies.7 These four formally organized hierarchies of political power, 
the VCP, the national assembly, the Government and the Fatherland 
Front, are themselves intricately linked and entangled through the in-
dividual persons that simultaneously occupy positions in two or more 
of the hierarchies, or through shared social relationships (e.g. kinship, 
belonging to a geographical place, alumnae of the same university class, 
or student–teacher pairs). 

The Vietnamese government is generally intolerant of domestic 
civil society organizations that are not affiliated to one or more of the 
established political hierarchies. This intolerance is partly obscured by 
the wealth of domestic Vietnamese organizations that claim to be non-
governmental organizations and to represent civil society. However, 
upon closer look, formal and informal links to the established political 
hierarchies generally become visible. Where such links do not exist, the 
durations of the voices are usually short. The media in Vietnam is an-
other example of this state of affairs. Newspapers belonging to govern-
ment ministries or offices are widely available at street-side stalls, while 
networks of internet bloggers that are critical of the Vietnamese govern-
ment are regularly chastised, prosecuted, and punished, and access to 
their servers is curtailed (aFP 2008; Brummitt 2012; Cain 2008). 

Power and wealth are accumulated towards the upper reaches of gov-
ernment hierarchies. However, the trend is neither simple nor absolute. 
in terms of both power and wealth, a significant decentralization and 
privatization has taken place in Vietnam since the mid-1980s.8 Hence, it is 
not always certain whether actors at upper levels of these hierarchies will 
be able to successfully exert their wills in political and economic contests. 
The degree to which the center influences local and regional members of 
political hierarchies is a result of both the center’s monopoly on coercive 
force and the degree to which the center controls economic flows and 

7. Whether or not “Vietnamese NGO” is an oxymoron can be (and is) debated, and the an-
swer very likely differs from one individual case to another. 

8. The decentralization of power in Vietnam and ensuing political struggles within the state 
are the topic of a number of studies (see for example: Koh 2001; Norlund et al. 2005; 
Thanh and sikor 2006, and Thaveeporn 2003).
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exchange. The less dependent local and regional actors are on authorities 
in Hanoi for acquiring material rewards (e.g. through foreign direct invest-
ments or development aid), the greater leeway they have in negotiating 
with Hanoi-based centers of political authority (Malesky 2004). 

Evidence of this competition over resources becomes public in 
disparate arenas. While interviewing Vietnamese journalists i learned 
that corruption cases reported in the newspapers are not necessarily evi-
dence of a general crackdown on corrupt bureaucracies. Rather, they can 
be evidence of turf battles amongst public officials, such as two Hanoi-
based deputy ministers competing to rise in the political hierarchy, or 
national and regional leaders battling for control of state revenue. in the 
words of a journalist that i spoke to (also reflected in Gainsborough’s 
(2010) book on the Vietnamese state), it is very rare that either of the 
fighting buffalos is seriously wounded. instead it is the flies that buzz 
around the beasts (journalists, middle or lower level bureaucrats or 
businessmen) that are crushed in judicial corruption proceedings. 

The civil society network that Dr. Dao helped to found did not 
dispense with these hierarchies. Rather, it combined the usual vertical 
linkages with a broader horizontal structure. He brought together some 
15 national nGOs located in Hanoi that were considering or carrying 
out climate change projects, while also attracting additional partners 
from other national nGOs, universities, and even private enterprise. This 
specific kind of formal, public network is rare in Vietnam even if through 
private and informal relationships they are common on a small scale. 

The appropriation of the concept ‘civil society’ was a considered 
choice and a strategy that had to be implemented with sensitivity to 
existing political hierarchies. Dr. Dao and his colleagues from other 
organizations were careful to assert that this civil society network was 
meant to complement and not displace the Vietnamese state as repre-
sentative of the needs and wishes of the Vietnamese population. in their 
discussions with me, they specifically emphasized that the civil society 
network was directing its challenge towards the dominance of interna-
tional nGOs in Vietnam. international nGOs refer to themselves as 
a part of civil society, and it is widely recognized that they have more 
influence over the government than do Vietnamese nGOs (Forsberg 
2007; salemink 2006). This influence is resented by many local scien-
tists and development practitioners, and the civil society network was 
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imagined as an alternative with more legitimacy as a representative of 
the interests of the people of Vietnam. in the press release preceding the 
first large public meeting of the network on 11 september 2008, Dr. Dao 
is quoted saying 

Climate change is becoming a burning issue in Vietnam. Besides the in-
ternational assistance, only the Vietnamese people can resolve climate 
change issues in Vietnam. We need to push up our internal power to 
address such issues. 

Meanwhile, a news article carried by the inter Press service, a news 
service focusing on developing country and civil society issues, caught 
Hanoi-based representatives of international nGOs unawares. The article 
caused a stir of concern that i was able to observe at a monthly meeting 
of the Climate Change Working Group (CCWG), a network of interna-
tional nGOs working in Vietnam. appearing shortly after the first public 
meeting of the network, it highlighted both Dr. Dao and the institutional 
fissures among different institutions working on climate change:

Part of the 2007 nobel Peace Prize-winning intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change and director of [a Vietnamese nGO], [Dr. Dao] 
has been instrumental in forming the new Vietnam network for Civil 
society and Climate Change, a network of Vietnamese nGOs con-
nected to local business and government bodies. Though a Climate 
Change Working Group already exists, it is made up of foreign NGOs. 
“Only the Vietnamese can tell the Vietnamese people what to do. 
They understand the traditions, the habitation. We can share and help, 
possibly more than foreign nGOs. Vietnam has a lot of international 
organisations; it leads to dependence.” (Clark 2008)

in addition to being more legitimate as a representative of the 
Vietnamese people than are international nGOs, the network intended 
to be more effective and efficient than the existing alternatives. The 
small group at the heart of the network foresaw that a gathering flood 
of climate change money was about to wash over Vietnam. They feared 
that this money would be largely absorbed by highly paid international 
staff and consultants, or lost to inefficiency and informal economies. in 
their discussions with me, they explained that the civil society network 
was specifically intended to permit Vietnamese actors to stand above 
this flood and outside the normal patron–client relationships (Wolf 
1966; scott 1972), and manage its course to better achieve Vietnamese 
climate change goals. 
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These ambitious ideas sparked considerable interest as well as some 
concern amongst international nGOs, during 2008 and afterwards. 
The civil society network was discussed at public and private meetings 
organized by Ministries, universities and international nGOs, in the 
media, in embassies and amongst multilateral donors. at one of the in-
formal meetings of donors that i attended, the status and potential of the 
new organization was discussed, and it was speculated that there were 
local ambitions to go even further by instituting a Vietnamese version 
of the iPCC that would have even greater local credibility. Meanwhile, 
a Vietnamese biologist remarked to me following his attendance at a 
meeting of the network that the Vietnamese network would most likely 
absorb the CCWG, a network dominated by international nGOs. 

The extent to which the network will be successful in achieving its 
original aims, or find new goals, is uncertain, and to be quite frank, 
rather dubious. The actors that would oppose a major shift in the way 
the business of development and climate change aid is conducted are 
many and well entrenched. Likewise, the networks and hierarchies that 
constitute political power are the result of considerable investment, and 
they are guarded. By 2010, the network had dropped ‘civil society’ from 
its name and was working together with CCWG with Finnish develop-
ment funding. nevertheless, the network is still active and attempts 
to represent Vietnamese civil society, not least as a representative of 
civil society participating in international climate change negotiations 
abroad.

Regardless of the future of the network, its founding is an example 
of a politics of nature in which Vietnamese scientists play an important 
part. it is correct that climate change would be difficult to produce in 
Vietnam without the historical observations and inscriptions of sea-
levels and temperatures, the calculations of atmospheric concentra-
tions of greenhouse gas molecules, and the extraction and analysis of 
physical traces of prehistoric temperature shifts trapped in bubbles held 
still within polar ice sheets. nevertheless, climate change is not only a 
scientific fact derived from physical processes. it is as importantly the 
product of fundamentally social, cultural and technological work car-
ried out by numerous actors inside and outside Vietnam. The award of 
a nobel Peace Prize and the subsequent letter sent by the Chairman of 
the iPCC to Dr. Dao set in motion an effort to redistribute the power 
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to define Vietnamese responses to projections of rising sea levels. This 
is an illustrative point of entry into how climate change was arriving 
and being coproduced9 in Vietnam. The assemblage that resulted was a 
climate change that was simultaneously natural and social, material and 
symbolic, human and non-human.

Actor-networks

an actor-network is an assemblage of connected people, places and ob-
jects (Latour 1987). The term emphasizes both the interdependence of 
a range of actors as well as their individual agency, be the actors human 
or non-human. Here, agency is used to indicate the potential to influence 
or act upon other people and things, but it does not impute a self-con-
scious will to the actor. The term actant (Latour 2005) rather than actor 
is used to draw attention to the possibility that agency can lie in objects 
or processes that are non-human, and that do not act consciously (or in 
the case of animals, not with the same sort of consciousness). The tem-
poral character of the relationships, and the networks that they form, 
can be as shallow as yesterday or reach across years or millennia through 
the technologies of memory, photographs, oral history and preserved 
texts as well as through the movements and emplacements of objects 
and populations.

as a theoretical approach, actor-network theory is particularly use-
ful for revealing the normative, political and economic trajectories that 
are part and parcel of scientific knowledge production (Wynne 2010). 
However, a strength in excess can also be a weakness. And, as it was 
elaborated in the 1980s and 1990s, actor-network theory had the ten-
dency to become a blunt instrument for punishing a stereotyped natural 
scientist who was fundamentally positivist and arrogant (Fischer 2009). 
in language that dripped with distaste Bourdieu lamented that actor-
network theory could not see the field for all of the individual blades of 
grass. Calling it ‘constructivist microsociology’ (2004:57) he criticized 
actor-network theory for mistaking the normative motives held by sci-
entists for evidence of the normativeness of scientific fact. 

9. sheila Jasanoff uses the term coproduction to capture how ‘the identities, institutions, 
languages and representations created by science and technology can be politically sustain-
ing, by helping societies to accommodate new knowledges and technological capabilities 
without tearing apart (indeed, often by reaffirming) the legitimacy of existing social ar-
rangements’ (2004b: 39).

Zink_book.indd   11 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

12

Latour’s (2004; 2005) more recent work is responsive to the critiques 
mentioned above, but does not concede them. Following him, i use an 
actor-network theory that is constructivist, but not social-constructivist. 
in other words, i begin from the position that people live in worlds that 
are constructed of elements that are simultaneously social and natural. 
stable truths and facts are constructions, but human intentions are not 
necessarily more important than the actions of objects and non-human 
forces for determining the content of those stabilities. 

Likewise, my research follows a larger trend that applies actor-
network theory to a range of social situations beyond the confines of the 
construction of scientific knowledge. This means that i bring to my field 
site an intention to observe how and with what materials social worlds 
are made by human and non-human actors (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987). I take for granted that social structures, like facts, do not exist 
prior to their construction and maintenance by people, machines, ob-
jects and forces of nature. as a result, social structures are not afforded 
priority as factors that explain the existence of other social structures, 
or social and cultural worlds of people in general ( Jensen and Rödje 
2010; Latour 2005). instead, i trace the actors and their networks of 
relations that explain how facts and structures maintain their stability. I 
ask questions such as what makes climate change, or an environmental 
conservation area, a real and stable truth in Vietnam? This leads to a 
method of research that focuses on individuals and objects, and their 
relationships with other individuals and objects. 

From the perspective of actor-network theory, explaining social 
phenomena with reference to capital, class, or power, rather than by 
teasing out observable relationships and interactions, is a shortcut that 
generalizes and summarizes how our world is stabilized without actually 
indicating the work that people and objects do to maintain those stabili-
ties. in the worst case, such approaches mystify rather than illuminate 
the origins of the stable parts of our world. although grand narratives 
have an appeal and value, their smooth explanations are too distant from 
the complexity and bumpy texture of ethnographic data to be satisfying. 
if i had focused on ‘the big picture’ from the beginning, i might instead 
tell a tale of climate change in Vietnam as a neoliberal environmentality 
that industrialized states and their multilateral allies seek to impose, 
thereby coercing a developing country state to accept responsibility for 
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a global malaise that they did not create, and swallow the technological, 
market and surveillance medicines that will not end the malaise, but will 
further strengthen existing dependency relationships. Similar grand nar-
ratives are available in other scholarly books as well as in critical journals 
and magazines. and while they do tell us something about the world in 
which we live, the people that i met in Vietnam, and the projects that 
they engaged in, were far too multidimensional and entangled with other 
actors to be satisfyingly explained by such narratives. Rather, they would 
lead us to assign responsibility in big chunks to rather homogeneous 
groups (communities, states, classes) where the empirical research on 
Vietnam tells us there is complexity and heterogeneity. For this reason, 
i choose to attend to the more detailed architectures of climate change, 
knowledge production, nature conservation, and scientific work to find 
answers to questions of ‘how?’ and ‘why?’ 

as importantly, the simplification of messy reality into large-scale 
forces and processes would leave us with an understanding of contem-
porary challenges that does not really help us to imagine how we might 
achieve an alternative future. Herein lies another of the ways that actor-
network theory has influenced this ethnography. When actor-networks 
are described, new opportunities arise to imagine alternative arrange-
ments of actor-networks that might lead to different future possibilities 
(Bennett 2010). By refusing to recognize an artificial divide between 
politics and knowledge, we challenge scientists’ and other experts’ tra-
ditional claims to authority based upon their access to objective truths. 
at the same time we create opportunities to find new avenues by which 
their knowledge can be used to address contemporary crises of environ-
ment, economy and inequality (Latour 2004). i see this as an important 
potential, not least given the common complaint amongst scientists that 
people in positions of power rarely take the time to understand and use 
their scientific knowledge. 

Like social structures, power is a phenomenon to be explained by 
documenting the actor-networks and the actions that brings it into 
existence.

Power, like society, is the final result of a process and not a reservoir, a 
stock, or a capital that will automatically provide an explanation. Power 
and domination have to be produced, made up, composed. (Latour 
2005: 64)
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Power is explained by tracing the connections and illustrating the actor-
networks that result in power. Persons are powerful because of the allies, 
objects and truths that they can assemble to support their assertions and 
claims.

This said, i am interested to go beyond mapping the origins of actors’ 
power, and to also ask why power is composed in particular ways and 
why it is dedicated to achieving particular purposes. To return to the 
scientist quoted at the beginning, it is interesting to ask why a scientist 
in Vietnam should choose to try to influence the politics of the country 
through a phenomenon such as climate change. We can further ask, 
what are the powers that he brings to bear on other actors, why does he 
seek to assemble them, and why are they persuasive? 

To find a vocabulary to pursue these answers consistent with actor-
network theory, i begin by turning to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. 
Bourdieu explained human organization and individual actions by 
drawing our attention to how the habitus embedded in human minds 
links social structure to individual agency. For Bourdieu, habitus was 
a ‘socially constituted system of cognitive and instructing structures’ 
(Bourdieu 1977: 76). a person’s habitus is the result of that person 
having lived under particular conditions and internalized attitudes and 
strategies particularly suited to those conditions. Furthermore, habitus, 
by shaping the choices and actions of individuals, is responsible for the 
(imperfect) reproduction of social structures over time and generations. 

The concept of habitus might seem a strange choice, given the deep 
skepticism that Bourdieu held with respect to actor-network approaches 
(see Bourdieu 2004) as well as his own commitment to theorizing 
the relationship between social structures and individual agencies. 
nevertheless, habitus makes as much sense without the a priori assump-
tion of structures as it does with it.10 Together with all of life’s other 
lessons, a scientist’s habitus is shaped and formed through formal and 
informal training in a scientific discipline, in the hands of other estab-
lished and aspiring scientists, in the grip of texts, and at the dials, knobs, 
and touch screen menus of scientific technologies. What habitus brings 
to actor-network theory is a possibility to explore not only ‘what are the 
specific actor-networks that create the social?’ but also ‘why this particu-

10. Latour also makes this point in Reassembling the Social (2005: 209). However, rather than 
using habitus he prefers to develop the concept of plug-ins. 
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lar social and not another?’ It is an avenue for beginning to explore why 
actor-networks are formed along particular patterns in particular spaces 
and times. in doing so we see that power arises from and is given purpose 
by actor-networks that themselves make sense with respect to particular 
histories and cultural sensibilities that are learned by the actors.

similarly, one can predict that the habitus of individuals in one 
generation will be different from that of preceding generations, given 
that the conditions of their upbringing are different in important ways 
(Bourdieu 1977). That persons with different fundamental habitus can 
coexist closely in the same place is also a source of conflict and further 
change. This is particularly so given the dynamic and flexible nature of 
contemporary places, where instant messaging, video conferencing, and 
skype calls mean that persons can occupy the same place even when the 
physical distance separating them is very great. 

adding to this diversity, we find that actors engage in programs 
intended to change not only collectively held truths, but also to change 
other actors’ minds. actor-network theory shows us how to trace the 
connections that underlie power, but it does less well in helping us to 
understand how individuals direct their power to coerce individuals to 
change specific behaviors, ideas and beliefs. it is here that the theoriza-
tion of governance and empowerment by Barbara Cruikshank (1999) 
and nikolas Rose (1996), with roots in the writing of Foucault (1975; 
1980), is particularly useful. Bringing theories of governance and em-
powerment can help show how actors attempt to persuade each other. 
They also help us to understand how an individual’s habitus changes 
over time.

When one is part of a strong actor-network, how can that power be 
used to effect decisions, actions and attitudes in others without resort-
ing to physical force? For example, how can Vietnamese ecologists be 
persuaded to produce knowledge for understanding the ecosystem 
services provided by coastal mangrove forests rather than for the trans-
formation of mangrove forests to highly productive aquaculture ponds? 
The former is an aim of conservationists and groups concerned with 
long-term adaptation to climate change, while the latter is an interest 
of private enterprise and actors more concerned with short-term 
development goals. Or, how can a development aid agency persuade a 
Vietnamese government ministry to set research priorities based upon 

Zink_book.indd   15 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

16

the recommendation of scientific peer review committees rather than 
political patronage networks? 

an obvious way to achieve the ends described above is to convince 
others that a particular option is also in their best interest. Besides ap-
pealing to short-term calculations of cost and benefit within established 
moral or economic frames, one can also try to change someone’s mind: 
to persuade them to understand their own interests in a different way. 
it is the latter that is the ambition of governance projects. Through 
governance, persons and institutions try to change an actor’s own sub-
jectivity. This can be accomplished using a kind of coercion that need 
not be violent, and may even win the happy participation of the actor. 
Furthermore, the result is not that they are forced to act in one particular 
way, but that they see a different constellation of possible actions given 
their situation than they saw before. in her work on democratic citizens, 
Barbara Cruikshank (1999) develops the idea of governance in a manner 
that is also useful for thinking about science in Vietnam. Governance, 
according to Cruikshank, is 

… action and relations of power that aim to guide and shape (rather 
than force, control, or dominate) the actions of others. in this broad 
sense, governance includes any program, discourse or strategy that at-
tempts to alter or shape the actions of others or oneself. it includes but 
is not limited to programs conducted by the liberal state, for govern-
ance can also involve internal and voluntary relations of rule, the ways 
we act upon ourselves. (1999: 4)

For the ecologist working on mangroves, governance may happen 
through programs, networks and scientific training that encourage her 
to understand mangroves primarily as a component in a resilient social 
and ecological system, rather than as coastal areas with physical charac-
teristics particularly suited to the construction of shrimp ponds. For a 
government Minister trying to reform national science funding strate-
gies, it may be foreign assurances of development aid and the promises 
of progress made by a convincing new discourse of development. Both 
examples can be productively subjected to an actor-network analysis.

While Cruikshank focuses on the application of discourse, empirical 
observation reveals ideas produced by a range of actors and packaged in 
physical documents, meetings, and performances, as well as economic 
exchange. The empirical diversity of governance discourses explains 
how Dr. Dao and other actors that we meet in later chapters can put 
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them to diverse and divergent purposes. This kind of power is exercised 
by individuals and groups to shape and strengthen another person’s or 
group’s possibility of finding solutions to problems. it is

… a form of power that promotes rather than represses subjectiv-
ity, power that produces and relies upon active subjects rather than 
absolute subjugation. Instead of excluding participation or repressing 
subjectivity, [it] operates to invest the citizen with a set of goals and 
self understandings, and gives the citizen subject an investment in 
participating voluntarily in programs, projects, and institutions set up 
to “help” them. (Cruikshank 1999: 41)

institutions that are helping Vietnamese scientists to calibrate their 
subjectivities are many. They are both run from abroad and domestically, 
and include research training opportunities, research grant competitions, 
scientific networks, conferences and workshops, national and interna-
tional prizes and awards, not to mention jobs, contracts and consultan-
cies. We can call these different programs and activities technologies of 
empowerment (Rose 1996).

Technologies of empowerment are tools for creating new subjectivi-
ties. They encourage actors to see things differently, but also to accept 
greater personal responsibility for situations that they might previously 
have understood to be out of their control. They consist of

… experts teaching, coaxing, requiring their clients to conduct them-
selves within particular cultural communities of ethics and lifestyle, 
according to certain specified arts of active personal responsibility. 
Empowerment, with all its emphasis on strengthening the capacity of 
the individual to play the role of actor in his or her own life, has come to 
encompass a range of interventions to transmit, under tutelage, certain 
professionally ratified mental, ethical and practical techniques for ac-
tive self management. (Rose 1996: 347–348)

Though Rose writes about marginal populations in neoliberal industrial 
countries, he describes a pattern familiar to institutions of higher educa-
tion as well as science training programs and workshops (Triantafillou 
and nielsen 2001). Here, training activities are intended to affect the 
habitus of the scientist. This can be to persuade them to revise their 
assessment of the range of problems that are amenable to their science, 
but it can also be intended to change the theoretical or methodological 
approaches that they employ, or their personal standards for testing the 
strength of facts (Zink 2009a). 
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By participating in and acceding to empowerment programs, indi-
viduals rearrange their subjective experience of the world and realign 
the networks in which they exist. One intention of the trainers is that 
the individual is able to make new sorts of decisions that make sense in a 
newly revised context. The researcher develops a scientific subjectivity 
and habitus that is recognized as international. it facilitates their com-
munication, incorporation and exchange with actor-networks engaged 
in the production of scientific knowledge for globally dispersed audi-
ences. Meanwhile, the newly modified habitus can strain and even sever 
opportunities to engage in actor-networks that are not patterned by 
those same subjectivities. 

Capacity building and scientific training, despite the one-way conno-
tation of the terms, are an exchange rather than a transfer. For example, 
if a junior scientist adopts a theoretical approach or research method 
at a training event, she also extends the network and the influence of 
the trainers to new countries, cities or institutions. as a participant 
observer in workshops in Vietnam and elsewhere, i have found that the 
participants themselves are both reflective and discriminating about 
which ideas, methods, tools and relationships they can or want to take 
home from the experience. They are not simply empty vessels that wait 
to be filled with somebody else’s ideas. Junior scientists think about the 
stakes. They consider the implications of the material and symbolic 
values of their participation in scientific training. 

Slippery spaces

shared habitus and shared subjectivities can simplify the challenges of 
exchange and collaboration. At the same time, common sense tells us 
that people need not agree to get along. Even in the absence of under-
standing, people are able to meet, exchange and engage in collaborative 
projects. in many instances these collaborations produce frictions that 
result in disorder and confusion, and sometimes in creativity and a mix-
ture of intended and unintended consequences11 (Tsing 2005).

Meanwhile, friction is sometimes conspicuous in its absence. 
individuals who are engaged in the same actor-networks work at cross-
purposes with one another and in peaceful harmony. Here, ideas, sym-

11. For examples from Southeast Asia in the fields of conservation, biodiversity and develop-
ment, see Hathaway 2010; Li 2007; Lowe 2006; McElwee 2003; Tsing 2005.
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bols, models and material resources are moved amongst actors with the 
help of carefully produced spaces for misunderstanding and misrecogni-
tion. These gaps in the actor-network, like the space between the poles 
of two magnets with the same charge, reduce friction. They are slippery. 
They make possible the maintenance of partial or whole contradictions 
and allow successful exchange without (or with less) friction. 

as a concept, slippery space complements related concepts such as 
boundary object, interface, and broker. Boundary object was coined by star 
and Griesemer (1989) to explain the translation of ideas and practices 
between groups or individuals that cooperate in a scientific endeavor. 
in the case of their 1989 article they applied it to amateur bird watch-
ers and ornithologists who cooperated in California. This innovation 
complemented previous theorizations of translation in the science 
and technology studies literature (e.g. Callon 1985; Latour 1987; Law 
1987). Boundary objects are abstract or physical objects that enable 
cooperation amongst actors that inhabit different social worlds or net-
works. They have a meaning that is sufficiently flexible to respond to the 
demands and values of different social worlds, while they offer a bridge 
that coordinates communication, cooperation and shared interpreta-
tions across those same worlds (star and Griesemer 1989; shackley and 
Wynne 1996). Meanwhile, in development studies interface describes 
the meeting of individuals from different social and cultural contexts 
(or life-worlds) who engage in the transfer of knowledge or projects 
from one location to another via cultural or organizational innovations 
(Long 2000; arce and Long 1992). Brokers are the human equivalents 
of boundary objects in the development studies literature. They work 
at the interfaces between two or more social and cultural contexts to 
translate an idea or project from one context into a form that is mean-
ingful and effective within another context (Mosse and Lewis 2006). 
at interfaces, through boundary objects, and in the hands of brokers, 
translation need not be seamless and the result can be more or less true 
to the original intentions or meanings. Furthermore, in the process of 
moving the idea or project from one context to another, significant 
benefits can be accrued by the actors and organizations involved. in this 
sense, the concepts of interface, boundary object, and broker are similar 
in that they highlight how elements of a project or idea are moved across 
actor-networks stretching from one social context to another, while 
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achieving a significant (if not unproblematic) degree of coordination 
and communication across the different contexts. 

in contrast, slippery spaces sustain actor-networks that span one lo-
cal context to another, at the same time that they enable the coexistence 
of fundamentally different projects and ideas packaged within the same 
label. in fact, it is the absence of consistency in the meaning or intention 
from one local to the other that makes possible the preservation of the 
actor-network. The existence of slippery spaces explains why we should 
not take for granted that initiatives coming from afar retain any of their 
meaning and intentions when they arrive at the local. slippery spaces 
also help to explain why power does not consistently reside at one place 
in hierarchies, or across actor-networks. This includes Vietnamese 
scientists who, despite their position as clients of international devel-
opment agencies and the Vietnamese government, are oftentimes the 
more powerful actors in the relationship. 

slippery spaces are common in, but by no means unique to, Vietnam. 
Oscar salemink writes that ‘Vietnam’s relative success as a developing 
country is, at least to some degree, the result of diverging interpretations 
and mutual misunderstandings of central concepts in development 
discourse’ (2006: 122). More generally, Kinh culture emphasizes a par-
ticular kind of behavioral flexibility within established hierarchies that 
is well suited to maintaining slippery spaces. neil Jamieson captures the 
essence of this flexibility well when he writes that

… a socially competent Vietnamese is expected to be flexible, to be 
able and willing to adapt to context. Being aware of and responsive to 
context is essential in Vietnam because both meaning and morality, 
among other things, are to an unusual extent determined by context. 
This is one of the most important lessons that Vietnamese learn as they 
grow up and become culturally and psychologically prepared to think 
and act as Vietnamese. ( Jamieson 2008:2) 

in a study of the socialization of girls in a northern Vietnamese village, 
Helle Rydstrøm draws a similar conclusion. Rydstrøm follows young girls 
as they learn to behave bodily and in speech in accordance with widely 
held moral principles (tinh cam). 

[T]inh cam is evident only to the extent that it is displayed through 
practices that prove that one lives in harmony (hoa thuan) with others 
and without confrontation. in this sense, tinh cam is about adjusting 
and accommodating oneself to others and, in doing so, fostering rela-
tionships that are smooth and without friction. (Rydstrøm 2003: 52)
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Behaving morally, in this context, is sufficient evidence for the rest of the 
community that one is a moral person. Whether or not an individual’s 
own internal thoughts and ideas are in harmony with their practiced 
moral behavior is of little concern to the other people around them 
(ibid.). in combination, Jamieson and Rydstrøm describe a kind of 
habitus that is a particularly useful resource when Vietnamese actors 
negotiate with international actors. 

slippery spaces are maintained in a number of ways amongst scientists, 
government authorities and representatives of foreign organizations 
in Vietnam. For example, descriptions of the structure and activities of 
Vietnamese organizations that one finds in English language brochures 
and websites can be very different from the reality inside the physical 
walls of the organization (cf. Rambo 2005). an institution that in English 
appears to have many divisions, projects, international collaborations and 
staff members, can in fact be a ‘one-man show’ or a father–daughter team 
located in a room in a family home. Persons listed as researchers may not 
have experience in research, and may be working with non-research tasks. 
Oftentimes, kinship is an important organizing principle of organizations. 
However, family names are not useful markers for these relationships 
given that about 80 percent of Vietnamese bear one of seven family 
names (Le 2005). Hence, the fact that many science and policy-making 
organizations and networks are family businesses, and science activities 
are redistributed (partially) along kinship lines, remains poorly visible. 
Meanwhile, to the extent that brochures, PowerPoint presentations and 
websites describe an organization that matches the expectations of new 
partners, these representations ease communication and the transfer of 
material means from, for example, foreign donors to the local.

in addition, for many foreigners working in Vietnam on contracts 
measured in months or a few years, their perception of the impenetrability 
of the Vietnamese language helps to maintain the viability of functional 
fictions. i found instances where Vietnamese scientists and policy-makers 
claimed that the Vietnamese language does not differentiate between cli-
mate change adaptation and climate change mitigation,12 and accused for-

12. Climate change adaptation activities seek to reduce the negative impacts or take advan-
tage of positive impacts of current or future changes in the climate. Building a dyke to stop 
higher floodwaters, or switching to a different variety of rice that is more suitable to the 
changed conditions are kinds of adaptation behaviors. Climate change mitigation activities 
seek to reduce the causes of climate change, and thereby alter the future path of climate 
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eigners of misunderstanding draft versions of the national climate change 
policy to be only adaptation focused. Other researchers have revealed 
parallel uses of language to maintain slippery spaces. J. R. Friederichsen 
(2009) shows how Vietnamese professionals manipulated the mean-
ing of participation to better meet the sometimes contradictory needs 
and understandings of foreign development workers and Vietnamese 
public officials. Meanwhile, Molle and Chu (2009) show in detail how 
the Ministry of agriculture and Rural Development (MaRD) and the 
Ministry of natural Resources and Environment (MOnRE) competed 
for authority over internationally funded river basin management projects 
by tweaking the translation of terms like management and planning to 
change their meaning in policy documents.

Convenient misinterpretations are not only utilized to maintain slip-
pery spaces that articulate the local with the international. They are also 
useful for maintaining a comfortable distance between actors occupying 
different positions within local hierarchies. These tools and strategies 
are part of a repertoire well entrenched in Vietnamese culture, humor 
(with endless possibilities for puns in a tonal language where a three let-
ter word can have six different meanings depending on the tone used), 
and social critique ( Jamieson 1994).

slippery spaces enable the articulation of actor-networks that would 
otherwise collapse from the stress of friction. slippery spaces help us to 
understand the flexibility of science both inside and outside of Vietnam. 
They explain how development projects, as they move from one nation 
to another, come to have very different purposes than their original 
ones. They explain how international climate change science and policy 
can come to be more about challenging the Vietnamese government 
and international nGOs than reducing atmospheric concentrations of 
greenhouse gases. and in general, slippery spaces help us to understand 
how hot science and high water produce multiple outcomes that are 
different and contradictory, but not conflicting or in friction.

change. switching from fossil fuels to renewable fuels, or investing in technologies that 
reduce the emissions of greenhouse gases in industrial processes are climate change mitiga-
tion projects. it is of course possible for activities to be both mitigating and adaptive at the 
same time.
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2. Science Histories

H
istory is important for understanding contemporary Vietnam-
ese science and higher education,1 but it is not uniformly and 
consistently so. Historical moments, actions, and institu tions 

are consciously or unconsciously remembered to different degrees by 
today’s scientists. Likewise, history manifest itself through the uneven 
distribution of populations and infrastructure just as it can through the 
varying persistence of specific beliefs, institutions, ideas and habitus. 
Via these avenues, particular histories become actants in contemporary 
Vietnam.

science histories from the periods of Chinese dominance (111 bc 
until ad 938), Kinh empires (ad 939 until the mid-1800s), French co-
lonialism (until 1954), and the independence and struggle that followed 
continue to influence contemporary actor-networks in Vietnamese sci-
ence. Confucian documentary science and its enumeration of natural 
variation is faintly echoed in 20th and 21st century taxonomic studies 
and catalogues of Vietnamese biodiversity, as well as in collections of 
rainfall and tidal surge data at meteorological weather stations across 
the country. Likewise, Confucian schooling and its emphasis on rote 
memorization and strict respect for an academic hierarchy are examples 
of academic habitus that are present in contemporary Vietnamese 
science and higher education. Meanwhile, the personal histories of 
my informants who continued to be active participants in Vietnamese 

1. Education is often divided into primary education, secondary education, and higher (or 
tertiary) education. The latter usually refers to formal education at universities, commu-
nity colleges, vocational schools, or research institutions after the completion of second-
ary school education. in this chapter i am primarily interested in higher education that is 
relevant for scientific training during an extensive span of Vietnamese history. However, 
because history and institutional context are important for understanding the place of sci-
ence in Vietnam, and because these do not always lend themselves particularly well to the 
discussion of pre-colonial education, i do not strictly limit myself to discussing only higher 
education institutions.
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science and higher education in 2012 encompass formal education that 
took place between the 1930s and the late 1980s. 

This said, it would be a mistake to narrate Vietnamese histories of sci-
ence and higher education as a continuous path of development where 
one era gradually evolves into the next.2 attempts to summarize histori-
cal events over long periods of time are susceptible to this tendency, and 
it is important to note some of the key disjunctions in the chronological 
narrative. The fall of the Republic of Vietnam in 1975 and the subse-
quent reunification of Vietnam in 1976 brought to an abrupt end an 
educational tradition that had close ties to the West (first via France and 
later the Usa). Likewise, French colonialism by the beginning of the 
20th century had definitively replaced a Vietnamese tradition of higher 
education and examinations intended to serve an empire with that of 
the colonial enterprise. and, during the stretch of time from 1200 until 
1900 when a Chinese-inspired Vietnamese tradition of higher education 
dominated, there were regime shifts and instabilities that temporarily 
banished Confucian higher education from the map.3

2. Meanwhile, there are no sharp edges to the geographical contours of Vietnamese science 
and higher education. science and higher education in Vietnam cannot be divorced from 
their Asian and global networks and contexts, and I will attempt to describe some of these 
connections as well. However, largely excluded from this chapter is European science and 
higher education as it was practiced by Europeans and for Europeans in Vietnam during the 
colonial period.

3. The geographic area that is now Vietnam and is home to the Vietnamese people has at 
different times been administered by changing constellations of smaller and larger states 
(Osborne 2004). Furthermore, it was not until the mid-1700s that the dominant ethnic 
group, the Kinh, in Vietnam completed their southward expansion to and through the 
Mekong River Delta in the far south of present day Vietnam (Keyes 1995). That the politi-
cal diversity of Vietnamese history is not always obvious is largely a result of contemporary 
projects of the Vietnamese Communist Party to invent and maintain a unifying national 
tradition and history (Goscha 2012; Taylor 1998). The geographic and political term 
‘Vietnam’ is an invention that dates from the early 1800s (Pelley 2002). at that time it was 
used to demarcate the land inhabited by ethnic Kinh peoples in the kingdoms of annam, 
Tonkin and Cochinchina. Though the origin of the name dates from some two hundred 
years ago, it is only since the 1930s that the term began to be of political importance 
(Goscha 2012). and, it is only since 1945 that ‘Vietnam’ has been used to signify both 
the geographic area and the nation state that we find on world maps in today, and to be 
inclusive of 53 formally recognized ethnic minority groups in addition to the dominant 
Kinh people (Pelley 2002). ‘Vietnam’ is used here only as a shorthand method to highlight 
a collection of historical legacies with implications for present day science and higher edu-
cation.
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Confucian influences on the ‘pacified south’ 

China has had an important influence on the culture, economy, and 
political administration of what is today Vietnam.4 During the millen-
nium between 111 BC and aD 938, China ruled over much of what is 
now Vietnam, calling it an nam: ‘the pacified south’. The presence of 
Chinese administrators in Vietnam and the incorporation of the Kinh 
people into the Chinese sphere of influence made a deep impression on 
the form of higher education that was to dominate in Vietnam until the 
early 1900s (King and Wilder 2003; Woodside 1976). 

state-sponsored formal education in China and an nam can be traced 
back to the year aD 622. at this time, in an effort to dilute the influence 
of other royal lineages within the state, the Chinese monarch instituted a 
merit-based system for selecting men5 to fill administrative posts within 
the Chinese state. The key element of the system was a multi-tiered 
public examination structure to select the most learned candidates for 
positions within the bureaucracy. aspiring scholars were tested for their 
command of classic Confucian philosophy, religion, ritual and classic 
literature. In addition, the exams tested their moral virtue, skills in 
writing poetry, and their capacity to recite classic Confucian texts dat-
ing from around 100 BC. The goal of the education and examination 
system was not to produce scholars that would generate new ideas and 
new knowledge, but rather to produce bureaucratic administrators who 
would document history, adhere to ethical standards, reproduce state 
authority, and advise the Chinese emperor (nakayama 1984; Woodside 
2006).

simultaneously, the institution of these formal tests of knowledge 
had the advantage of partially depoliticizing the selection of bureaucrats. 
They did so by diminishing the opportunities for other powerful stake-

4. See, for example: Altbach 1989; King and Wilder 2003; Osborne 1999; Woodside 2006.
5. This chapter is largely a history of men. Women were barred from the Confucian schools, 

and, with some exceptions (see, for examples: Liên 2002; Pelzer 1993), they had little ac-
cess to secondary and higher education during the colonial times. Despite this, their role 
in higher education was substantial given that they were often the economically produc-
tive actor that enabled a man and the household to survive. Tran Te Tuong, a Vietnamese 
scholar and poet, commemorated his wife as follows: ‘all year round trading at the river’s 
edge, to feed five children and one husband’ (quoted in Hess 1977). Meanwhile, the role of 
women in science and higher education becomes much more explicit after 1954, although 
women still face additional challenges to their professional work as educators and scientists 
(see Chapter 6).
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holders in Chinese society to place allies in positions of bureaucratic 
authority, and thereby influence the administration of the imperial state. 
The examination system also had the effect of spawning the establish-
ment of a wide range of schools dedicated to training young men to take 
the examinations (Nakayama 1984). Winners in this new merit-based 
system could enter the elite world of the emperor’s state bureaucracy. 
These were the so-called mandarins.

The texts that were the foundation for the mandarin examination 
system were also the foundation for a tradition of documentary sci-
ence in China (as well as Korea, Japan and Vietnam) that emphasized 
the recording and categorization of phenomena, events and practices 
(nakayama 1995). in contrast to what would develop in Europe, in this 
science there was not a strong analytical tradition that searched for laws 
of causality in nature. in the Chinese scientific tradition6 it was more 
important to document a full range of phenomena and relationships 
as they fitted into a patterned and ordered system.7 and, of particular 
interest for aspiring civil servants were extraordinary events that might 
carry omens for the rulers8 (Lloyd 2004; nakayama 1984). This form 
of science, though different from modern science in its method and 
philosophical roots, shares similarities in its intention to lead to a better 
understanding of the world as it is, and to predict how it might change 
(Lloyd 2004:23).

The most important texts in this tradition were the Four Books 
(the analects of Confucius and Mencius, the Great Learning, and the 
Doctrine of the Mean) and the Five Classics (the Book of Records, the 
Book of Poetry, the Book of Rites, the Book of Changes, and the annals 

6. To what extent Chinese learning at this time can be defined as science is something that 
is debated by historians and philosophers of science. However, while it is difficult to ar-
gue that there was a science very similar to modern science, it is evident that ‘there were 
analogous ambitions in relation to understanding, explaining, predicting a wide variety of 
phenomena’ (Lloyd 2004: 23).

7. The historian of Chinese science, Robert needham, illustrated the difference in the fol-
lowing way: ‘On the Greek world-view, if a particle of matter occupied a particular place at 
a particular time, it was because another particle had pushed it there. On the [Confucian] 
view, the particle’s behaviour was governed by the fact that it was taking its place in a “field 
of force” alongside other particles that are similarly responsive: causation here is not “re-
sponsive” but “environmental”’ (needham and Ronan 1978:165–6).

8. There is a certain resonance here with contemporary Vietnamese taxonomists who iden-
tify and describe new species of animal and plant every year. The most exciting discoveries 
are those of reptiles, birds and mammals that have significant political implications in the 
context of international biodiversity conservation.
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of spring and autumn) (Gardner 1984). Whereas the Five Classics 
illustrated Confucian morality with examples from history, described 
how one should conduct oneself in certain concrete, objective situa-
tions, and prescribed ritualistic practices for maintaining a well-ordered 
society, the Four Books were concerned primarily with the nature of 
man, the springs or inner source of his morality, and his relation to the 
universe (Gardner 1984:67–68).

These texts represented an old tradition, but they were nonetheless 
living documents that could change through the act of their reproduc-
tion. When new copies were made, old texts might be omitted or new 
texts authored by the scholar doing the copying might be included 
(Gardner 1984; nakayama 1984). Thus, over centuries even the oldest 
texts could change.

The civil service examinations were to become an enduring institu-
tion, both in China and in Vietnam. During the time of Chinese domi-
nation, schools were in place in An Nam to train potential exam-takers. 
Though schools were primarily attended by sons of Chinese functionar-
ies, the occasional Vietnamese student also attended (Hac 1995). so 
long as Vietnam was under the rule of Chinese dynasties, examinations 
were administered in China. And, while most exam-takers from An 
nam were Chinese, some elite Vietnamese (i.e. Kinh) were able to travel 
to China, both for study and for the opportunity take the examinations 
(Pham 1995; Woodside 2006). 

Confucian education in an independent Vietnam

The era of Chinese rule and an education system designed to draw 
Confucian scholars northward to the imperial center came to an end 
in aD 938 with the battle of Bach Dang. Here, the Vietnamese general 
ngo Quyen and his army were victorious over the southern Han army 
and the one thousand year period of Chinese domination over Vietnam 
drew to a close (Pham 1995). The roughly nine hundred year span of 
time from 938 aD until the founding of an indochinese colony by the 
French contains a rich history of Kinh empires and competition among 
smaller Kinh states, as well as continued struggles with Chinese imperial 
ambitions from the north (Keyes 1995; Taylor 1998). While there is a 
great deal of political discontinuity during this period, there is neverthe-
less some significant continuity in educational institutions.
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The withdrawal of China from Vietnam in aD 938 brought a tempo-
rary end to Confucian schools and civil service examinations. Following 
an interlude of roughly one hundred years when education was provided 
in Buddhist schools and Buddhist monks selected mandarins for the 
Vietnamese administration (Pham 1995), the Vietnamese Ly dynasty 
(1009–1225) brought with it a renewed interest in Confucian educa-
tion. This resulted in the building of the Temple of Literature in Hanoi 
in AD 1070 and the reinstitution of Confucian examinations (Berlie 
1995; Dang et al. 1995; Do 1995). in the 14th century, examinations 
were scheduled with regularity in Vietnam, and they became dominant 
institutions by the 15th century. From this time until the ultimate de-
struction of the examination system at the hands of French colonizers, 
the importance of the examinations waxed and waned as a function of 
the broader state of politics in Vietnam (smith 2009b). in the 1730s, for 
example, success in the examinations remained an avenue for the attain-
ment of imperial positions, but it also began to compete with the sale of 
positions for cash as a means of attaining powerful positions (a pattern 

Figure 2.1: the main entrance to the temple of Literature in central hanoi
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that recurs in contemporary Vietnam). During the Tay son rebellion of 
1774 the importance of both Confucianism and the examination system 
were significantly weakened, but in 1820 there was a strong revival last-
ing nearly thirty years (smith 2009b).

in general, during the more than eight centuries long history of 
Confucian schools, they trained aspiring scholars for examinations 
that could open the door to life as a civil servant in one of the various 
constellations of the Vietnamese states. While there were certainly 
shortcuts for politically desirable individuals to achieve a place in the 
state bureaucracy (see, for example Cooke 1995 or Poisson 2002), the 
examination system provided a merit-based system in which aspiring 
scholars of considerably lesser material means could find entry into the 
elite and acquire considerable wealth. 

During pre-colonial times, wealth was accumulated within line-
ages rather than by individuals. Property was generally communally 
owned, or owned within a lineage. and, as a means of storing wealth, 
property was particularly vulnerable to capture by the political elite. By 
comparison, education and the attainment of a public position offered 
a more stable and sustainable avenue for accumulating wealth (smith 
2009b:164). But like the accumulation of property, the benefits of ac-
cumulated education and public positions were reaped not only by the 
individual scholar, but distributed (not necessarily evenly) throughout 
the lineage to which the scholar belonged (smith 2009b). 

Meanwhile, whereas in China the state’s considerable wealth made 
possible economic surpluses that could in turn support a range of insti-
tutions that absorbed surplus scholars, in Vietnam the situation was dif-
ferent. Vietnam’s more limited economy meant that, with the exception 
of the relatively few scholars absorbed into state centers, scholars tended 
to remain well integrated into rural village life (Woodside 1989). The 
combination of limited economic surpluses, integration into rural vil-
lages, and the economic redistribution demanded by extended lineages 
helps to explain what Nguyen Khach Vien (1971; cited in Woodside 
1989) calls the rural tradition of teachers with high prestige and modest 
wealth. 

aside from the economy of scholars, the method and content of 
Confucian education in Vietnam were similar to those available in China 
at the same time. as during the period of Chinese rule, the content of the 
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education was primarily religious, ritualist and philosophical. However, 
whereas practical, applied sciences such as mathematics, astronomy 
and medicine were discouraged and perceived to be of a lower status in 
China (nakayama 1984), in Vietnam applied mathematics in particular 
remained in the curriculum (Volkov 2009). In Vietnam, the written texts 
of both education and exams were Chinese characters (nho) as well as 
Vietnamese characters in the Chinese style (nôm) (Do 1995; Volkov 
2009). The use of nho and nôm rather than the Latin-based script (ngu) 
first developed by Christian missionaries during the 17th century would 
prove a particular challenge to the French colonialists later on.

The exams themselves were highly bureaucratic with much emphasis 
placed upon the transparency of the system. The sophistication of the 
system was meant to protect the merit-based system from corruption.9 
Those that were successful at all three levels of exams could eventu-
ally expect to join the imperial court as bureaucrats and administrators 
(Poisson 2002). Meanwhile, unsuccessful exam takers far outnumbered 
the successful, and they returned to their villages to work in fields 
ranging from taxation and census to astrology, medicine and teaching 
(Hodgkin 1976: 115). school teachers in particular constituted local 
nodes of a strong network of the state. 

scholars that returned home might also become critics of ruling 
regimes. Motives could vary from concern that the ruling elite did not 
sufficiently exemplify the Confucian morality, to high taxes, to unsuc-
cessful exam takers’ frustration at being excluded from the ruling elite 
(Woodside 1989). Hodgkin writes: 

9. The historian Alexander Woodside describes the examinations of the early 1800s as fol-
lows: “Usually held in fields patrolled by elephants and full of candidates’ tents ... the three 
stage regional Vietnamese examinations were held on the first, sixth, and twelfth days of 
the seventh lunar month; the winners were publicly announced in order of excellence, on 
the twenty-third day. staff at the sites included proctors, invigilators, and preliminary, in-
termediate, and master examiners. All of them had to sign the examination books they pro-
cessed; the 1834 regulations forbade the examiners to meet one another privately, let alone 
to gamble or play games, while the examinations were in progress. Quotas were set in ad-
vance for the numbers of winners permitted, and in the provinces where the examinations 
were held local officials had to make the special hats and clothes for their quotas of degree 
winners one month before the examinations began. Brothers, fathers and sons and uncles 
and nephews were allowed to take the examinations together, in a suspension of Confucian 
family hierarchy. But examiners had to file written reports as to whether these relatives had 
entered the sites together, and how closely the styles of their answers coincided, in order to 
protect the importance of individual effort as against that of family solidarity.” (2006:2–3)
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it was above all these non-bureaucratic scholars, living dispersed among 
the villages, knowing the needs of the masses, sharing their problems, 
who tended to identify themselves with popular movements and at times 
of revolt helped to lead the peasants against the monarchy and the ruling 
class (1976: 119).

as such, there is continuity across the pre-colonial and colonial eras 
whereby scholars steeped in the Confucian traditions had important 
roles in Vietnamese politics as agitators and malcontents (Keyes 1995; 
Hodgkin 1976). after 1919, when the Confucian education tradition 
was eliminated by the French colonizers, Confucian education and mor-
als survived through a myriad of social networks and physical traces. 
illustrating this point, Woodside writes:

The later generation of Vietnamese revolutionaries, it is true, were usually 
given a French education and were not formally taught the Confucian 
classics [...] But, as one of these revolutionaries has memorably recalled, 
for all of their immersion in Rousseau or in Victor Hugo, the informal 
curriculum which dominated their lives remained Confucian. it could 
be found in the black-turbaned mandarin fathers and uncles who con-
fronted them every day, as well as in the manifold Confucian legacies 
in the Vietnamese language, in poetry, on monuments, and even in the 
engravings on the pillars of Vietnamese houses (1989: 145).

Here, Woodside’s description points to what i understand to be the 
diachronicity of actor-networks. Material traces and lingering habitus 
influenced generations of educated Vietnamese long after the actual 
educational system that produced those physical objects and behavioral 
and semiotic tendencies has disappeared. 

These legacies remain relevant (but not unchanged or unchallenged) 
to science and higher education in the early 21st century. They are visible 
in the elderly scientists who are sons and grandsons of mandarins, and 
who have significant influence over scientific institutions and university 
faculties through their formal positions on committees and their infor-
mal relationships based upon personal histories (e.g. teacher–student, 
kinship, and revolutionary cohorts). They are also evident in teaching 
methods that are partly artifacts from pre-colonial and early colonial 
Confucian schools (e.g. rote memorization; an emphasis on placing data 
more into modeled patterns than into causal relationships; strong defer-
ence to academic hierarchy) that continue to influence the curriculum 
today.
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Colonial educations

The onset of the French military campaign to colonize Vietnam prob-
ably did not come as a great shock to the local inhabitants. Europeans 
had been visiting to explore, trade and missionize in Southeast Asia for 
centuries (Pham 1995), and conflict was no stranger given that asian 
emperors and their armies had often fought for control of the land.10 
instead, what must have been shocking to the Vietnamese was the sci-
entific and technological superiority of the advancing French soldiers 
that facilitated decisive military victories over the Vietnamese states of 
Cochinchina, annam, and Tonkin (Osborne 2004; Pelley 2002). 

The French conquest began in 1858 and consistently encountered 
resistance from the Vietnamese Emperor, whose seat of power was in 
Hue in the state of annam.11 While the emperor maintained a stand-
ing army, first contact with the French military units was often made 
by local militias that had been mobilized by teachers in the Confucian 
schools of the towns and villages. ‘The teacher in Vietnam, in short, 
was the backbone of a political network that was capable of organizing 
armies’ (Kelly 2000a: 3). 

in the end, however, neither school teachers nor standing armies 
were effective against the superior weapons of the French military. in 
1859 the city of saigon fell and by 1867 the state of Cochinchina was 
formally organized as a colonial territory of France. Meanwhile the 
French continued their campaign northward, and Tonkin and annam 
conceded to protectorate status in 1884. Three years later Cochinchina, 
Tonkin, and annam were amalgamated with Laos and Cambodia to 
form the French union of indochina (Berlie 1995: 156). 

Having achieved a military victory, the French colonial administra-
tion devoted much of its energy to building an education system in 
Indochina. In some years, expenditure on education reached 15 percent 

10. Chinese emperors had perennially eyed the fertile lowlands along the south China sea, as 
had kingdoms located in present-day Cambodia and Thailand.

11. The seat of power had been moved to Hue during the 1800s from Hanoi with the expecta-
tion that this would strengthen the emperor’s position in relation to his recently acquired 
territory in the south (i.e. Cochinchina). However, the move to Hue was to cause problems 
for the emperor in maintaining a strong position in relation to his subject territories to the 
north. While the Vietnamese empire here is presented as a rather homogeneous whole, in 
fact it was rather segmented and smaller polities within the empire had at times different 
positions with respect to the appropriate response to French colonial ambitions (Taylor 
1998).
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of total expenditure (Kelly 2000a). In a text intended for the colonial 
primary school, Duong Quang Ham reflects that: 

in a difficult period of its history, annam had the good fortune to 
encounter France, a noble and generous nation. Under her tutelage, 
our country will be protected by force and introduced to science; it will 
adapt to the conditions of modern life and will become increasingly 
rich and prosperous. Let us thus intertwine in the same love our origi-
nal homeland, annam, and our adopted homeland, France. (Quang 
1930:217–218, cited in Pelley 2002:43)

However, in spite of claims to the contrary, the motivation for invest-
ment in colonial education appears to have been much more practical 
than altruistic. 

Kelly (2000a) argues convincingly that French investment in educa-
tion was to a great extent a politically motivated response to the strength 
of the pre-colonial educational system. The organizational structure of 
traditional Vietnamese schools had previously shown itself to be a mili-
tary threat to the colonizers. Furthermore the traditional schools were 
designed to produce civil servants trained in a philosophy and science 
that was not relevant to the needs of the colonial project (Ha 2003). The 
traditional schools were allowed to continue their existence in Tonkin 
and annam (they had been dissolved in the colony of Cochinchina 
in 1859) until the early 1900s. nevertheless, they did not contribute 
directly to the goals of the colonial administration, and employees were 
not recruited from among the cohorts of newly examined graduates 
(Woodside 2006; aldrich 2002).

instead, the colonial administration sought to build an education 
infrastructure that produced agricultural laborers and mechanics with 
basic technical skills, as well as colonial functionaries who could support 
the colonial bureaucracy (Goscha 2012; Ha 2003; Kelly 2000b). French 
administrators foresaw that these products of the educational system 
would fuel the development of the indochinese economy. Meanwhile, 
the schooling would not be sufficiently sophisticated to encourage 
Vietnamese students to question the colonial monopoly on power, nor 
give them the technical and scientific means to allow them to produce 
modern technology themselves. Pascale Bezancon (2002:17) points 
out that the French emphasis on primary level education laid the 
foundations for widespread Vietnamese dissatisfaction with the few 
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opportunities to study at advanced levels within the colonial education 
system.

The establishment of colonial schools began during the 1860s with 
the founding of the École des Interprètes and the College des Stagiaires. 
simultaneously, the French embarked on an aggressive campaign to 
open colonial primary and secondary schools staffed by handpicked 
Vietnamese teachers in areas where Vietnamese resistance had been 
strongest (Kelly 2000a). While the traditional education system began 
to go into decline after the French attained power, the colonial schools 
failed to attract students in large numbers. at the turn of the century, 
for example, there were only about 1500 students learning French in 
the capital (Furnivall 1942), and never more than 3 percent of the colo-
nial population had contact with colonial schools (Woodside 1976). in 
1900 the Lieutenant Governor of indochina summarized educational 
progress as follows: 

a few hundred natives could speak French adequately. a few thousand 
could gabble it well enough to earn a living as servants, cooks, coolies 
and so on, and the rest were more illiterate than their fathers had been 
before the French occupation (Harmand 1910: 264, cited in Furnivall 
1943:40).

However, this was perhaps to be expected given that colonial schools 
were intended to neutralize anti-colonial sentiment in areas where resist-
ance had been the strongest (Kelly 2000a). The curriculum offered only 
‘a simple education, reduced to essentials, permitting the child to learn 
all that will be useful to him to know in his humble career of farmer or 
artisan to ameliorate the natural and social conditions of his existence’ 
(L’Avenir du Tonkin, 9 april, 1913: cited in Kelly 2000a: 7). 

Meanwhile, what was absent from colonial education was not absent 
from everyday life. Whereas the fruits of Western science were largely 
missing from the school curriculum, in other areas of lived experience 
the power of 19th and early 20th century science was glaring. The green 
fingers of globalized botany were on display at botanical gardens in 
saigon and Hanoi as well as in commercial plantations (Bonneuil 1997, 
Osborne 1999). a railroad was creeping across the landscape, spanning 
rivers and blasting through mountains between Hanoi and saigon 
(del Testa 1999). French tropical geographers traversed the highlands 
mapping natural and ethnic diversity (Bruneau 2005). Doctors were 
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vaccinating villagers and opening hospitals to dispense Western medi-
cines across indochina (Monnais-Rousselot 2002; Ovesen and Trankell 
2010). Western science was changing both the physical appearance of 
and the concepts used to understand indochina at the same time that 
Vietnamese people witnessed the changes as bystanders, junior assis-
tants, or objects of the projects. 

That the schools were not overly successful was partly due to what 
was missing from the curriculum, and partly due to what was included 
in it. With respect to the latter, students that did enter the colonial 
schools were aware of the system’s racism and resented being subjected 
to projects of French cultural expansion, which included the celebration 
of French holidays but not Vietnamese, the barring of the Vietnamese 
language from school grounds, the teaching of Vietnamese history as if 
it began with the arrival of Europeans, the singing of French nationalist 
songs, and harsh punishment for small acts of resistance (Woodside 
1976: 650). Perhaps not surprisingly, many students (including national 
heroes such as Ho Chi Minh and Vo nguyen Giap) went on to success-
ful careers as leaders of anti-colonial movements (aldrich 2002; Duiker 
2000; Woodside 1976). 

Despite the limitations of colonial education, education in general 
had not lost its value in the eyes of the colonized. Rather, students were 
looking for educational opportunities elsewhere. The traditional 
Confucian schools, for instance, continued to attract students in parallel 
with the colonial education system until 1915 in Tonkin and 1917 in 
Annam, when the colonial administration banned the exams (St. George 
2003). Woodside (2006: 80) argues that the colonial power allowed the 
traditional schools to continue to exist well beyond the annexation of 
annam and Tonkin in an attempt to build its own symbolic and moral 
legitimacy among the conquered populations. However, doing so did 
not come without political risks. The traditional schools kept the knowl-
edge of the Chinese script alive, and by doing so they kept channels of 
communication open between Vietnam and China. This facilitated the 
creation of opportunities for Vietnamese to travel to China for further 
education, or to import ideas and texts from China (including Chinese 
translations of Western texts) into Vietnam (Kelly 2000a). 

around the turn of the century students were also finding their 
way to Vietnamese-run ‘free schools’. Though they usually only existed 
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briefly before being forced to close, these schools evaded the colonial 
administration’s attempt to impose a monopoly on the flow of informa-
tion and ideas into Vietnam. Free schools drew upon both European 
and asian sources in developing their curriculum, and had a strong 
emphasis on science and technology. They often used Chinese script 
rather than quoc ngu.12 One notable example was the Dong Kinh Free 
School in Hanoi. Hosting approximately 1000 students, the school was 
known for its philosophy that mastering modern science would be a key 
prerequisite for regaining a Vietnamese nation (Kelly 2000a).

Meanwhile, if colonial schools were not attracting Vietnamese stu-
dents in significant numbers, a few colonial schools were attracting small 
numbers of significant students. The French Lycée system in indochina 
stands out in this respect. The Lycée is an intermediate step between 
secondary education (e.g. high school) and university in the French 
system. Two of three Lycées in Vietnam accepted Vietnamese students 
to study alongside the more numerous French colon students for the 
Baccalaureate degree. In 1913, for example, of 256 students studying at 
the Lycée, 84 were native to indochina (Furnivall 1943). This degree 
was recognized within the greater French educational system, and was 
a segment of the narrow path leading to a place at the University of 
indochina, or at a French university in France.13 

amongst the students of the Lycée at Hue, one could find individuals 
who would be among the most formidable opponents of colonial occu-
pation in indochina. at the turn of the 19th century nguyen sinh Cung, 
later known worldwide by the name Ho Chi Minh, attended the Lycée 
nationale in Hue. in the 1920s the man who would become General Vo 
nguyen Giap attended the same school. in the 1940s, just prior to the 
school’s closure, it would be attended by many of the men who would 
become ministers and military and university leaders during the 1950s, 
60s and 70s. some of these latter graduates, despite their advancing age, 
had important roles in the emerging environmental movement in the 
late 1970s and 1980s and continue to do so in the early 2000s. General 
Giap’s extraordinary engagement in the Bauxite mining controversy of 

12. Quoc ngu was usually more accessible to foreigners because it is based upon the Latin alpha-
bet with the addition of diacritical marks.

13. This path was extremely narrow. Kelly (1979) notes that for natives of Indochina, entry 
into the French university system also demanded that they complement their colonial bac-
calaureate with a second baccalaureate obtained in France.
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2008–2010 is one of the higher profile examples, though by no means 
the only one. 

Often via a Lycée, a trickle of the privileged Vietnamese elite found 
their way to France (Kelly 1979). There, they continued their studies 
in a political and cultural climate that was much more tolerant than 
what they found at home (Liên 2002). Outside the formal educational 
system, Vietnamese who found their way to France, England, the Usa 
and the UssR came into contact with a range of political movements 
that further influenced their critical thinking about the colonial project 
in indochina.

Other students were leaving Vietnam to pursue their education in 
China or Japan (Tran 1999). schools in Japan were offering a milita-
ristic training in advance of a foreseen movement for independence 
from France (Munholland 1975; sinh 1988). While the content of the 
education may have varied, the perceived threats they posed to colonial 
interests were similar. French colonial authorities had no control over, 
and often little insight into the ideas and information that was being 
conveyed to, these Vietnamese students. 

Faced with a native population that demanded access to educa-
tion, and with the worry that Vietnamese students trained outside the 
colonial system would ultimately be a threat to colonial authority, the 
administration sought new solutions to the problem of education. One 
of these was to close the free schools. another was to limit Vietnamese 
access to foreign schools. in the case of Japan, this was negotiated as 
one of the terms of a loan from France in 1905 (Munholland 1975). a 
third solution was to reform the colonial education system and offer op-
portunities for higher education within the colony. This latter solution 
was achieved in 1906 with the opening of the University of indochina. 
The first two faculties of the university were the school of Medicine and 
Midwifery, and the school of administration and Law. Courses were 
given in French.
The University of Indochina
The founder of the University of indochina was the Governor General 
of indochina, Paul Beau. in his vision, the university would be an infra-
structural investment that would contribute to the economic growth of 
the colony. it was also a concession to Vietnamese demands for more 
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opportunities, and an attempt to stem the flow of higher education seek-
ers out of the colony (Goscha 2012; Kelly 2000b).

French people in the colony viewed the university with much sus-
picion. They worried that a more highly educated native population 
would prove a threat to their status and their employment opportunities 
in the colonial administration (Kelly 1987). Beau worked to alleviate 
these suspicions, but he ultimately failed and political pressure forced 
the closing of the new university upon the arrival of the new Governor 
General antony Klobukowski in 1908 (Kelly 2000b; st. George 2003).

In 1917, at roughly the same time that the mandarin exams were 
being abolished and traditional schools closed, the university was 
reopened. The student population usually numbered in the hundreds, 
and medicine, agriculture, veterinary sciences, public administration, 
law, business, and fine arts were among the offerings (Kelly 1979). The 
opportunities for training at the university between the reopening and 
World War ii varied over time due to the demands of the local labor 

Figure 2.2: the insignia for the University of Indochina (UI) still adorns a 
university doorway on Le thanh tong Street in hanoi
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market and the funding available. as a result, the level of the instruction 
left much to be desired by the students and their parents. in the words of 
a Vietnamese newspaper in 1924 that catered to the elite: 

Now, the Indochinese University, except for the Medical School ... 
tends to train only subordinate employees of the indochinese admin-
istration – technical agents of the Land survey Office, agricultural 
[and] Public Works services, clerks for the various administrations ... 
in short, this famous university is one only in name and they [colonial 
officials] hope that the children of Vietnam will be content with this 
semi-culture so they will afterwards truly deserve the charge that they 
are half savages. (L’écho annamite, 1924, cited in Kelly 2000b: 37).

a few years later, a further concession would be made by the colonial 
administration.

Continuing worries about the political activities of Vietnamese 
students in France (Trinh 2002) and the risk they posed to the colonial 
project resulted in a decision to upgrade the University of indochina 
during the 1930s. at this time, some of the faculties (medicine, for 
example) gained formal equality within the French educational system 
with university faculties in France (st. George 2003). However, it was 
not until the eve of the Japanese invasion that further concessions were 
made and degree training in the natural sciences was offered at the uni-
versity. in 1941–42 the natural sciences were included as a faculty at the 
University of indochina. The faculty had seven teaching staff (including 
5 professors), and 113 students (26 of them being French). students 
could choose a course of study that would lead to one of three diplomas: 
general mathematics, mathematics–physics–chemistry, or physical, 
chemical and natural sciences (Trinh 1995).

During World War ii France was allowed to continue to administer 
most domestic affairs of indochina at the pleasure of Japan, including 
education. However, in early 1945 the Japanese overthrew the French 
(Osborne 2004) and in the short interlude before Japan was cast out 
of Vietnam, a new administration introduced a number of educational 
reforms that had long-lasting effects. These included making the official 
language of instruction Vietnamese with quoc ngu script, and for the first 
time creating a dictionary of scientific terms in Vietnamese (st. George 
2003). 
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The colonial retreat
The august Revolution of 1945 and Ho Chi Minh’s declaration of the in-
dependence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) on the 2nd 
of september, 1945 marked the beginning of the end of French colonial-
ism. The transition to independence, however, was neither quick nor 
easy. Directly after World War ii nationalist Chinese troops secured the 
north of Vietnam and British troops secured the south to facilitate the 
return of French armed forces and the colonial administration. During 
the ten years that followed, France never established its authority over 
the entirety of the country. Rather, the French occupation that followed 
was marked by an escalating and brutal war, and ultimate failure at the 
hands of General Vo nguyen Giap and his Viet Minh army at Dien Bien 
Phu in 1954 (Osborne 2004). 

During this ten year episode of relative stagnation in French insti-
tutions of higher education, members of the Viet Minh were actively 
seeking to replace them with independent Vietnamese institutions. 
Quickly after the declaration of independence in 1945, the new govern-
ment of the DRV renamed the University of indochina as the University 
of Hanoi and prepared to reopen with a Vietnamese faculty teaching in 
Vietnamese. However, by December 1946 the French had returned to 
Hanoi, and the DRV authorities and supporters were forced out of the 
cities and into dispersed locations in the forested countryside. Hounded 
by colonial forces, students studied part time and supported the war ef-
fort part time. Of particular importance at this time were the schools of 
medicine and foreign languages. 

at about the same time, due to the turmoil caused by the contest 
between French forces and the independence movements, the Lycée at 
Hue was closed by the French authorities. However, a replacement was 
opened during the following year with some of the original Vietnamese 
teachers and students from the Lycée. The school was reopened as a 
high school in what is now Ha Tinh province, where the French had 
little control or oversight. Professor nguyen, a student of both the Lycée 
and the independent high school, recalled: 

i was [at the Lycée] in Hue in 1946. after three or four months of learn-
ing there, the French tried to make trouble. They wanted to start the 
war and the high school closed. i went back to my village and i thought 
that i would never be able to continue school. i worked as a peasant. in 
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1947 i met one of my former teachers from Hue in my village. i was on 
the way to the field in the morning with the buffalo. i asked him, “Why 
are you here?” He said, “You don’t know? The Hue school has moved 
close to your village.”

This time the school was to be under the authority of the Viet Minh 
resistance. It served as an experimental model that would precede the 
opening of and assumption of control over additional high schools 
elsewhere in the country. 

in the meantime, in the French-controlled areas of indochina prima-
ry and secondary schools were not reopened until 1949. Only in 1950 
was the University of Hanoi reopened. The model for the University 
of Hanoi remained the French university system, but few significant 
changes were made to the system. Understandably, the attention of 
France was not focused on education. Four years later, with the signing 
of the peace accords in Geneva that divided Vietnam between north 
and south at the 17th parallel, most French faculty (Marr 1988) and 
many Vietnamese (Phong 1962) went south to saigon. 

independent higher education, together with the independence 
movement as a whole, was given a boost when the Chinese Communist 
Party came to power in 1949, and China and the soviet Union recog-
nized the DRV in 1950. This newfound diplomatic legitimacy allowed 
the DRV to move its higher education institutions to more sheltered 
territory along the Chinese border, and opened the door for Vietnamese 
students to go for higher education in soviet and Chinese universities. 
The first group of students went to the soviet Union in 1951, and in 
1953 another 49 students went to the soviet Union, 149 to China, 4 to 
Poland, and one to Bulgaria. These first groups of students sent abroad 
would go on to become vice ministers, university directors, and generals 
during the 1980s and 1990s (Bayly 2007; Marr 1993). 

Professor nguyen had graduated from the Viet Minh high school and 
had been teaching for one year when he was selected by the Communist 
Party to go to university to become an expert in education. During one 
of our interviews, he explained:

Four teachers were selected to go north to the University at the end of 
1950. i walked with my friends. We were four people walking from Ha 
Tinh to Tuyen Quang. it took us one month. We walked only at night, 
because during the day the French controlled the road. at that time i 
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had no shoes, nothing to go to the university. no bicycle. some rice 
and salt only. 

at the end of this more than 400 kilometer walk to the mountains north-
west of Hanoi, he explained that there was little time for rest or study. 

When we got there, the university was relocated to nanning, China. [in 
Tuyen Quang] we could not work because of the trouble. The French 
bombed and shelled us all the time and we had to go to the border. it 
took us one more month to walk from Tuyen Quang across the border. 
That was 1951, and i stayed there until 1954.

not only did these first students become a tightly woven group based 
upon their common experiences, backgrounds and shared histories as 
children of Confucian scholars (Trinh 2002), many also became influ-
ential leaders in Vietnamese science, government and the military. For 
example, Professor Nguyen recalled that the director of the Vietnamese 
university in nanning was from a neighboring village to his own, and 
would become the director of the Hanoi national University upon the 
retreat of France. nearly 60 years later, Professor nguyen still works with 
and joins reunions with former classmates and students from that era. 
stories like these are common among intellectuals of his generation.14 
and he recalled to me that among the small group that walked to China, 
“all four of us are professors now.”

Science and higher education in a divided country

The victory of General Giap and his Viet Minh soldiers at the battle of 
Dien Bien Phu and the signing of the Geneva accords in 1954 marked 
the end of the French colonial era in northern Vietnam. Under the 
terms of the agreement the southern Republic of Vietnam became an 
independent state, albeit still with close ties to France. The terms of 
the Geneva accords dictated that the division was temporary, with the 
understanding that elections would be held within a few years time to 
decide the fate of the country as a whole. However, this referendum was 
never held. struggle and war would continue to cloud the future of the 
Vietnamese people as the political machineries of the north and south, 
together with their international allies, vied for dominance. 

14. see Bayly 2007 for an analysis of the life histories and social networks of an elderly genera-
tion of Hanoi intellectuals.
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One result of this division was that from 1954 until 1975 two separate 
systems of higher education and two separate scientific communities 
existed in what is today Vietnam. In the north the DRV continued do 
develop the educational system that had been operated in the country-
side and along the border with China. now, however, the DRV was able 
to also operate in the cities, including the capital Hanoi. Meanwhile, in 
the south, the Republic of Vietnam developed a system of higher educa-
tion that maintained close ties to the French system of education and 
research, and later the american system.
The Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 1955–1975
after the Geneva agreements, the DRV was home to three universities: 
the University of Hanoi, the Teacher Training College of Hanoi, and the 
University of Technology of Hanoi (Pham 1995). These institutions 
were complemented by fourteen additional tertiary level institutions, 
each under its own government ministry, following investments made 
by the Union of soviet socialist Republics (UssR) during the late 
1950s (Marr 1988). in fact, the growth in higher education and research 
in the DRV during this turbulent period was largely due to support from 
its allies.

During the 1950s and 1960s Vietnam was engaged in higher education 
exchange with both China and the USSR and its satellites. Meanwhile, 
the DRV was exploring options to reform the educational system. The 
two models being considered were the soviet and the Chinese systems. 
The Chinese system was designed to achieve greater egalitarianism 
within Chinese society, and to foster a homegrown science and tech-
nology that would contribute to greater Chinese independence from 
foreign interests. The soviet system fostered the creation of an educated 
elite and sought to be a leader in advanced technology (Woodside 1976: 
648). The soviet Union’s system of higher education was premised on 
the idea that the hierarchies created by higher education are an asset, 
and that they encouraged a competitive spirit that can drive the frontiers 
of technology forward (Woodside 1976).

Ultimately, the soviet system was adopted and adapted to the needs 
of Vietnam. Hence, whereas until 1967 the universities were formally 
the sites of research,15 during that year the system of education and re-

15. although, as Dang et al. (1995) point out, the limited resources available during the war 
years meant very little research was actually carried out.
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search was reorganized and during the coming decades research would 
primarily be carried out at national research centers (Dang et al. 1995). 
The choice of the soviet model foreshadowed a dependence upon 
the soviet Union and its satellite states in the realm of education that 
would last nearly 25 years (Fraser 1984; st. George 2003). By the 1970s 
Vietnam had more clearly allied itself to the UssR, and the linkages with 
Chinese higher education had dwindled even further. This dependence 
upon the soviet sphere was especially pronounced in the training of 
scientists with post-graduate degrees (like Dr. Dao), as up until and 
through the 1980s there were few such programs in Vietnam (abuza 
1996; st. George 2003). 

Universities and research institutes in Vietnam during this period 
were usually monodisciplinary, small, and geographically dispersed. 
Partly this was a result of the adoption of the soviet model, and partly 
it was a wartime adaptation to minimize the devastation of bombing 
campaigns (St. George 2003). And, like in the USSR, it was expected 
that education should be ‘national, scientific and popular’. it should 
be national in that opportunities should be available throughout the 
country. The meaning of scientific was that it should have a technical 
focus and contribute to economic growth and modernization. Lastly, 
a popular education was one that combined study and research with 
labor in the factories, thereby moderating some of the elitist tendencies 
of higher education. However, despite this ideological position the best 
scholars often chose the pure sciences like physics and mathematics (st. 
George 2003). 

There are several explanations for why technical, development-
oriented educations were less popular despite the position of the state. 
The Confucian academic tradition in Vietnam generally gave priority 
to intellectual and academic pursuits over and above more applied ones 
connected to agriculture and production (Ha 2003; Woodside 1983). 
Educations in the applied sciences often required access to equipment 
that was not available (Hien 2010; st. George 2003). and furthermore, 
the DRV had an economy based on small-scale agriculture, and there 
was little modern industry that could absorb newly trained applied 
scientists (Woodside 1983). 

in general, the realities of the Vietnam–american War meant that the 
opportunities to develop the system of higher education and research in 
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Vietnam were limited (Pham 1995). Nevertheless, as of 1974 approxi-
mately 85,000 people in the DRV held tertiary degrees (Marr 1988). 
in addition, the focus on literacy training remained important, and 
even during the american bombings between 1965 and 1972, the army 
continued its literacy training campaign, not to mention more advanced 
courses in physics, engineering and logistics management (Marr 1993).
The Republic of Vietnam, 1955–1975
Following the Geneva agreements of 1954, most of the staff of the 
University of Hanoi (previously the University of indochina) moved 
to the University of saigon (Do 1995; Marr 1988). This proved to be 
the primary institution of higher education in south Vietnam. it was an 
open university that enrolled any person passing the entrance exams, 
and it was an academic institution focusing on arts, basic sciences and 
professional disciplines, rather than technical training (st. George 
2003).

Other new universities in the south included the Catholic University 
of Dalat (established 1958), the Buddhist Van Hanh University (estab-
lished 1964), and the public University of Can Tho (established 1966). 
in the early 1970s, the Thu Duc Polytechnic University was built out-
side of saigon. This institution had a greater focus on applied sciences, 
laboratory work and hands-on experience in economic and industrial 
issues of importance for the fledgling country (Do 1995). in general, the 
universities in the south were firmly controlled by the south Vietnamese 
government. Meanwhile, international links were strongest with France 
and the USA as a result of various exchange and economic aid programs 
(Ernst 1998; st. George 2003). 

in 1974, a year before the fall saigon and the subsequent reunification 
of north and south, some 70,000 persons in the Republic of Vietnam 
held tertiary level degrees (Marr 1988). However, the legacy of this era 
was limited with respect to the science and education context of con-
temporary Vietnam since many of these people fled in what one could 
call a massive brain drain (Marr 1993), and many of the institutions that 
had been built were dismantled, or significantly reorganized based upon 
the soviet and northern model (st. George 2003).

interestingly, however, during the early 2000s the scientists who 
had fled to Europe, north america and australia, together with their 
educated children became the focus of considerable attention within 
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Vietnam. in particular, the government of Vietnam sought to entice 
these Viet Kieu to return to, teach at and lead research in contemporary 
universities and research institutes. Government actors now see these 
long-time suspect emigrants as a potential resource that might contrib-
ute to the modernization and development of contemporary Vietnam.

The Socialist Republic of Vietnam, doi moi and beyond

after the political reunification of the country, government officials 
were faced with the task of reunifying two systems of higher education 
and research that had grown somewhat far apart. This is a task that, to 
some extent, is still ongoing.

The Communist government’s solution to the ideological disparities 
between the north and south was to ‘re-educate’ faculty members of 
universities in the south (Marr 1988). Younger faculty members, all of 
whom had been conscripted into the south Vietnamese army, were sent 
to re-education camps to learn Marxist ideology. Meanwhile, older fac-
ulty members were required to attend political training from December 
1975 until april 1976. Following their re-education, natural scientists 
could usually return to their positions. social scientists, on the other 
hand, found it more difficult to return to their work as they were per-
ceived to have been more or less permanently corrupted (Marr 1988). 

With reunification, the links between Vietnamese scholars that 
remained in the south and their counterparts in the West were abruptly 
severed, and would not be re-established until the 1990s. although a 
few students were sent to the West for training in English and French 
during the late 70s, this too came to an end due to the political fallout 
of the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in 1979 (abuza 1996). Until 
1990, science and higher education links were dominated by the UssR 
and its satellites in Eastern Europe. Meanwhile, from the early 1980s 
until the early 1990s there was a considerable flow of university-trained 
Vietnamese to friendly post-colonial socialist states, often in africa, 
as scientific and development experts (Bayly 2007). By contrast, only 
200 Vietnamese students studied in the West during the 1980s (abuza 
1996). 

although it was firmly established on the eastern side of the iron 
Curtain, changes were taking place within Vietnam that would in a few 
short years open new avenues to the West. The year 1986 and the adop-
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tion of doi moi (renovation) policies portended new constellations of 
international networks. Responding to falling agricultural production 
and the failure of collectivization (particularly in southern part of the 
country), the Government of Vietnam began easing its control over 
the formal economy and allowed some space for market capitalism to 
expand. In comparison to business, the implications of doi moi for sci-
ence and higher education were felt gradually (abuza 1996; st. George 
2003). signs of the changes included Vietnamese scientists’ new pat-
terns of global circulation whereby they crossed old political frontiers 
and returned home with new financial and scientific partners. 

nevertheless, well after the collapse of the soviet Union in 1991 
the Vietnamese state remained the primary planning force in domestic 
science and higher education.16 Meanwhile, despite the limitations of 
institutions of science and higher education, demand for them was 
high. Vietnamese investments in primary and secondary education had 
enjoyed great success, and one outcome was the production of large 
numbers of students who were interested in pursuing tertiary level edu-
cation. since the Vietnamese system could only meet five to ten percent 
of the demand, the soviet Union and Eastern European countries were 
important supplements to domestic capacity (but still inadequate to 
meet demand) (Fraser 1984). On average some 2400 students were 
sent abroad for tertiary education annually (abuza 1996).

The year 1986 and doi moi are historical moments that mark signifi-
cant change in Vietnam. at the same time, doi moi is more properly un-
derstood as an ongoing process rather than a specific moment in history. 
Trends in where scientists work, where they travel, who they collaborate 
with, and how their science relates to development and the economy are 
all tied to this ongoing process that still has implications more than 25 
years after it began.

16. For example, Dang Ba Lam wrote in 1995 that: “All universities and colleges in Viet Nam 
are controlled by the state, which, through the MOET and other ministries, determines 
curricula, assigns staff, provides resources and assigns tasks including state-funded research 
activities. at the national level, research responsibilities that draw upon state financial sup-
port are formally assigned as follows: sRis [state research institutes] undertake research in 
the fundamental sciences and technologies that have been classified as priorities by such 
organs as the sCsT [state Committee on science and Technology]; research institutes or 
equivalent units responsible to various ministries undertake R&D activities often with an 
emphasis on application; and higher education institutions undertake limited fundamental 
research and R&D activities according to their fields of study and expertise and increas-
ingly under contract to other organizations” (Dang et al. 1995: 146).
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Distribution of science and scientists
During the first decade of the 21st century, the greatest concentration of 
research centers and universities was in and around Hanoi. a lesser but 
significant number were in and around Ho Chi Minh City17 (Wagner 
2007), and there are important regional sites at Can Tho, Hue, Vinh and 
Thai nguyen. During my research, i spent most of my time in Hanoi, 
but also visited universities and research centers in Ho Chi Minh City as 
well as Hue, Thai nguyen, Hai Phong, nha Trang, and Can Tho. 

To an outsider, the distribution and names of science institutions in 
Vietnam can appear somewhat chaotic. Rather than random disorder, 
this is another historical trace that persistently influences contemporary 
science. The adoption of a soviet style of organization of research and 
higher education in the 1960s led to a plethora of monodisciplinary 
research institutes and universities organized under a wide range of 
government ministries (Dang et al. 1995). Meanwhile, the reunification 
of the north and south of Vietnam in 1975 further complicated matters. 
in many cases there was a duplication of the northern research struc-
ture founded on the remnants of the southern research infrastructure. 
The resulting diversity of institutions carrying out research and higher 
education was identified as a problem for the future of science in the 
1990s (Dang et al. 1995). Government attempts to subsequently reduce 
the diversity and improve communication amongst universities and 
research institutions, as well as with private enterprise, unleashed new 
rounds of partial reorganization, mergers, and name changes. 

in addition to combining institutions, the segregation of teaching 
from research that was adopted in the 1960s is in the process of being 
eliminated (Tran 2006). It is now expected that staff of research institu-
tions will also be affiliated with a university, where they will devote ap-
proximately 30 percent of their time to teaching. Conversely, university 
lecturers are now expected to carry out research during 30 percent of 
their time. This is leading to a range of new linkages and institutional 
agreements between universities and research institutes, something that 
has not existed previously.

These distributions of scientists among different institutions and cities 
are reflected in the geographical and institutional characteristics of the pro-

17. Following the reunification of Vietnam, saigon was renamed to Ho Chi Minh City. Today, 
one of the city’s central business districts retains the name saigon.
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duction of scientific knowledge. Of the 2388 scientific articles that were 
published in isi international peer-reviewed scientific journals18 by scien-
tists affiliated with institutions in Vietnam during the years 2007–2009, 65 
percent were authored or co-authored by scientists based in Hanoi. These 
articles were usually co-authored with one or more Vietnamese or foreign 
scientists, and were in a range of disciplinary fields from mathematics (ap-
proximately 400) to psychology (2). As Table 2.1 indicates, of the top ten 
producing institutions, only two are located outside of Hanoi.19 and while 
the research institutes are productive, as the table indicates, universities 
have become significant producers of scientific knowledge.
Resources for science and education
since the mid 1980s, the funding of both scientific research and higher 
education has progressively become more diversified. Whereas during 

18. isi is a database of international scientific journals available at www.isiknowledge.com. 
Data for this analysis was extracted on 14 December 2010.

19. The top-ranking institution, VasT, is actually a collection of 30 scientific institutions with 
headquarters and most of its research institutes located in Hanoi. This said, some of the in-
stitutions or their subunits are located outside of the capital city, primarily in Ho Chi Minh 
City but also Hai Phong, nha Trang, Hue and Dalat. Due to its importance, the institute of 
Mathematics is shown separately from VasT in Table 1, but in fact it belongs to the VasT.

table 2.1: Top 10 Vietnamese sources of international scientific journal articles 
(2007–2009)

Authors’ home institution Articles 
authored

% share of all Viet-
namese authored 
international jour-
nal articles

Vietnamese Academy of Science and Technology 
(VAST)

292 12.2

Vietnam National University, Hanoi 171 7.2

Hanoi University of Technology 103 4.3

National Institute of Hygiene and Epidemiology, 
Hanoi

89 3.7

Institute of Mathematics, Hanoi 88 3.7

Hanoi National University of Education 84 3.5

Hanoi Medical University 70 2.9

Hanoi University of Science 62 2.6

Hue University 49 2.1

Nong Lam University, HCMC 40 1.7

Source of data: ISI Web of Science 2010.
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the 1980s almost all funding was channeled directly from the state, the 
last twenty years have seen an opening of possibilities for private funding, 
self-funding, and direct foreign funding. a survey of Vietnamese scientists 
who were actively engaged with international partners found that 66 per-
cent of their science funding in 2007 originated from foreign donors, with 
34 percent originating from domestic sources (Zink 2009b). 

Meanwhile, the trend towards increased funding becoming available 
for science is counteracted by a range of other factors that reduce the 
human resources available for doing science. During the period 1995–
2005, university enrolments increased from approximately 300,000 
students to 1,300,000 students. This increase has placed great demands 
on university staff, and further limits the time they have available for 
doing research. By comparison, during the same time the teaching staff 
only increased from approximately 23,000 to 48,000 (Tran 2006). In 
both universities and research institutes scientists find that they have 
little time to carry out research, that incentive structures prioritize con-

Figure 2.3: Scientific equipment stands unused (and not plugged in to the electrical 
outlet) in this university laboratory due to lack of funding to purchase expendable 
supplies
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sultancy work over research, and that bureaucratic rules and informal 
economies stymie the possibility to do research (Zink 2009b).

Prior to the doi moi reforms of the mid and late 1980s, a scientist 
could expect to be assigned a job following completion of his or her 
training that would carry with it a salary and other benefits sufficient 
to support themselves and their families. Housing was an important 
benefit, both because it is a necessity, and because of its implications 
for social networks when work colleagues and their families also eat, 
socialize and play in the same block of buildings. But by the 1990s 
many subsidies for state employees had been reduced or eliminated, and 
salaries were not keeping pace with inflation. it is estimated that two 
lecturers with two children were able to support their family based upon 
their combined government salaries for only 10 days of each month 
(Berlie 1995). as time has passed, this situation has not become any 
better (Bezanson et al. 1999; Zink 2009b). in addition to carrying out 
consultancies for national and international organizations, scientists are 
engaged in teaching at private universities, teaching extra classes at uni-
versities and colleges other than their home institutions, and running a 
range of small businesses. The fact that teachers and researchers have 
become more dependent on other sources of income also reduces the 
human resources available for doing science.
Diversification of international mobility
The collapse of the soviet Union in the early 1990s entailed drastic 
changes for Vietnamese collaboration in higher education and science. 
no longer was the soviet Union able to supplement the Vietnamese 
educational system, and no longer was the soviet system available to ac-
cept young Vietnamese scientists and other scholars. This change took 
place quite suddenly and there are many stories among the scientists 
in Hanoi of the collapse of the UssR and being suddenly trapped in 
Russia, with no work, no income, and no support to help them find their 
way home to Vietnam again.

Changing world politics also meant that the politics of education 
and scientific exchange were changing. The demands being placed on 
Vietnam to adapt to a world market economy created a need for more 
trained Vietnamese economists and business administrators. Western 
countries were most forthcoming with technologies of empowerment 
that would train Vietnamese in these same fields. Hence, international 
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education exchange experienced a huge shift away from the significant 
soviet focus on the natural sciences and medicine to the West with a 
focus on economics, planning and administration. Western donors ini-
tially had little interest in supporting natural science and medical fields, 
and the lack of opportunity for training in these fields created something 
of a crisis (abuza 1996; Bezanson et al. 1999). in time this crisis abated, 
and in the 2000s many more opportunities arose for natural scientists to 
train abroad.

Whereas during the 1980s the government of Vietnam maintained a 
monopoly on who was permitted to study abroad, and on what kind of 
relationships would exist between Vietnamese and foreign institutions. 
During the early 1990s, at the same time that Dr. Dao was establishing 
himself as a climate change expert, this monopoly was being rapidly 
eroded. Universities and research institutes were allowed to indepen-
dently establish relationships with foreign institutions. Furthermore, 

Figure 2.4: Number of tertiary-level Vietnamese students studying abroad per annum 
(1999–2008)

Data source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics 2010.
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students were allowed to finance their training abroad with private funds 
or scholarship funds from foreign sources. Previously this had been the 
domain of the Vietnamese government (abuza 1996). as a result of this 
diversification, there has been a fifteen-fold increase in the number of 
students being trained abroad since the early 1990s, and a quadrupling 
since the turn of the 21st century (Figure 2.4).

a means to chart the geographic distribution of Vietnamese scien-
tists’ travels in recent years is to show with whom Vietnamese scientists 
are publishing their scientific research results. Oftentimes international 
collaboration in publication is based upon the social networks that are 
established during scientists’ research training abroad (Zink 2009b). 
Hence, historical physical movements to other countries are important 
foundations for networks of scientific production that continue for 
many years. Using the same isi journal article data introduced above, we 
see that Vietnamese scientists published internationally with scientists 
based in Japan nearly 16 percent of the time, followed by the Usa and 
France (Table 2.2). sweden is the 12th most frequent partner followed 

table 2.2: Top 15 international partner countries in the publication of international 
scientific journal articles (2007–2009)

Country Number of articles 
authored

% share of all articles 2007–2009

Japan 373 15.6

USA 282 11.8

France 243 10.2

South Korea 214 9.0

Australia 178 7.5

UK 164 6.9

Germany 140 5.9

Netherlands 121 5.1

Thailand 119 5.0

China 107 4.5

Belgium 100 4.2

Sweden 89 3.7

Denmark 70 2.9

Switzerland 62 2.6

Taiwan 59 2.5

Data source: ISI Web of Science 2010.
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by Denmark. Russia is ranked 17th. amongst international centers of 
science and higher learning, the University of Oxford was the most fre-
quent partner to Vietnamese scientists, with nearly double the number 
of articles of the next most frequent partner, the University of Tokyo 
(Table 2.3).

While the differences in sample sizes makes comparison of particular 
rank less interesting, the partner countries listed in Table 2.2 also reflect 
well the sources of the partnerships of the scientists that i met during 
fieldwork. The list of universities, on the other hand, matches less well 
with the partnership profiles of my interviewees. This can be explained 
by the dominance of mathematics and medical sciences in Table 2.3 
partnerships, and my own focus on researchers from social science and 
natural science disciplines related to natural resource management and 
environment.

i was unable to collect data regarding the total number of PhD students 
that go abroad for scientific training. in response to my request, govern-

table 2.3: International institutions that collaborate with Vietnamese scientists in the 
publication of international scientific journal articles (2007–2009)

Institutions Articles 
authored

% share of articles, 
2007–2009

University of Oxford, UK 105 4.4

University of Tokyo, Japan 54 2.3

Russian Academy of Sciences 45 1.9

University of Copenhagen, Denmark 44 1.8

Chungnam National University, Korea 38 1.6

Mahidol University, Thailand 35 1.5

Institut Pasteur, France/Vietnam 34 1.4

Karolinska Institutet, Sweden 34 1.4

World Health Organization, International/Vietnam 33 1.4

University of Ghent, Belgium 29 1.2

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique 
(CNRS), France

28 1.2

Kyushu University, Japan 26 1.1

University of Paris 11, France 26 1.1

University of Paris 6, France 25 1.0

Nagasaki University, Japan 24 1.0

Data source: ISI Web of Science 2010.
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ment officials claimed that such statistics are not kept. nevertheless, a 
2008 English-language newspaper article has the Ministry of Education 
and Training as estimating that 40,000 Vietnamese students have gradu-
ated overseas and not returned to Vietnam (Ha 2008b). From informal 
conversations with scientists and officials, i gathered that such numbers 
are considered politically sensitive due to the fact that they show that 
Vietnamese scientists go and stay abroad in large numbers as part of the 
Brain Drain. 
Science for development
The position of the Vietnamese state is that national scientific and tech-
nological capacity is a necessary component in the mission to achieve 
industrialized nation status (Vietnam 2004; 2006). Put simply, science 
leads to development. This position is as widely held both in Vietnam 
and internationally as it is difficult to conclusively demonstrate.20 
During the 1980s the contribution of science to national economic 
development was planned by government ministries. state-owned 
industries, agriculture and scientific activities were each under different 
government ministries, and communication and knowledge transfer 
was expected to occur via the links between ministries. This linking of 
science to enterprise via state bureaucracy proved a challenging task and 
the post-doi moi period has brought a number of reforms to redress the 
failure of science to catalyze enterprise, and vice versa.

in 1991 investments in science and higher education were cast in a 
new light. They began to be seen as investments in the socio-economic 
infrastructure for development (Duggan 2001). The constitution of 
1992 places education and science as key determinants of national 
progress. Furthermore, in 1996 the Vietnamese Communist Party asked 
the science and technology sectors to do more than advise leadership: 
to also encourage enterprises to use new technologies, attract new 
manpower to science, and to improve currently available technologies 
(st. George 2003). in addition, international cooperation in science and 
technology is understood to be a key component of plans for achieving 
national development goals (Tran et al. 2007). Together with this shift, 
universities and research institutes are actively encouraged via new gov-

20. see smith (2009a) for a discussion of the weakness of the claim that science leads to de-
velopment, and Fforde (2009) for a more general discussion of the lack of evidence for 
policy-making having a causal effect upon development in southeast asia.
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ernment policies and decrees to engage with private enterprise and to 
become partially self-financing through their own enterprise activities. 

The Vietnamese government continues to explore ways to further 
erode the barriers between science and technology and private enter-
prise for the benefit of national economic development. These efforts 
are highlighted regularly in national news media, as well as policy docu-
ments (Vietnam 2003a; Vietnam 2006). nevertheless, an evaluation of 
the state of science–industry linkages found that communication and 
coordination between the two sectors is rather limited (Tran 2006). 
Based upon my own interviews and surveys of scientists in Vietnam 
i would qualify this claim. While formal, institutional links between 
science and industry may remain weak, scientists as individuals are 
exceptionally entrepreneurial through their independent consultancy 
work and the small businesses that they run, often from inside the gov-
ernment institution that formally employs them. 

Histories and their contemporaries

Traditions of science and higher education were developed, maintained, 
fought over, and sometimes destroyed by Kinh people and other 
erstwhile inhabitants of the space that is today called Vietnam. The im-
portance of education in colonial times, as well as its highly contested 
nature, was a direct result of the sophistication of the education system 
that had existed in Vietnam over the course of more than a millennium 
prior to the colonial project. The period from 1860 until 1954 was 
marked by negotiation and conflict among the Vietnamese, the colonial 
administration, the resident French population, and their various fac-
tions.21 During this time colonial authorities struggled to monopolize 
the authority to determine access to and the content of education. 

The 19th- and early-20th-century history of Vietnamese higher educa-
tion offers a clear example. Under the cover of a mise-en-valeur discourse, 
the French colonial government sought to produce a locally educated elite. 
This elite was to be sufficiently impressed by colonial governmentalities 
to submit to it, but not so confident as to presume that they could super-

21. insufficient space has been devoted here to a discussion of the internal factions within the 
French community, the Vietnamese community, and the colonial government itself. The 
work of Gail Kelly, Trinh Van Thao, Christopher Goscha and Elizabeth st. George does 
much more justice to this aspect.
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sede it. The project to produce colonial subjects failed when Vietnamese 
actors found alternative outlets internationally (e.g. Japan, France, China), 
and when they created domestic refuges which the colonial hand had dif-
ficulty in reaching (traditional schools, Viet Minh schools, and even the 
camaraderie of fellow students at colonial schools). 

In postcolonial times, educational links and scientific networks ex-
tending beyond Vietnam were partly products of political negotiations 
and historical traces. The latter remain influential to the degree that 
they inspire memories and habitus residing in individual agents, as part 
of continuing relations of exchange across both time and space, and of 
the lingering material infrastructures that are actants in their own right. 
Through these mechanisms, the politics of science continues to be, 
albeit unevenly and disjointedly, influenced by Chinese imperialism, 
Vietnamese independence, colonial aspirations and experiences, and 
Communist revolutions.
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3. Science Economies

T
he longer i spent with Vietnamese scientists and their local 
and foreign partners and critics, the more i became convinced 
that artificially disaggregating their scientific work from their 

other everyday activities would bring me further from, rather than closer 
to, explanations of science in Vietnam. I also found that economy is at 
the heart of the explanation of how science contributes to assembling 
both nature and society in Vietnam. Economic exchange amongst 
Vietnamese scientists, and between themselves and other actors, are 
central in maintaining the diverse actor-networks that are essential to 
being a productive scientist. This productivity includes, but is not lim-
ited to, the production of new scientific knowledge in Vietnam. 

Dr. Ly’s gift

Prior to my fieldwork, the international Foundation for science be-
stowed a gift upon Dr. Ly. among other things, it offered her a research 
grant valued at UsD 12,000. as a program officer for the foundation at 
the time, i was very much a participant observer in this gifting relation-
ship, which like other such relationships bore a range of mutual obliga-
tions that may stretch over many years (Mauss 1990). after leaving my 
position at the foundation in order to carry out anthropological research 
at Uppsala University, i remained in contact with Dr. Ly, and regularly 
met her and discussed her own scientific work with her.

When a foreign institution engages a Vietnamese scientist like Dr. Ly 
to carry out a project, it is often described by the participants and ob-
servers as a partnership, or a kind of support. Rather than relying upon 
euphemisms like these that hide more than they reveal, it is more ap-
propriate to approach the relationship as an elaborate form of exchange 
encompassing the movement of diverse materials, symbols, and power. 
One can ask what equivalency, or what bundles of things, symbols, rights 
and obligations, are included in the exchange, and what are the spatial 
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and temporal characteristics of this exchange (Halperin 1994). While 
one can attempt to calculate quantitative values for the respective bun-
dles being transferred, the explanation becomes more interesting and 
more relevant to the actual experiences of the actors if we focus on how 
and why these particular bundles are composed and transferred. such 
an approach also brings one closer to an explanation of the value of the 
exchange from the perspective of the actors involved than would an 
abstracted quantitative calculation of value that externalizes most non-
material and some material elements of the exchange. Borrowing heavily 
from Rhoda Halperin’s (1994) renewal of Karl Polanyi’s (1957) classic 
work on economy and her reworking of the concept of equivalency, i 
call this approach a study of equivalency making processes.

When the Director of the swedish foundation that i worked for signed 
a contract with Dr. Ly and transferred UsD 12,000 directly to a research 
account at her university to carry out work on sustainable agriculture in 
Vietnam, in what manner was this an exchange and what explains the 
equivalency reached? The most visible evidence of exchange is that the 
funding agency transfers Us dollars to a bank account that is available 
to the Vietnamese researcher. in return, the scientist performs scien-
tific labor according to her research plan. she should at minimum work 
part-time on the project for between one and three years, and write a 
scientific report describing her results at the conclusion of her scientific 
labors. The report must be submitted to the foundation. Meanwhile, 
the foundation does not claim or enforce any rights to the results of the 
research, but rather agrees that they should circulate within a scientific 
commons. in addition, the researcher is contracted to produce a written 
financial statement, certified by her university, that the research grant 
has indeed been spent in the manner that was originally agreed upon. 
The duration and rhythm of the scientist’s work is determined by the 
context in which she is working. Employment status, hierarchy within 
the institution, household expectations, availability of data, and a whole 
range of other factors converge to influence her work.

In addition to the obvious, however, what else is being exchanged? 
The funding agency offers a new international connection for the re-
searcher’s actor-network. This connection, in the context of Vietnam, 
may increase the researcher’s local and international status among other 
scientists, science administrators, and science funders. The international 
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money that is received and the obligations to carry out a science project 
also create a physical, social, political, and oftentimes slippery space for 
the researcher to write, speak, and organize. such actions can contradict 
or undermine the positions of persons and institutions that formally 
occupy higher positions within scientific or state hierarchies.1 in the 
case of her research, it might allow an additional degree of freedom for 
the researcher to question the wisdom of the government’s policy for 
redistributing land. it also creates a space for the researcher to train jun-
ior colleagues in research methods that will generate a new generation 
of critics of the status quo. additionally, the researcher might receive 
new tools, technologies and advice on methodological and theoretical 
approaches that were not previously available to her in Vietnam. These, 
along with the money, allow the researcher to further consolidate her 
scientific network in Vietnam and are useful for generating future eco-
nomic opportunities for kin and colleagues. 

Meanwhile, the scientist is contractually bound to provide in return 
both scientific labor (research) and reports. The foundation will also 
encourage the scientist to produce one or more scientific publications 
in which the foundation is acknowledged for its support. But beyond 
documents and labor, what else does the scientist offer the funding 
agency? an important service is that the scientist agrees to receive and 
store money from the foundation. non-profit, bilateral, and multilateral 
funding agencies are under great pressure to redistribute most, if not 
all, of their budget before the end of the calendar year (Ostrom 2001; 
svensson 2003). Failing to do so creates a risk of reduced funding to 
the department, and possibly the organization, the following year (and 
thereby reduced funding for staff salaries). From the funding agency’s 
perspective, money is a kind of hot potato to be passed on as quickly as 
possible. This said, the money should be passed along in a safe manner, 
and a contract with a scientist in Vietnam is such an avenue. The funding 
agency is not free from responsibility for how the money is spent until 
the final report and accounting statement are received and approved. 
nevertheless, by accepting the funding the researcher agrees to store 
and further redistribute the money off-site from the funding agency, 

1. should the researchers receive criticism of their work, they can attempt to deflect the per-
sonal damage by attributing their controversial acts to the wills of the foreign agencies.
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where it will not negatively affect the agency’s budget for the following 
year. 

Later, when the scientist does provide receipts for an audited financial 
account of her work (a significant labor in Vietnam), she discharges the 
funder of accountability for any use of the money that was not approved 
or approvable by the foundation. Echoing Power’s (1994) reflection on 
the function of the audit, the provision of an audit to the donor is far 
more valuable than the relation between the content of the audit and the 
actual ways in which the grant money was disposed. in this respect, the 
audit is an object and a technology that facilitates and preserves slippery 
spaces within the actor-network. Meanwhile, through the scientist’s 
report to her donors on her scientific results, she offers the foundation 
access to new knowledge about the research subject. While the founda-
tion does not try to profit directly from these findings, to the extent that 
they are scientifically interesting or developmentally relevant, they are 
an asset to the foundation in its negotiations with the foundation’s own 
donors (Zink 2009a). 

In the best of cases, and this was one of those, the exchange results 
in a social relationship between the foundation and the scientist, and 
the program administrator and the scientist, which is characterized by 
a sense of reciprocal debt that is sustained for many years. This debt 
becomes a link with the past and between the actors (Peebles 2010). in 
this particular case, it offers the funding agency future access to Vietnam 
through her person, and offers the scientist access to the funding agency 
and its international science and science policy networks. 

Exchanges and the equivalencies reached need not be equal or 
fair. In this case, however, I would argue that the exchange is a rather 
equitable one with an overall balance of power that does not overly 
favor either the foundation or the Vietnamese scientist. averages aside, 
temporality is important (Halperin 1996) and the balance of power is 
shifted between the actors at different moments during the course of 
the exchange. While prior to the signing of the contract and the transfer 
of the research grant, the Foundation enjoys a great deal of power (and 
it is in this phase that they expend most of their energy), afterwards the 
Vietnamese scientist (assuming that her application was accepted by the 
foundation) becomes the more powerful actor in the relationship. she 
can then determine the pace and movements of the exchange (and the 
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foundation staff, implicitly recognizing this, expend less of their own 
energies on the scientist). 

The composition of the equivalency and the timing of its movement 
is shaped by the other social, historical and political relationships that 
engage the participating actors. Dr. Ly’s work in sustainable agriculture 
is possible as a result of an assembled actor-network that spans swedish 
and Vietnamese locals. The research grant program is a technology of em-
powerment that facilitates the exchange of particular bundles of money, 
labor, prestige, knowledge, social ties, debt, rights and responsibilities. 
Some of the ‘things’ exchanged are unknowingly given or received by at 
least one of the partners to the exchange. The Vietnamese scientist’s stor-
age of foundation money goes unrecognized by the scientist, while the 
program officer breathes a small sigh of relief each time part of the annual 
budget is disbursed, and another when a final report of expenditures is 
received. Meanwhile, the program officer is aware of the prestige that the 
grant bestows upon the researcher (and attempts to increase its value), but 
is unaware of the degree to which it creates other slippery spaces allowing 
the researcher to work outside of normal local institutional hierarchies 
and patron–client relationships. These spaces, both within and between 
locals, offer opportunities for Vietnamese scientists to act with significant 
power with respect to both their international donors and their local col-
leagues.

Unequal equivalencies and shifting power 

a consequence of focusing on equivalency-making rather than calcu-
lation2 is that the analysis shifts to the identification of the content of 
exchanges rather than establishing a calculated rate of exchange. This is 
important because the making of equivalencies can establish differences 
and shift the distribution of power amongst parties to the exchange. 
agreement upon an equivalency does not mean that it is considered fair, 
equitable, or equal by all parties. Eric Wolf ’s (1966: 16–18) elaboration 
of patron–client relationships offers an example in this respect. Patrons 
and clients do not exchange in goods or services that are of equal value in 

2. Actor-network approaches to economy are usually applied to the problem of explaining 
the construction and maintenance of markets, with an emphasis on individuals’ calcula-
tive strategies and technological tools (e.g. Callon 1998, see Miller 2002 or Mirowski and 
nik-Kha 2007 for a critique).
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the strict material and quantifiably sense. They trade in loyalty, political 
support, and protection, as well as material goods. The patron is in the 
advantaged position in this relationship, thanks to the strength of the 
other resources and social relationships that they have at their disposal. 
nevertheless, the clients’ value and attractiveness to other potential 
patrons mitigate the possibility of the patron exerting blunt coercive 
force to achieve their ends. Meanwhile, both the client and the patron 
benefit from the social meanings beyond subservience (e.g. solidarity or 
friendship) with which the relationship is invested. 

In the context of scientific production, actors trade roles as patrons 
and clients over the course of extended exchanges. The balance of power 
between actors is variable and the order, rhythm and timing of eco-
nomic transactions (Halperin 1994) has implications for the location of 
power within the actor-networks. Vietnamese scientists like Dr. Ly, who 
participate in science and development technologies of empowerment, 
alternate between being the patron and the client to foreign partners as 
the strength of the actor-networks to which they belong vary over time. 

With the focus on equivalency, we can account for elements of ex-
change that range from actors’ rational and calculated choices within the 
constructed frame of the market (see Callon 1998) to shifts in power and 
transfers of symbolic and material matters that elude meaningful quantifi-
cations. in this respect, the concept of equivalency is particularly useful for 
describing exchanges across slippery spaces which are themselves weakly 
explained by strict quantitative conversions and calculations. Attention to 
equivalency making has the advantage of emphasizing the importance of 
both the qualitative and the quantitative values of the symbolic and mate-
rial bundles that are exchanged amongst actors, while releasing us from 
the otherwise common assumption that a meaningful conversion rate can 
always be calculated for the value of the contents of the exchange (see also 
Graeber 2001). 

Getting to know a shrimp pond

Exchanges across slippery spaces make it possible for actors to col-
laborate in the realization of contradictory goals. such was the case 
during a scientific excursion to the coastal Vietnamese countryside in 
2008 to secure scoopfuls of slimy mud from the bottoms of polluted 
shrimp ponds. Travelling together with a small group of scientists by 
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plane, boat, van and on foot, the cultural and economic relationships 
that bound our group together enabled the performance of a scientific 
investigation with multiple ends. 

While rumbling along a rutted dirt road through the towering post-
war mangrove forests and patchwork shrimp ponds of Can Giao in a 
rented van, i nervously glanced at a brown glass jug of hydrochloric acid. 
it was wrapped in a thin white plastic bag that my colleague Dr. Minh, a 
Vietnamese chemist and associate professor, had recently bought on the 
street in Ho Chi Minh City. at that moment he was clutching it tightly 
between his legs. There, in the back seat of the van, each violent jolt from 
the deteriorated road sent our heads crashing towards the roof of the 
van, or against the glass window. all the while, the acid sloshed back and 
forth in its fragile container. Minh and i were tag-alongs on this rocky 

Figure 3.1: our small group marches off to investigate an aquaculture pond in the 
vicinity of Nha trang

Zink_book.indd   64 18/06/2013   18:13



ScIence economIeS

65

scientific mission together with a Japanese professor (‘sensei’), his 
indian postdoctoral researcher Dr. Patel, his Japanese Masters student, 
as well as Dr. Hang, sensei’s former PhD student and in 2009 a Deputy 
Director of a Vietnamese research center. 

The goal of this research trip was to collect mud samples from shrimp 
ponds from south to north along the Vietnamese coast. The trip was 
funded from a three year Japanese science grant to investigate the char-
acteristics and degradation of heavy metals and antibiotic pollutants in 
aquatic soils. The total research budget for the Japanese/indian team 
was nearly 16 million Yen (approx USD 200,000 in 2010). However, 
this particular trip consumed only a small fraction of that total sum and 
Dr. Hang explained that there was little monetary benefit to him. On the 
other hand, the trip’s economy consisted of much more than Japanese 
yen, and the exchanges that took place were reciprocal, redistributive 
as well as market-based in their patterning. As such, the excursion’s pos-
sibility to produce new assemblages of knowledge, nature and the social 
rested upon the successful outcomes of a range of equivalency making 
processes.

i was invited on the trip as an observer by Dr. Hang. He was aware of 
my interest to see science in action in Vietnam, and saw an opportunity 
to bring me along without incurring too much extra paperwork or other 
costs. This trip was organized at the request of a Japanese national, and 
as such the addition of one more foreigner would not cause a significant 
extra burden on his task of securing the necessary official permissions 
for foreigners to poke their noses around the Vietnamese countryside. 
Furthermore, he had planned the trip to visit the coastal countryside 
near Vung Tao, Ho Chi Minh City, nha Trang, Da nang and Hue. While 
fifteen or twenty years earlier the situation would have been much 
different,3 nowadays these are all places that attract many foreign tour-
ists and business people, and such trips do not pose the same number of 
political and bureaucratic challenges that trips to more remote or oth-
erwise politically sensitive provinces might incur. Dr. Hang also saw my 
participation as an opportunity to introduce me to his close friend, Dr. 
Minh. Hang’s idea was that Minh might be able to apply for a research 
grant from my former employer, and our days together visiting shrimp 

3. see the preface of Gainsborough 2010 or Rambo 2005 for reflections on the difficulties of 
accessing fieldsites in Vietnam during the 1980s and 1990s.
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ponds would be an opportunity for us to get to know each other and for 
me to coach Minh in how to approach the international Foundation for 
science (iFs). The time that i would spend talking to Minh about iFs 
was only one of many exchanges that took place in the bouncing van. 

On the first day, we left Ho Chi Minh City and drove for hours past 
countless rice paddies and shrimp ponds in the general direction of the 
coastal port city of Vung Tao. i chatted quite happily with Dr. Minh in 
the back of the van, keeping an eye all the time on the shatter-prone 
jug of acid. Meanwhile, our Japanese and Indian colleagues, anxious to 
begin collecting mud samples, eyed the aquaculture ponds that we were 
passing. Their mission was to collect samples from as many ponds as 
possible in order to bring them back to Japan for analysis in their labo-
ratories. They were looking for antibiotic residue in the soils. While our 
eyes concentrated on other things, Dr. Hang chased local government 
officials by mobile telephone to obtain permission for us to visit shrimp 
ponds. as we drove through the shrimp pond pocked countryside, 
doors to the field site were opening and closing via the mobile phone 
towers that linked Dr. Hang to the seats of local state power. after several 
hours, Dr. Hang brought the van to a sudden stop in front of a People’s 
Committee building,4 whereupon he had a brief private discussion with 
a local officer. after a few moments we were on the road again only to 
stop a couple kilometers later where Dr. Hang leapt from the vehicle 
and briskly approached the nearest shack perched on the mud bank of 
a shrimp pond. 

a discussion ensued whereupon Dr. Hang attempted to win the 
acquiescence of the person tending the pond to allow us to bring our 
metal Japanese cup taped to the end of a Vietnamese branch and scoop 
samples of mud from the pond. The people tending the pond had never 
been part of a scientific study before, and they looked suspiciously at the 
metal scoop that we wanted to use to retrieve mud from their pond. The 
risk of disease was foremost in their minds, and they were wondering 
where the scoop had been previously, and if it were clean. 

after successfully convincing the pond owner, Dr. Hang conducted 
a short interview with the person tending the pond, asking for infor-
mation about commercial feeds and antibiotics that were being used, 
as well as recent yields from the ponds. The foreign scientists were not 

4. The People’ Committee building is the seat of local government.
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fluent in Vietnamese, and could not collect this information themselves. 
sensei led Dr. Patel to a spot on the pond wall where he should teeter 
and stretch to retrieve a stinking muddy spoonful of pond bottom. Using 
a smaller plastic spoon, Dr. Patel then transferred some of the mud to 
a small white plastic bottle, while the Masters student documented 
with his digital camera. Having collected the sample, the tension rose 
a notch as Dr. Minh opened his bottle and withdrew two pipettes of 
hydrochloric acid to drop into the bottle with the newly collected mud. 
This accomplished (with no burns), the physical evidence of the pond 
was preserved and ready for shipment to a lab in Japan where sophisti-
cated machinery could establish, among other things, what kinds and 
amounts of antibiotics were present in the pond. Meanwhile, sensei was 
already marching towards the next pond to identify a suitable spot from 
which to extract another muddy spoonful.

With minor variations, this pattern repeated itself as the group pro-
ceeded from Vung Tao in the south to Hue in the center of Vietnam. For 
each pond where we were allowed to take samples, there was another 
pond where we were refused entry. Occasionally we were only allowed 
to take samples from one pond, or only from a pond that was not in use, 
or only from the drainage canal beside the pond. in other cases we were 
given free rein to collect mud from several ponds owned by the same 
person. if the pond owner insisted strongly, then the scientists would 
rinse the metal scoop used to retrieve the mud with drinking water avail-
able from the pond owner’s well. Otherwise, there were no precautions 
taken to avoid transferring disease from one pond to another, something 
that could very well ruin the pond-owner’s household economy for 
years. i observed no payments made to the owners of the pond, though 
it is reasonable to assume that some were made discreetly. Usually Dr. 
Hang would approach the owner alone to negotiate our entry while the 
rest of us waited in the van. no business card or telephone number was 
left behind. Neither did the researchers make detailed notes of the exact 
location of the pond or take contact information for the ponds’ owners.

Just below the surface of our coexistence was a particular history 
bringing this specific group together. Most importantly, sensei was the 
former supervisor of both Dr. Hang and Prof. Minh when they carried 
out their PhD studies in Japan some years ago. The longstanding cul-
tural tradition of higher education of Vietnam encourages students to 
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observe a filial piety towards their teachers and academic supervisors 
(Hess 1977; Trinh 2002). This sense of duty and debt to one’s super-
visor remains long after the completion of studies, and it was readily 
visible in the actions of Dr. Hang and Prof. Minh. now that sensei was 
returning to Vietnam to carry out field research, Dr. Hang serviced and 
maintained this debt by taking leave from his work in Hanoi for two 
weeks to guide sensei and his colleagues on their journey. 

Prof. Minh’s presence on the trip was the result of a request from Dr. 
Hang. Prof. Minh was a close friend of Dr. Hang, and had recently been 
turned down for a post-doc position in sensei’s department with sensei 
as supervisor. The winner of this position was a fish expert from India, 
Dr. Patel. Both Dr. Hang and Prof. Minh expressed bafflement that a fish 
expert had been chosen to work in a chemistry team, and the satisfac-
tion of this curiosity together with the opportunity to strengthen Prof. 
Minh’s links with the Japanese university were the original reasons for 
his attendance. Just before leaving Hanoi, however, Prof. Minh’s son had 
fallen seriously ill. Worried about his son, he withdrew from the trip at 
short notice, only to reverse his decision again after the insistence of his 
wife and mother-in-law that he should go. 

Meanwhile, the trip provided opportunities to sustain a range of 
other social relations. Dr. Hang would use the trip as an opportunity 
to meet with scientists at important institutions in other Vietnamese 
cities, with the reason for the meeting being to introduce his colleagues 
to the delegation from Japan. This strategy, however, was only partially 
successful with the Japanese delegation refusing to visit a university in 
Ho Chi Minh City, preferring to do some extra sleeping and shopping. 
During the trip Prof. Minh would also have the opportunity to visit 
the grave of his father and pay his respects, and to visit one of his PhD 
students at a university in central Vietnam.

Communication within the group was halting, in three different 
dialects of broken English, and more often than not resulted in misun-
derstanding. Dr. Hang often had difficulty in communicating the con-
cerns of shrimp pond owners about disease to the foreigners who were 
taking samples. Meanwhile, initially there were difficulties in achieving a 
common understanding of the sampling strategy that should be used. a 
memorable example was the day we visited only one pond. The site we 
visited was, to Dr. Hang’s surprise, not in use for shrimp production as a 
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result of the dumping of industrial waste in an adjacent river, which had 
killed the shrimp. While at the polluted pond, Dr. Minh asked sensei 
how many sites he would like to visit. sensei, however, thought he was 
asking about how many mud samples from this particular pond were 
needed, and he answered that one was enough. so, after collecting mud 
from the dead pond we drove to the coast for a long seafood lunch and 
then toured the nearby tourist facilities. While driving past a series of 
beaches, Dr. Patel asked if we would be visiting additional ponds, where-
upon Dr. Minh responded that, no, he could probably not swim today. 

On other days the group sampled more ponds. However, while 
observing their work, i was surprised that there did not seem to be a 
particular scientific methodology for selecting ponds. Rather, ponds 
were opportunistically selected based upon the social relationships of 
Dr. Hang with local government actors and the availability of owners 
at the ponds at the time of our visit. Furthermore, for those ponds se-
lected there was no methodology in terms of where the mud was taken 
from. sometimes it was taken from dried ponds, sometimes with water, 
sometimes active ponds and sometimes inactive, sometimes from near 
the sluice gate and sometimes not, sometimes near the place where the 
shrimp food was thrown in the water and sometimes not, sometimes 
from inside the pond and sometimes from the canals that connected 
the ponds to the tidal flows. i asked Dr. Hang for his opinion regarding 
the sampling strategy and he professed to be thoroughly confused. in 
his own work he explained he would have a particular sampling strategy 
in order to account for variations between different types of ponds and 
different concentrations of residues in different parts of the ponds.

The results of this scientific adventure were published in 2010 in 
an English-language electronic journal. in the article, there is no ac-
knowledgement of Dr. Hang and the two weeks he spent negotiating 
his scientific and political networks to gain access to shrimp ponds that 
were located in spaces that would otherwise be inaccessible. in fact, 
the highly specific ponds that we accessed, appear as random samples 
in the scientific publication:5 ‘Mud samples (0–5 mm) were collected 
aseptically from randomly selected five ponds of each coastal zone, 
mixed properly, pooled into one and preserved in sterile plastic bottle 

5. in order to protect the identity of the participants in this trip, the citation for this article that 
appeared in an asian, English language, scientific journal is not included in the bibliography.
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(250 ml).’ However, this random selection is only random in the eyes of 
the foreign scientists making a short visit to aquaculture sites along the 
coast of Vietnam. In the Vietnamese context, the selected sites are any-
thing but random. They are specifically situated in a geography where 
specific social, professional and political networks lead foreign scientists 
to particular cities, communes, districts and ponds, while bypassing 
thousands of other watery spaces.

We also see that Hang’s participation in the trip and his contribu-
tion of labor and the making available of a social networks that were 
the actual road map of the scientific sampling were provided as a result 
of the respect that a Vietnamese academic has for his supervisor and 
mentor. it is both the payment of a debt that was incurred during his 
training in Japan, and a gift given out of respect for the relationship that 
the two men share. The degree to which sensei placed a value on this 
gift is unknown to me, but it certainly was important for fulfilling Hang’s 
image of himself as a moral person. 

Meanwhile, at the insistence of his wife and mother, Dr. Minh left his 
ailing son to follow this trip. He did so not to fulfill a debt, but in the effort 
to understand why he was not in more debt. The award of the postdoc 
position to Dr. Patel mystified him, and he felt the need to investigate 
and to renew social relations that might lead to scientific work in the fu-
ture. His strategy may have been successful, judging from a publication 
that he achieved in an international scientific journal together with the 
Japanese/indian group in the year following the trip. Even my presence 
in the trip was a part of the economy of knowledge production. While i 
was a minor net cost for the group in the most economistic sense of the 
term (i paid for my flights and hotel, but my local transportation and 
meals were covered by the Japanese grant), my presence represented an 
investment in future projects.

More generally, the purposes of the trip included assembling nature, 
knowledge and the social in ways that were able to coexist as a result of the 
slippery spaces that joined us. The antibiotic-resistant bacteria document-
ed by the researchers were an assemblage that required the cooperation 
and coproduction of a wide range of actors, machines, and documents 
( Jasanoff 2004a). They were made possible by specific actor-networks 
that moved mud from Vietnam to Japan, China, and then the world at large 
via the immutable and mobile facts contained in a scientific article. What 
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was described as a random selection of mud samples by Japanese and 
indian scientists was in reality socially orchestrated in Vietnam through 
negotiation between Vietnamese scientists, local officials, and particular 
histories of scientific work. The specificity of the mud was further deter-
mined by the debt that a senior Vietnamese scientist felt he owed to his 
former teacher and supervisor, a cultural value that was strong enough to 
put him on the road away from his home, family and institutional duties in 
northern Vietnam for two weeks. Despite this fundamentally important 
contribution, the work of Dr. Hang was strategically deleted (see Jasanoff 
2004a) in the English-language journal article that resulted from the 
research trip in 2010. His disappearance from the text makes invisible the 
Vietnamese social relations that were essential elements of the scientific 
facts that were produced. Hence, mud that in Vietnamese had a social, 
cultural and economic life was able to coexist in harmony with another 
version of itself that in the English-language text of a scientific article was 
a simple substrate containing antibiotic residues.

What’s in it for me? Cash economies

actors make equivalencies that redistribute objects, money and power 
in patterns that are fundamentally shaped by culture, politics and history. 
In the case both of the shrimp pond research expedition and the grants 
from the international research council, the actors participating in the 
exchanges were not always aware of the total content of the equivalen-
cies that were made. Exchanges took place across the slippery spaces 
where actors did not share common institutional, cultural and historical 
frames for the exchange. However, such contextual discontinuities are 
not always present and the bundles of exchange are not always so diverse. 
nevertheless, similar patterns are also discernible amongst transactions 
that are more strictly monetary. 

Casual observers of Vietnamese science economies should be 
forgiven if they draw the conclusion that cash is king. Or, if cash is not 
king, then the cumulative experiences of both Vietnamese and foreign 
scientists, policy-makers, and development practitioners indicate that it 
certainly has a strong voice in the committee. The lure of money and in-
dividual behaviors to maximize cash incomes coexist with the patterns 
of exchange shaped by other historical traces, cultural traits and habitus. 
Likewise, scientific knowledge production is also inextricable from 
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economic exchange meant to secure livelihoods, send children to good 
schools, and to buy iPhones. This takes place in a broader context where 
civil servant salaries have experienced slow growth and stagnation, with 
the result that teachers and scientists must secure their livelihood in the 
informal economy.6

While money is a strong motivator, it was not often openly discussed 
as such in the public or semi-public meetings and events where i ob-
served scientists and their partners. i usually learned about strategies 
to maximize cash incomes during informal interviews and discussions. 
One notable exception to this was an annual meeting organized in 2008 
by a European donor to review the collaborative research projects that 
they were funding between Vietnamese and donor-country institutions. 
i was shaken out of my near slumber during the rather dull meeting by 
the comments of a young Vietnamese auditor. The auditor, a professional 
employed by a large international accounting firm, had just completed a 
summary of the audit of the research projects. as had been the case dur-
ing the year before, the auditor noted that the majority of the auditor’s 
critical comments on accounting practices from the previous year had 
not been redressed by the project staff. This lack of significant progress 
frustrated the senior embassy official present, and he asked the auditor 
to explain why, year after year, some of the same problems recurred in 
the financial reports of the various projects. The auditor responded with 
a long list of plausible extenuating circumstances and technical excuses, 
but concluded bluntly with what she saw as the fundamental position of 
the project administrators in response to demands to reform: they ask 
themselves, ‘What’s in it for me? if i do it wrong, so what?’ 

in concluding with ‘What’s in it for me?’ the auditor offered an 
open recognition of the degree to which the audit is entangled with the 
everyday economic practices of research institutions. it was a surprising 
statement, because such entanglements are generally left out of the for-
mal negotiations amongst Vietnamese science and foreign development 
actors. nevertheless, ‘What’s in it for me?’ is an important position in 
the equivalency making process. 

6. London describes the development of this situation in both the health and the education 
sectors since the 1990s: ‘Vietnam’s particular path of extrication from state socialism and 
the haphazard nature of state education and health policies during the early 1990s encour-
aged the development of vast informal education and health economies outside, within, 
and on the borders of state education and health institutions’ (2004:134).
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For the project administrators in this case, the disturbances that a 
change in financial practices would entail, not least to the undocu-
mented (informal) patterned networks of exchange that reform would 
cause, would not be offset by personal benefits. Furthermore, as years 
of financial accounting infractions had shown, continued irregularities 
would not be sufficient to warrant discontinuation of donor support. 
i would find that ‘what’s in it for me’ and the narrowly economistic 
maximizing that it entails was not limited to development cooperation. 
narrow economic interest is recognized as a habitus that is growing in 
importance among scientists, just as the absolute amount of cash sums 
travelling along undocumented pathways are rapidly growing larger. 

Much as Power (1994) notes in another context, the transfers of 
money that are charted in official research budgets and auditors’ reports 
are a thin veneer on the real money economy of science and research. 
Budgets submitted to funders, both national and international, only 
tell a small part of the story of how research money is spent. audits 
themselves are often intended to be what star and Griesemer (1989) 
call boundary objects. These should facilitate the communication and 
coordination of donor and recipient intentions across different social 
contexts. But in spite of this intention, the audit can also impede com-
munication and sustain a slippery space, thereby facilitating economic 
exchanges that work towards actors’ contradictory goals.

Discussions with researchers and administrators at Vietnamese univer-
sities and research institutions explained how science and development 
is funded, and how the money flows. Money for projects generally origi-
nates from a ministry, even when the funding is originally sourced from an 
international organization. a grant for a research project is awarded to an 
institution, a university, or one of its internal divisions. Of the total award, 
a cash kickback is generally returned to key persons in the institution 
that awarded the grant. This kickback is an accepted part of doing busi-
ness, and is standard for both research projects funded by national and 
international organizations. in the case of the latter, i did not learn of any 
instance where the kickback on a research grant was paid to a representa-
tive of the international donor, but rather to the state institution (e.g. a 
ministry) that was the middle-agent for the grant.7 amongst researchers 

7. This does not mean that such things do not happen. in fact, one of the major corruption 
cases that were ongoing at the time of fieldwork dealt specifically with the situation of 
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working in agriculture, conservation, climate change and natural resource 
management fields, a reasonable kickback was approximately 30 percent 
of the total project budget, and when ministry officials demanded 50 
percent in kickbacks researchers reacted negatively and considered the fee 
unjustified. amongst my informants, the former amount is considered a 
fair cost of doing business, and the latter is corruption.

Following the first cut, the funding that remained (50–70 percent of 
the original sum) was still not free to flow along the channels mapped 
by the project budget document. a range of costs remained that cannot 
be put onto paper, but which nevertheless are understood by the scien-
tists involved in the project. Firstly, government and international rules 
often put limits on the amount of income scientists should earn from 
carrying out research. Full-time government scientists that i met usually 
earned between UsD 100 and UsD 150 as their monthly salary. such 
a salary might cover the school fees of one middle-class Vietnamese 
child in Hanoi, but it does not cover the cost of living of academics 
with expectations to live middle- or upper-middle-class lives. However, 
a government salary is only one source of income for scientists, and 
sometimes (and in their eyes, hopefully!) it is not the most significant 
one. Hence, the director of the research organization or the leader of the 
project will see to it that some of the project funding is used to further 
supplement the salaries of him- or herself, as well as staff and project 
participants. One means of doing this for the scientists that i spoke with 
was to organize workshops and research at field locations distant from 
home. Researchers’ field trips and the fees they collected as per diem 
and other bonuses associated with fieldwork were very important for 
supplementing their personal income.

To carry out research at a field location, often in another province, 
requires permissions with official stamps from local authorities. This, in 
turn, carries its own undocumented costs that must be drawn from the 
project budget. Furthermore, my informants explained that with national 
grants the government rules regarding per diems and maximum allow-
able cost for meals and accommodation during fieldwork were so low 
that the number of persons participating in any project must be inflated 
by two to three times in order to cover the actual costs of the field visit. 

Vietnamese government officials who allegedly delivered kickbacks to Japanese develop-
ment aid officials.
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not only do these inflated numbers need to be put in the project budget 
(or project proposal), but they also need to be substantiated with official 
receipts from local government officials, hotels, and restaurants. These 
receipts, themselves falsifications to cover the trail of undocumented 
costs, also require the payment of unofficial but nevertheless absolutely 
necessary fees. 

at the end of each year scientific institutions and departments un-
dergo a financial audit. i had the opportunity to observe one such audit 
that took place at the end of 2008. Given that actors are generally well 
aware of the vast differences between official budgets and real practices, i 
expected the audit to be a relaxed affair, and that financial staff with their 
‘What’s in it for me?’ attitude would be unconcerned. On the contrary, 
i observed an organization whose research administrators were stressed 
and busily fluttering in and out of the office and between stacks of files. 
The year’s end is the moment when physical, paper evidence of the 
official budget must be assembled. The numerical claims of account-
ing books must be supported by paper receipts, properly stamped and 
signed by authorities, hotels, restaurants, and vendors. Furthermore, the 
story produced should be a believable one. The approval of the audi-
tors comes with a price, and if the official economic story is difficult to 
believe, or if the physical traces of its performance are lacking, the price 
can grow very high. This price, when paid, comes with no receipt.

The money that remains, after these multiple levels of subtractions, 
is a fraction of the original amount, and is to be used to carry out the 
originally planned research. Borrowing loosely from Callon (1998), we 
can say that through the servicing of these many debts and claims, the 
researcher and the research project has been temporarily disentangled 
from the social networks that otherwise limit the production of new 
knowledge. But because disentanglement is so costly, sometimes what 
is left is far too little to carry out work that can be judged to have any 
significant scientific quality. 

This leaves researchers in the difficult position where they must carry 
out their proposed work with significantly less resources at hand than are 
required. It also explains why there is a tendency for old research results 
to be recycled,8 or as one researcher explained to me, ‘to be cooked in a 
new and delicious way for the donor.’ it may also mean that projects that 

8. see also Friedrichson (2008: 124).

Zink_book.indd   75 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

76

could not be completed successfully during one year due to the lack of 
funds can potentially be funded again in later years. 

Undocumented money is not pure profit for the persons that are able 
to access it. Rather, actors receive money through informal economies 
as a result of their own integration into other networks characterized by 
specific relationships of debt and reciprocity that they themselves must 
service. University teachers explained to me, for instance, that to obtain 
a university position, in addition to cultivating key political, kinship and 
other social ties, they had to pay the equivalent of several years’ salary to 
their superiors in the university hierarchy. at each level of the hierarchy, 
such costs have to be recouped through unofficial economic activ-
ity. These practices are not new to Vietnam. The roots of the informal 
economy are deep and parts of it enjoy a legitimacy superseding that of 
the formal economy. The Confucian exam system was a partly successful 
attempt to address the practice of buying and selling powerful positions 
in state bureaucracies (smith 2009b), but moral and economistic, for-
mal and informal economic practices have coexisted side by side from 
pre-colonial to post-colonial eras up until and including the present.9

The fact that science economies have both formal and informal as-
pects carries both advantages and disadvantages for the actors involved. 
Social, political and kinship networks that depend on economic exchange 
for their performance and renewal can be difficult to incorporate into 
formal economies, whereas they are much more easily serviced within 
the informal economy (Mitchell 2007). Meanwhile, the real or potential 
friction between formal and informal economies offers actors in posi-
tions of authority opportunities for enforcing or reinstating hierarchies 
when they feel that their positions are being threatened. Corruption 
cases brought to the courts and to the newspapers are one such means 
of enforcement that is visible to a wider audience of observers.

Despite the historical continuity of the patterns of equivalency mak-
ing practices described here, there are also important changes taking 
place. an important cause of change is the massive increase in foreign 
capital being invested in Vietnam (see Figure 3.2 for recent rates of over-
seas development aid (ODa) and foreign direct investment (FDi)). 

9. They exist side by side with informal economies in healthcare (London 2004; Luong 
2003b), education (Doan 2004; London 2004; Poisson 2002), local (Kerkvliet 2003) and 
national politics (Gainsborough 2010), journalism (Marr 2003), conservation (McElwee 
2006), and state companies (nguyen-vo 2008), to name only a few domains.
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This has caused a general increase in standards of living across Vietnam, 
and it has enabled a relatively small number of individuals and families 
to amass enormous personal fortunes. Discussing contemporary sci-
ence and economy, Professor Ly, a respected natural scientist born in the 
early 1930s, told me that he was concerned by the economic changes 
that he perceived as linked with a society-wide erosion of morality and 
trust. As we sat in his office in 2009, he recalled that, at the climax of the 
anti-colonial struggle in 1954 near the battlefield of Dien Bien Phu, one 
could encounter an untended stack of bananas along a forest trail with a 
note indicating their price. according to Professor Ly, the morality of the 
time ensured that nobody would take the bananas without paying the 
asked-for price. Professor Ly does not expect to find bananas for sale on 
the forest floor today, nor in the research institutes and universities for 
that matter. His concern is that ‘Vietnam has won the war, but we have 
lost some very precious human qualities.’ For Professor Ly, the bananas 
of Dien Bien Phu are emblematic of the trust and social solidarity that 
pervaded economic exchange during his youth and young adulthood. 

The professor went on to explain that doi moi and the adoption of 
market mechanisms since the mid-1980s has had dire consequences for 

Figure 3.2: Since 1990 when oDA and FDI amounted to approximately USD 360 
million, the amounts transferred have risen drastically

Source: World Bank (2011)
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both the environment and for human values, while at the same time it 
has made possible great advances in science and national development. 
He fears that there is no simple solution to the dilemma: ‘if we do not 
accept the market mechanism we cannot have development, but if we 
accept the market mechanism we lose human qualities.’ Concerned in 
particular by the deteriorating conditions of land, air and water that 
are the result of the combination of a rapidly expanding economy and 
individualistic greed, he foresaw the need for a new wave of social and 
cultural reform among the young generation to rise to the challenge of 
putting Vietnamese science in the service of environmentally sensible 
development. Using climate change as a metaphor, he offered that 
‘Maybe we need a social climate change and a complex sustainable de-
velopment. Maybe my grandson will have to look at these issues.’ in this 
meeting, Professor Ly’s reflections indicate shifting boundaries between 
exchange for the purpose of individual accumulation, and exchange that 
is part and parcel of a moral economy that emphasizes social solidarity. 

Professor nguyen echoed the concerns of Professor Ly, and spoke to 
me about the economy and its implications for the morality of science 
in Vietnam. During our discussion, he related his fears that the chang-
ing moral and economic landscape was having a strong impact on both 
science and young/mid-career scientists and university educators. in his 
view, the purpose of science is to contribute to national development, 
and in particular to make it possible for poor people to better benefit 
from a wise use of natural resources. From his experience, this can be 
achieved when scientists embody a morality and empathy for the needs 
and views of poor people who depend upon natural resources and agri-
cultural production.

We have to work with the heart, and not only technical knowledge. if we 
work with the people with our hearts, then the people will understand 
[our solutions] much easier than if we only use technical knowledge. 

For Professor nguyen, working with the heart entails weeks or months 
spent with the communities that he would like to help, living with and 
listening to them, and following them in their daily lives to find the 
problems that a scientific approach can help to solve. He explained to 
me that he attempts to instill this approach in the younger generation 
of scientists that he still teaches and supervises. But he finds that the 
overall trend in science is leading in a different direction. Teachers today 
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send their students for much shorter visits to the field. He noted that 
this change coincides with many other changes for the worse:

now many teachers like to make money. They teach, not for the 
student, but for their money. The relation between the teacher and 
student has changed. Before, the relationship was very close, but now 
there is the money between them. Before, they worked together. The 
teacher worked with students, tried to educate them to give them the 
good experience. But now they give to them through the money. This is 
not true of all teachers, there are still many good teachers and students, 
but most of them work for the money. 

Here, Dr. nguyen is lamenting that what teachers are offering students 
now, rather than wisdom and experience from a lifetime of research and 
education, is the passing of examinations in exchange for cash payments. 

He went on to comment that ‘The young generation today would 
like to make the money, and they are not easy to convince of an alterna-
tive way.’ i observed younger scientists who reacted to these kinds of 
statements with a mixture of respect and scorn. They respect the wis-
dom that their elders have accumulated, having lived through periods of 
extreme hardship. But, as an early career PhD-holder, father, and spouse 
to an educated professional explained to me: at the time of the wars it 
was easier to be a poor and barefoot scientist because nobody else had 
shoes, and to have achieved a higher education was a monumental ac-
complishment. He went on to explain that now, these elder statesmen 
of science are benefitting from their labors and living comfortably while 
young scientists are numerous and they are unable to meet their own, 
and their families’, middle-class expectations. 

Dr. an, only in his fifties when i met him, had views similar to those 
of Professor nguyen. a scholar and former university teacher, Dr. an 
was among the early cohorts of Vietnamese scholars who trained in the 
West in the wake of doi moi. When i met him more than twenty years 
later he was working in Vietnam for an international organization, and 
he related one of his own experiences of being offered money from a 
student. Dr. An was a member of the examination committee for a 
Vietnamese PhD student who had studied at a university in Vietnam. 
On the eve of the examination of the candidate, the student called Dr. 
an on the telephone and asked to be allowed to visit him at his home. 
The student explained that she was nervous regarding the coming exam, 
and would simply like to talk to calm her nerves. Dr. an initially refused, 
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but in the end sympathized with the PhD candidate and allowed her to 
come and visit. she brought a basket of litchi fruits as a small gift. Dr. an 
declined the gift, considering it inappropriate given the imminent ex-
amination, but upon the student’s insistence he relented, rationalizing to 
himself that litchi was in season and available at little cost. after a pleas-
ant conversation where Dr. an sought to soothe the candidates nerves, 
she left. Directly afterwards, Dr. an’s wife removed the litchi from the 
basket, and a sealed and stuffed envelope was revealed. Dr. an angrily 
rushed after the candidate and confronted her with the envelope. The 
candidate explained that the envelope was the accepted practice, and 
that it was necessary given that the government paid examiners so little. 
By this time very upset, she explained that she had donated an envelope 
containing one million dong to each of the six reviewers participating in 
her examination. The total of six million dong was equal to about one 
half of an annual salary for a university teacher with a PhD, a position 
the candidate hoped to achieve in the near future. according to Dr. an, 
‘This is how young people are welcomed into the system and to the debt 
that drives the corruption.’ 

Here, in the cash transactions that accompany different stages of 
scientific knowledge production in Vietnam, we see that cash equivalen-
cies are reached as a result of the actors’ morality and rationalization. 
They are partly produced by the actors’ habitus, and the exchanges are 
productive of a new habitus. Even in cases where cash seems to be king, 
payments are not determined by a single pattern or principle. Dr. an’s 
outrage at a student’s attempt to buy his support at an examination, 
and the student’s shock and frustration that Dr. an was not acting as an 
examiner should, are one example of the possible variations. Similarly, 
from research administrators’ weighing of the costs and benefits of alter-
ing their financial accounting, to the scientists’ reflections on the size of 
the kickback demanded from a ministry and the value of accepting their 
research support, we see that the actors’ engagement in cash economies 
is strongly influenced by habitus as well as by economizing and moral 
reflections. 

actors do not blindly obey the formal and informal rules. Rather, 
they reflect upon the norms that inform exchange and sometimes at-
tempt to revise them. Dr. an, while speaking to me about the informal 
economies of universities, was explicit in this respect. He was deter-
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mined that change was necessary, and his openness in our interview 
was an attempt to create change by making public what normally goes 
unsaid. in his words, ‘it is not enough to bark, you must bite.’ Meanwhile, 
speaking more generally about the links between economy, science and 
the environment, and the attitudes of a younger generation, Prof. Ly was 
pragmatic about the future: 

i believe [change] is very normal. if my grandson thinks as i do, then 
this is not development. i have lived through many years of war, and i 
have lived as a poor boy in the village. so, my understanding is different 
than that of my grandson, who has an air conditioner. i believe that we 
can convey our ideas to them, but we don’t know if they will accept 
them. They have their freedom, and we believe that this freedom is 
useful for the future. at the same time, it is an uncertain future.

These examples speak to the flexibility and negotiability of patterns 
of economic exchange and the actor-networks within which they take 
place, as well as to the possibility for actors’ habitus to change both 
within and across generations of individuals. 

Observing the economy

Working as a scientist means participating in an economy of scientific 
production that fundamentally shapes the purposes to which science is 
put. in Dr. Ly’s engagement with an international foundation, and in Dr. 
Hang’s navigation of existing social, cultural and political relationships 
while traversing the coastal lowlands, actor-networks are performed and 
scientific knowledge is created. These performances also offer opportu-
nities to enter into new and productive exchange and debt relationships, 
to renew social networks, and to open new possibilities for future ac-
tion. Meanwhile, the comments of Professor Ly, Professor nguyen and 
Dr. an illustrate a desire to create an alternative economy of science is 
more productive of both scientific and moral values. 

By drawing from substantivist economic anthropology (Halperin 
1994; Polanyi 1957) one can expand the applicability and explanatory 
power of actor-network theory. The concept of equivalency captures 
the parallel importance and coexistence of exchange relations that ex-
hibit patterns of reciprocity, redistribution, markets and householding. 
Released from the domains of particular fields or spheres, and applied 
to economy across actor-networks, the concept of equivalency re-
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emphasizes the importance of empirical investigations of the bundles of 
material and symbolic things that are moving and changing hands over 
time. By turning our attention away from calculations of quantitative 
exchange rates for these bundles (because equivalencies need not be 
equal), we are better able to attend to the importance and the diversity 
of the content of the exchange. 

Paying attention to equivalencies is useful both within the narrow 
frames of a market, and within the slippery spaces that link actors working 
at cross-purposes. in the long run, this pragmatic and holistic approach 
to economy is better suited to explaining why and how exchange works 
than are narrower theoretical approaches that define the fundamental 
principles at work in a specific instance, before the human behaviors of 
that case are empirically observed.
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4. Conserving Science and 
Composing Nature 

V
ietnamese scientists are key actors in the assemblage of 
specific and lasting natures in the intertidal zone of the Red 
River Delta. Their actions and ambitions, inflected by their 

own culture and history, stand out alongside other projects belonging 
to national government and international conservation organizations. 
They compose natures inflected with pre-war ideas of the good coun-
tryside and post-Vietnam-american War conservation ideals, at the 
same time that they capture financial resources to sustain Vietnamese 
science and research more generally. scientists seek to achieve their 
visions while navigating and incorporating national and international 
trends (e.g. from doi moi market reforms to sustainable development 
and biodiversity conservation), as well as the physical hydrological and 
lunar forces that simultaneously act upon and coauthor assemblages 
of nature.1 The natures that were made at the mouth of the Red River 
achieved a stability upon which new actor-networks, a national park, 
and eventually other competing goals and visions could be built.

One result is that the stability of the assemblages that my informants 
began to work on in earnest in the 1980s and largely achieved during the 
1990s is threatened during the early 21st century when competing ac-
tors promote state development projects, international seafood markets, 
and the relentless flow of pesticides and garbage into the intertidal zone. 
Likewise, the taken-for-granted facts of nature in the delta are being 
undermined. Changing patterns of avian migrants and alluvial silt loads 
threaten to reopen the black boxes (Latour 1987) that many Vietnamese 
scientists would prefer to keep closed. One result is that Xuan Thuy 
National Park existed in 2009 to the degree that foreign bird-watchers 
and Vietnamese biologists found it when they came looking, and that 

1. Latour (2004) calls this the making of a collective.
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scientists and conservationists entertained projects for its (and their 
own) benefit, but it did not exist to the degree that local people knew 
where to find it when a visiting anthropologist and his colleague asked 
for directions. 

Experiencing nature at Xuan Thuy National Park

Xuan Thuy national Park is located in the Ba Lat Estuary on the south 
side of the main channel of the Red River where it meets the sea. The 
park is an internationally designated Wetland of importance under the 
Ramsar Convention2 and a part of the United nations Educational, 
scientific and Cultural Organisation (UnEsCO) Red River Biosphere 
Reserve. it lies in the crowded agricultural district of Giao Thuy in nam 
Dinh Province. The district population numbers over 200,000 and the 
density is high at 867 persons/km2 (nguyen and nguyen 2006). The 
core area of the national park encompasses 7,100 ha, while a buffer 
zone with an area of 8000 ha spreads across the five communes of Giao 
Thien, Giao an, Giao Lac, Giao Xuan and Giao Hai (Phan et al. 2007). 
Within the buffer zone reside approximately 46,000 people (Nguyen et 
al. 2006).

On 17 May 2008 i visited Xuan Thuy national Park for the first 
time in the company of a jovial group of Hanoi-based environmental 
scientists who were taking a field trip following a meeting in a nearby 
town. Having previously expressed my interest to learn more about how 
Vietnamese scientists engaged with local authorities and park officials, 
the leader of the group had kindly invited me to join them. That morn-
ing we met the Park Director at the formidable headquarters building 
of the national Park. The building is remarkable for its physical size 
and for the central government investment that it represents. in terms 
of mass and stature, the only comparable buildings in the district are 
the plentiful Catholic cathedrals that are explained by the historical 
successes of French missionaries and recent cash remittances from the 
Catholic Vietnamese diasporas, and the commune and district offices of 
the Vietnamese government. Whereas cathedrals and local government 

2. The Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar, iran, 1971) – called the ‘Ramsar Convention’ – 
is an intergovernmental treaty that embodies the commitments of its member countries 
to maintain the ecological character of their Wetlands of international importance and to 
plan for the ‘wise use’, or sustainable use, of all of the wetlands in their territories (Ramsar 
2009).
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office buildings are generally situated in the villages and towns, the park 
office is located in the midst of a wasteland of more or less exhausted 
aquaculture ponds. situated within the national park, from the second 
floor windows of the park office the only mangrove visible are remnant 
patches that occupy the edges of nearby aquaculture ponds.

On this day in May, in a darkened room inside the echoing and 
sparsely populated building, the Park Director spent the greater part of 
an hour describing the national park with the help of photographs and 
texts displayed using a computer, a projector, and an intermittent supply 
of electricity. sitting in the heavy wooden chairs of the meeting room, 
we watched and listened as he invited us to imagine the assemblage 
that was his park. Starting with pictures and descriptions of expanses of 
mangrove forest, the presentation quickly claimed international support 
for the park. We learned about and saw photographic evidence of inter-
national (human) visitors that had flown to Vietnam to see the park’s 
other annual international visitors. These were the birds that include 
endangered species such as Black-faced spoonbills (Platalea minor) that 
spend the winter in the park. We saw the collaboration of the country 
of Denmark and the Red Cross that, in tandem with the labor of local 
people, planted new mangroves on barren mudflats within the park’s 
boundaries. nestled among the adult mangrove trees we saw the hives 

Figure 4.1: the headquarters of Xuan thuy National Park stands amidst 
exhausted aquaculture ponds
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of bee-keeping clubs established with Swedish tax-payer money and 
populated by elderly male veterans of the Vietnam–american war. Both 
mangrove planting and bee-keeping were justified in terms of integrated 
conservation and development, as well as poverty alleviation discours-
es. Meanwhile, in the name of capacity building and environmental 
education, local nGOs with foreign support distributed environmental 
propaganda to Christian congregations, taught school children about 
mangrove forests and biodiversity, and coached selected locals on how 
to provide home stays to ecotourists. The director explained that there 
are usually about five international projects active in the park in a given 
year. 

The Director’s overall vision of the park as he presented it to us that 
day was generally aligned with a well-established vision of conservation 
and development. The assemblage included the international, national 
and local, concepts of the importance of biodiversity, together with the 
importance of economic and livelihood opportunities for local people. 
Meanwhile, the vision was not one of preservation. The use of the park 
by local people was not presented as a problem as long as it did not 
reduce mangrove forest cover or directly result in the death of local and 
migratory birds.

The stability of this imagined collective was, of course, under threat 
and the Director’s performance conjured up elements that challenged 
the park’s composition. He showed a slide with photographs of clams, 
shrimp and other marine products being exported to national and 
Chinese markets that generate far greater revenues than would be 
possible locally. a subsequent slide showed newly built, colorful and 
elaborate multi-story homes in nearby villages that were physical monu-
ments to the success of competing visions of intertidal nature. These 
homes belonged to families who were successful in aquaculture or as 
middlemen in the trade of marine products. They were built using the 
profits from those endeavors. Or, as one of the scientists remarked to 
me, the houses were built of a lot of clams, crabs, shrimp and fish from 
the park. He frankly admitted that these threats, assemblages of com-
mercial actors that see the park as a reservoir of seafood products, could 
not be physically warded off by him and his staff. 

The gathering threats justified the recruitment of new allies of the 
national park and the Director appealed for projects and funding that 
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would provide alternative sources of income for the national park ad-
ministration as well as for local populations of natural resource users. 
His long-term ecotourism dream included hotels, bars, a landing strip 
for airplanes, as well as an expansion of alternative agricultural products 
that require less land. 

The Park Director’s presentation of the national park, in the dark-
ened room of an imposing building rising from the harsh landscape 
of exhausted aquaculture ponds, was an apt introduction to Xuan 
Thuy national Park and the multiple and counter natures of the space. 
nevertheless, very little of the presentation was new to the audience. 
Vietnamese scientists including some of those in the audience and their 
close colleagues and kin in Hanoi had an active role in several of the 
projects discussed. in fact, they had been connected to the history of 
the space before it was a park, as well as during its making. some of 
their senior colleagues had, during the late 1980s, had a primary role 
in establishing the protected status of the mangrove that eventually led 
to the establishment of a park office and the position of Park Director. 

Figure 4.2: Boats used for fishing and collecting other marine resources crowd the 
channels in the core zone of Xuan thuy National Park
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These scientists had their own intentions and visions of nature in the 
intertidal zone.

Once the Park Director’s talk was concluded we went to our cars and 
then to a boat to experience the greener parts of the national park first 
hand. Our group’s spirits were quite high as we enjoyed the steamy and 
fresh air, a respite from the smog of Hanoi, and the opportunity to do 
some bird watching in the internationally designated Ramsar Wetland. 

Between the innuendo, jokes and banter about who might have slept 
with who during the previous night, topics of conversation swirled 
around the past, present and future nature through which we travelled. 
These included: the changes in the landscape during the last fifteen 
years; the devastation wrought by the several-year-old boom in shrimp, 
clam and crab aquaculture that had transformed much of the landscape 
into a seemingly bombed-out patchwork of rectangular craters; the need 
for more ecotourism to the park; the possibility of developing hotels, 
discos and karaoke clubs; the park management board’s efforts to curtail 
the grazing of buffalo in the mangrove; and the likelihood of spotting 
some of the rare birds that occasionally inhabit the park.3 

We travelled by boat along the channels between mud flats, man-
grove, and exhausted shrimp ponds. The park was crowded with fishing 
boats, and mangrove stands were swathed in nets and seines betraying 
the intensive extraction of marine organisms. Domesticated buffalo 
were regularly spotted as they grazed the tender shoots of mangrove 
trees.4 Meanwhile, our trip’s organizer and the Director of the Hanoi-
based research center took the best position on the boat from which to 
spot the few birds that flitted among the branches or ranged across the 
exposed mud. Peering through his binoculars he called out the names of 
the bird species as he sighted them. 

Though we were aiming for one of the outermost islands in the 
park, our trip was cut short when the receding tide grounded our boat 
in the midst of the mangrove forest. Making the best of the situation, 
we disembarked onto the muddy banks to satisfy our curiosity about 
which species of mangrove populated this space and what kinds of 
creatures could be found in the mud and under the roots. Though it 

3. a small likelihood in this case as the migratory season was long since passed.
4. By the following summer (2009), however, the animals were no longer grazing in the park 

and both the park Director and scientists counted this as a major success.

Zink_book.indd   88 18/06/2013   18:13



conServIng ScIence and compoSIng nature

89

was still morning, the sun and the heat were intense. The 1–2 meter tall 
forest provided cover for all manners of small scuttling creatures, but 
little refuge for our group who relied instead on broad brimmed hats and 
long sleeves to avoid the sun’s glare.5 

Very shortly, we noticed a rustling in the bushes, and immediately 
thereafter met a thoroughly mud covered man who was collecting crabs 
from beneath the exposed roots of the mangrove trees. We were all curi-
ous to know more, and the scientists quickly debriefed the man about 
his business. in short he reported that during one morning’s work he 
would collect six or seven kilograms of crabs, and that this would bring 
him an income of 100,000 Vietnamese Dong (approx. USD 7 at that 
time) when he sold them to a trader. Later, back in the boat, one of the 
engineers on our trip would complain that this man’s business was far 
too lucrative, not least considering that one morning’s work brought the 
crab collector a greater income than the engineer himself earned during 
a whole day.6

During this short visit to the national park building and the core of 
the protected area, the multiple and contrary natures of the park were 
made apparent. The mangrove, mud and sea revealed themselves as a 
biodiversity conservation area, a (sustainable) development project, a 
scientific project, and a site for commercial and subsistence agriculture 
and aquaculture. a consequence of these many activities is that the 
national park is a direct and indirect source of livelihood for many of 
the inhabitants of the bordering communes, park officials, development 
workers, scientists, and migrating and indigenous bird populations. it 
is a field for practicing sustainable development by national and inter-
national agencies, and a site for implementing environmental conserva-
tion. For the different constellations of actors, the nature of Xuan Thuy 
is something that is assembled, debated and consumed in attempts to 
achieve alternative futures.

as time passed i would find that Vietnamese scientists act as spiders 
in the web that assemble actor-networks that in their turn economically 

5. Much different from the scandinavian preoccupation with sunny days, my Vietnamese col-
leagues believed that good weather was a day with no sun and no rain.

6. The normal salary for a scientist with a PhD and a position at the university is around UsD 
100 per month. Of course, this does not include other incomes from extra duties, or from 
the informal economy. The latter often far exceeds the official salary of a civil servant in 
Vietnam.
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and politically sustain Vietnamese science, while simultaneously con-
tributing to the realization of particular visions of an intertidal nature. 
Their stories challenge the notion that nature conservation projects are 
dominated by the interests and actions of international and state actors. 
instead, this case illustrates how Vietnamese scientists may capture 
international projects and stimulate national ones to create a space for 
the practice of Vietnamese science, and the realization of a Vietnamese 
concept of nature. Here, the big discourses of conservation and state-
making are rolled back to reveal a more complex micropolitics of nature. 
and, much like patterns of the tides in the Red River Delta, the scientists’ 
degree of success both ebbs and flows. 

Natural and human actors

situated within the Thai Binh and nam Dinh provinces some 150 kilo-
meters from Hanoi, the Red River’s Ba Lat Estuary is a space in constant 
flux. It is neither land nor water, but something in between. The river it-
self earns its name from carrying heavy loads of reddish-brown sediment 
from the Chinese highlands and the agricultural heartland of northern 
Vietnam (Béland et al. 2006; sterling et al. 2006). One hundred million 
tons of silt together with agricultural and industrial pollutants are annu-
ally sluiced out into the south China sea, or deposited on the mudflats 
of the intertidal zone (van Maren and Hoekstra 2004). Each year the 
sediment carried by the Red River advances the coastline in the Ba Lat 
Estuary to the southeast from a few to 100 meters further out into the 
sea (Phan et al. 2004; van Maren 2007). This creates new terrestrial and 
intertidal spaces to be competed over, colonized and utilized by plants, 
people and other animals. The vigor with which the river creates land 
is itself linked to the energy with which upstream populations engage 
in forest clearing and with which populations across the globe emit 
greenhouse gases, thereby altering global and local hydrological cycles.

Depending on the positioning of the mud deposited by the Red 
River, it may be naturally colonized by mangrove tree species or it may 
remain barren mudflat. Mudflats are often shallowly covered by the sea 
during the high tide and exposed to the sun and wind during low tides. 
Where the elements conspire against the establishment of mangrove 
trees, the mudflat crawls and bubbles with mollusks, crabs, worms and 
other small creatures. These, in turn, nourish local populations of birds 
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as well as migrating visitors that have travelled from as far as siberia 
and australia (nguyen 2006; nguyen et al. 2006). amongst the visi-
tors are some of the world’s rarest aquatic birds, including Black-faced 
spoonbills and saunders’s Gulls (Larus saundersi). The mudflats are 
also an important source of livelihood for coastal populations of people, 
not least as sources of clams and worms for household consumption and 
for trade.

Mangrove forests, green and more appealing to most human visitors’ 
eyes than the drab mud flats, are found along tropical and subtropical 
coastlines with a shallow gradient. at the tidal ebb the tangled brown 
roots of the mangrove trees stand exposed above the muddy surface 
like overturned baskets. For their survival, the trees require that their 
roots are regularly exposed to the air. Without this, the trees will drown. 
The roots are submerged again when the moon through its gravitational 
force pulls the sea up and over the snarled chaos of roots. This leaves 
only the dense lush green of the mangrove canopy visible above the 
thick muddy water. 

The tangle of mangrove forests are important nurseries for a wide 
range of fish and other marine species, some of which live their adult 
lives far out at sea. Their nursery presence has importance for artisanal 
and commercial open-water fisheries, as well as for extensive aquaculture 
production.7 Mangroves are sources of timber and other forest products 
for human populations living in their proximity (Bosire et al. 2008; 
Dahdouh-Guebas and Koedam 2008). Mangrove is also valued for its 
capacity to stabilize the coastline and protect coastal infrastructure such 
as dykes and paddy from the ravages of regularly occurring typhoons 
(Mazda et al. 2004; nguyen et al. 2001). 

The mangrove forests of the Red River Delta are different from the 
towering mangrove forests of southern Vietnam with some 70 species 

7. Extensive aquaculture relies upon the environment surrounding the pond as a source of 
nutrition and clean water. The presence of healthy mangrove adjacent to the pond is a 
benefit. The exchange between the pond environment and the external environment is 
managed by coordinating the opening and the closing of the sluice gate with the timing 
and levels of the tides. By contrast, intensive aquaculture production is a closed system, 
whereby the crop is fed with industrially produced foods and disease is often combated 
through the use of antibiotics. intensive production can produce much larger crops and 
profits, but also produces more pollution, carries an increased risk for disease, and an in-
creased demand for capital investment. in the area in and around Xuan Thuy national park, 
extensive aquaculture are far more common than intensive aquaculture.
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of trees. Due to a more challenging climate and hydrology, both the 
diversity and the grandeur of the landscape is more subdued. at this 
northern edge of the range of naturally occurring mangrove forest, three 
species of mangrove tree are dominant and the forest rarely reaches 
more 2–3 meters in height (Phan et al. 2004; Phan et al. 2007). as a 
result, in contrast to the sensation of travelling through a green cathedral 
in the mangrove forests of southern Vietnam, the meandering canals 
traversing the mangrove forests in Xuan Thuy remind one more of the 
green labyrinth of a palace garden.

Together with other plants, animals and natural actors, local people 
share in the responsibility for the sculpture and expansion of the delta 
into the sea. an elderly man sitting in his home in a village of Giao an 
Commune explained to me the creation of the land as an endeavor car-
ried out in collaboration with the forest.

This area used to be beach. it can be said that now we are pushing the 
sea outward and getting more land. Our ancestors mainly grew up in 
Xuan Trung, but they made the dyke and expanded their land towards 
the sea. … We have gained 6 or 7 km of land. We have reached the Tra 
River out there, just thanks to the mangrove forest. if there had been 
only land and water, we could never have reached that river, and Lu 
island, ngan island, Vanh island out there in the sea.

Here he refers to a politics of nature that continues to be influenced by 
the traces of history, and where people, trees, dykes and river sediment 
are its embodiment. 

in fact, throughout the delta, the Kinh people have long been active 
in reclaiming land from the sea and the intertidal zone in order to put it 
into agricultural production (Brocheux and Hémery 2009; Le 2004). 
Over many centuries this was accomplished first by planting mangrove 
in the intertidal zone, and later by building earthen dykes to enclose the 
mangrove and the stabilized sediments. The mangrove was then cut and 
replaced with rushes that could ultimately be used for the construction 
of roofing. Later the land would be converted to rice paddy and grazing 
pasture (Le 2004, 2007). Through these processes new land was con-
solidated. Likewise, the coastal land that is Giao Thuy District and home 
to Xuan Thuy national Park is a result of the combined actions of the 
river, the currents and this long term human engineering of the coastal 
landscape during the last several hundred years. it is an irreducibly social 
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and natural landscape stabilized by actor-networks that include farmers, 
village elders, plants, animals, wind, and the sea’s attraction to the moon. 

Scientists at work

Just as understanding the making of nature in the Red River Delta re-
quires an account of the work of the river, the sea, and the dyke-building 
and mangrove-planting populations, it also requires an understanding 
of the role of scientists, their ideas regarding the proper characteristics 
of nature, and their involvement in the making of both the nation and 
the natural.

The historical production of the land results in a landscape that 
matches particular Kinh cultural preferences with respect to the state 
of nature. Professor Le Trong Cuc, a biologist and human ecologist, 
succinctly summarized the Kinh perspective on nature as: ‘[M]an is 
produced by nature and always integrated with nature’ (Le 1999: 73). 
a more recent study of Kinh environmental consciousness by Pham 
and Rambo (2003) is more precise, identifying an anthropocentric and 
utilitarian perspective in Kinh concepts of nature, with two important 
variations. On the one hand, they find that most Kinh perceive of 
nature as a resource to be used for human survival. Meanwhile, Kinh 
intellectuals like the scientists described in this chapter often conceive 
of human–nature relations as balanced and interdependent, where hu-
man activities that affect nature negatively will also affect the welfare of 
humans negatively (2003:76). 

The findings of Le (1999) and Pham and Rambo (2003) resonate 
with my own findings from conversations with Kinh scientists about 
the kind of nature that should be conserved. in their perspective, 
good natures are firmly imprinted with the human hand. They include 
paddy fields, bamboo groves, fish ponds, canals and villages. Partially 
domesticated, they are free from the danger and disorder that Kinh 
culture otherwise associates with wilderness landscapes (see McElwee 
2003). nevertheless, they are rich in both aesthetically and physically 
nourishing natural resources such as birds, fish, trees and clean water. 
Good nature is free of the modern plagues of pollution caused by the 
fumes of industry and motorbikes, as well as of unhealthy concentra-
tions of chemical and biological pollutants in the surface water (see also 
DiGregoria et al. 2003). 
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However, these scientists’ own attitudes towards nature are not the 
only attitudes that shape the ways that they engage in the composition of 
nature. Vietnamese scientists have often found themselves in the service 
of state actors who were more intent on expanding the domain of the 
nation by composing a utilitarian, accountable, and narrowly economi-
cally productive nature at the nation’s peripheries than they were about 
preserving birdsongs and pastoral ideals.
Nation making and chaperoned science
For most of the 20th century Vietnamese scientists and scholars have 
had an important role in both the struggle for and the planning of the 
independent nation (Kelly 2000; Marr 1988; McElwee 2004; Woodside 
2006). since the late 1950s most Vietnamese scientists have been 
formally employed by the Vietnamese state. nguyen-vo (2008) points 
out that this was a conscious decision by the leaders of the Vietnamese 
Communist Party, meant to contain expert knowledge within the party 
itself, and to simultaneously stifle the potentially bourgeois tenden-
cies of an intellectual elite.8 as was the case in colonial times, science 
is perceived by today’s political leaders to be both a powerful tool and 
a dangerous risk for governance projects. Hence, it is not illogical that 
scientists are regarded with an element of suspicion, at the same time 
that they are deployed by the state as scouts or ambassadors to uncertain 
national peripheries.

The Vietnamese Communist Party attempts to be the chaperone of 
Vietnamese science. and, while the chaperone’s powers of observation 
are not always thorough, its punishments for real or perceived disobedi-
ence can be severe. Purges in the 1950s and 1960s specifically targeted 
scientists when there were concerns that science was escaping the Party’s 
ideological constraints, and in the post-reunification 1970s southern 
scientists and academics were interned and ‘re-educated’ (Marr 1993). 

Meanwhile, during the wars of the 20th century Vietnamese scientists 
were also soldiers, both at the front and behind enemy lines. scientists 
carried weapons, but they also carried their scientific tools to measure 
the degree of destruction and the productivity of the lands which war-
time as well as an independent Vietnam would depend upon. a biologist 
recalled an expedition to the front lines of the Vietnam–American War 

8. nguyen-vo writes that ‘The party leadership sought science and its effectiveness, but not 
science unchaperoned’ (2008: 83).
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where in addition to his rifle, ‘in the field, in the battle, i had binoculars, 
a book and a pencil to watch the birds.’ in this case, one of his tasks was 
to use bird counts to estimate the extent and nature of environmental 
damage that agent Orange and other wartime technologies had wrought 
upon the forests.

Meanwhile, another scientist described his work in Central Vietnam 
during the Vietnam–american war as follows:

We wanted to carry out planning in the center of Vietnam. We wanted 
to create settlements for the local people, especially the ethnic people, 
and then to send some more people to the center of Vietnam so there 
would be enough manpower against the local enemy. at that time 
we had both, the local enemy [and the foreign enemy]. some ethnic 
people followed the americans and trained against our regime. That’s 
why we [scientists] had the task of going there and doing the planning. 
We asked, ‘Where should the economic zone be? Where should the 
settlement be? and what kind of economic development would we like 
to create there?’ in addition, we asked ‘How can we support the local 
people to live under their own power, and also have enough power to 
resist the americans and other enemies at that time?’ That is why our 
government needed more scientific knowledge and the reason it sent 
[scientists] to understand the conditions. We wanted to understand 
climate conditions, geological conditions, and biological conditions. 
The combination of different fields of science was meant to create 
enough knowledge and understanding to allow for planning for the 
local people.

scientists like this interviewee had, and continue to have, an important 
role in the establishment and expansion of the Vietnamese nation. In 
particular, they prepare plans for the development of the nation and 
contribute to stabilizing the hegemony of the state in what are consid-
ered peripheral areas.9 These spaces are remote, but they are not limited 
to past historical episodes. They are also contemporary and are located 
in spaces such as coastlines, international borders, disputed territories 
and islands, as well as places with populations that do not belong to the 
Kinh ethnic majority and/or have resisted the Vietnamese Communist 
Party in the past. 

The Red River Delta, despite being the cultural heartland of the 
Kinh people, has also been a contested space at the periphery of state 
power. as recently as 2001 it was home to significant peasant uprisings 

9. see also McElwee (2004).
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and occasional violent resistance to corrupt government officials and 
suspicious practices of land redistribution (Kerkvliet 2003). During 
French colonialism it was an area where Catholic French missionaries 
were particularly successful in achieving converts. During the turbulent 
struggles for independence in the late 1940s and early 1950s, it was a 
contentious and often violent site. Conflicts occurred along several and 
often overlapping axes, including between Catholics and Buddhists, 
French and Viet Minh sympathizers, wealthy land-owners and peasants, 
and not least colonial and resistance soldiers. The bloodshed of these 
earlier decades took place within arm’s reach of Hanoi and was the source 
of concern for national stability at the highest levels of government. 
During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Red River Delta was the site 
of intense bombing campaigns by the United states air Force. The Us 
military intended to weaken or destroy river dykes, and thereby enlist 
seasonal floods as political allies that would inundate vast expanses of 
densely populated agricultural land.10

The instabilities described above, together with the daily challenges 
of governing, make the Red River Delta a continuing candidate for 
scientific mapping and planning by government scientists. speaking to a 
nam Dinh provincial officer in 2009 about the role of scientific research 
in the Red River Delta, its importance and his own hopes, i was told:

We want to have a research project and hope somebody can help us 
to do it. [We need] a project surveying all of our sea resources. There 
are so many of them, we cannot have control over all of them. if we 
don’t have such a program to examine the resources we won’t be able 
to manage all of them.

in this official’s view, scientific studies of the biology of the coastal zone 
are necessary for the government’s efforts to control and manage those 
resources. Without such information, they are at a further disadvantage 
in regulating the ways that other actors utilize the resources.11 in addi-
tion to establishing baseline information for the governance of natural 
resources, he went on to explain that scientific work was the foundation 
for the transfer of international projects such as Ramsar Wetland of 
importance and UnEsCO Biosphere Reserve status. These are in turn 

10. see Lacoste 1973 for a description of the bombing campaign.
11. i would argue that they also risk making informal economic demands on producers that are 

too burdensome and thereby risk instigating further social and political instability.
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valuable for the subsequent development and research projects that they 
inspire, together with the resulting material and financial investments in 
the associated districts and communes. 
Scientific histories and the age of environment
scientists bring international actors, treaties and money to the delta in 
order to realize personal visions of nature. at the same time that they 
facilitate the entry of state agents in the form of the park management 
board, they challenge state agents and documents that encourage the 
expansion of aquaculture to the detriment of mangrove, migratory 
birds, and the achievement of Vietnamese conceptions of harmony and 
balance between human actions and the environment. Meanwhile, their 
contribution to the problematization of the intertidal zone also helps to 
sustain their own possibilities to do scientific work, and to train younger 
generations of Vietnamese scientists to follow in their footsteps.

in 1961 Prof. nguyen and Prof. Tran left Hanoi for the Ba Lat Estuary 
to carry out research on the birds. These two men are from an older 
generation born before the end of French colonialism and the beginning 
of chemical warfare and rapid industrialization. They trace the seeds of 
their interest in biology and their environmentalism to memories of a 
lived pastoral ideal. Professor Tran, born in the late 1930s, identified the 
beginnings of his own and many colleagues’ scientific interests in the 
lively birdlife of the villages of their youth:

a lot of the scientists that come here, they originated from the country-
side, not from the cities or the towns. The people from the countryside, 
especially as children, like the birds. They remember their songs in the 
early mornings and late afternoons.

speaking of his own rural childhood in particular, he says:
sometimes we would check the nests close to our house for the small 
birds. sometimes we would follow older men to go bird hunting 
[laughing] with simple guns or other weapons. This is the way it was 
in the past in the countryside. some other people liked fish. But i liked 
the birds.

From these early childhood fascinations emerged an interest in birds and 
other animals that would eventually develop into a professional career 
as an educator and a biologist. Meanwhile, the villages that nursed their 
intellectual curiosity have been emptied of wild birds, fish, and other 
creatures as a result of pollution, hunting and habitat degradation.
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Professor nguyen offered a similar story. sitting in his home he 
explained:

When i was young i liked mathematics, but i loved the nature. Even 
when i was young i played with nature, and with the animals that i 
knew very well. When i was at university i wanted to become a biolo-
gist. and, when i first arrived at the university there were many alterna-
tives from which to select [...] i selected the birds because i loved them 
when i was young, and i knew very well the birds of my village.

What may have begun as a childhood curiosity about birds, fish and 
forests evolved into an intellectual academic pursuit during tertiary and 
post-graduate education, and throughout their long careers as scientists. 
While a state-making campaign created the opportunity for them to 
carry out research in the Red River Delta of the 1960s, it was their own 
interest in the birds of the Vietnamese countryside and their recollec-
tion of nature in harmony with the human hand (see Le 1999; Pham 
and Rambo 2003) that inspired their work in the mangrove and on the 
mud banks of the Red River Delta.

if village life was formative in developing their interest in biology, it 
was the experience and aftermath of war in the 1970s, with the terrible 
human and ecological devastation wrought by the herbicide cam-
paigns of the american and south Vietnamese forces, that resulted in 
the awakening of an awareness of the need for environmental conser-
vation among soldier scientists like Professor nguyen and Professor 
Tran. Such scientists experienced first-hand the environmental 
devastation that was greatest in the central and the southern parts 
of Vietnam. Recalling a three-month field study in the still war-torn 
south of 1974, Professor nguyen remembers reporting back to Hanoi 
on the destruction. 

Many forests were destroyed, and they would not be easy to regrow 
because of the large area. Hundreds of square kilometers of forest were 
destroyed. if the area was very small, tree seedlings could come from 
outside. But in these areas there were no seedlings. in Vietnam we have 
two seasons: a dry season and a wet season. in the dry season it is very 
dry and the forest fire can destroy everything. if there is some small 
seedling that comes back, they will be destroyed by the fire. in the rainy 
season the rain concentrates. if there is no forest cover in the moun-
tains, then the topsoil will be washed away and the soils will become 
poorer and poorer. We estimated that it might take a hundred years to 
recover, in my first report [to the Hanoi government].
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The magnitude of this environmental destruction and its implications 
for the future inspired a shift in his thinking about the purpose of their 
work. 

at the time, i thought, we scientists, biologists, need to work on the 
environment. in the north we had destroyed a lot for our living, and 
in the south nature was destroyed by the war. i sensed that scientists, 
biologists, needed to work on this.

These experiences inspired a shift from an interest in biology and 
the creatures of the countryside towards an interest in the conservation 
of a nature that was being progressively destroyed. They also inspired a 
broadening of scientific interest beyond the improvement of agricultural 
technologies to also include more fundamental links between nature 
and the potential for national development. Professor nguyen recalled 
his argument for an environmental program as follows: 

The foundation of development in our country is agriculture. We need 
the nature. if the ecological balance is destroyed, the nature is de-
stroyed, the climate is destroyed, the flood will happen, and we cannot 
develop our country. That is why we need to protect the nature of our 
country. We need good environment; if the environment is destroyed 
we cannot develop.

This conservationist ethic was a Vietnamese version of the ‘wise use’ 
ideology much more than the preservationist ethic that many interna-
tional nature conservation agencies of the 70s and 80s espoused. 

That a research program should be developed to address conserva-
tion rather than maintaining the national scientific focus on post-war 
reconstruction and improvements in agricultural productivity was not 
immediately convincing to leaders. Local biologists’ newfound concerns 
about the environmental health of the forests would need to enlist more 
powerful arguments and allies than only scientists’ reports and defor-
ested land if they were to create action among the politicians. During 
the late 1970s and early 1980s scientists like Professor nguyen and 
Professor Tran lobbied their own government and its soviet advisors 
to focus on the emergent problem of environmental conservation. 
Meanwhile, Professor Ly recalls discussions with the friendliest of the 
international superpowers during the late 1970s:

We proposed to include an environmental research program inside 
the national research program that the soviet Union would like to 
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help Vietnam develop. This was the first time for such an idea. But, 
the soviet advisors did not understand why we were asking for an 
environment program. They believed that we needed to rebuild after 
the devastation of the war ... that we should focus on agriculture or 
fisheries, not environment. it took several weeks to convince them to 
put environment into the national research program. 

Meanwhile, Professor Nguyen explained to me how he helped to 
push the national Research Program on Environment to increasingly 
high levels within Vietnam’s own government. as one of the privileged 
few Vietnamese who had been able to study in Viet Minh high schools 
during the early 1950s, and attend covert universities prior to independ-
ence, he had social relations with key people at the highest levels of 
government. illustrative of the political networks of senior Vietnamese 
scientists that still work today, Professor nguyen was from a neighbor-
ing village of General Giap12 and in the late 1970s and early 1980s served 
as his personal secretary. similarly, he had a longstanding friendship 
with the Minister of Higher Education at the time. Professor nguyen 
used his and his colleagues’ scientific findings from during and after the 
Vietnam–american War to convince these influential actors of the ne-
cessity that the nation should begin to study and practice conservation 
of the environment. 

These leaders were in turn able to open more doors to decision-mak-
ers at the very pinnacle of the Vietnamese political hierarchies. Professor 
nguyen was able to discuss the idea of an environmental research 
program with the Prime Minister as well as the General secretary of 
the Communist Party. The lobbying and allying of soviet and national 
political powers to biologists’ environmental concerns resulted in the 
first national Research Program on the Environment in 1980. Much 
due to the efforts of Professors nguyen, Tran, Ly and other colleagues, 
this small but growing environmental movement within Vietnamese 
science would continue to capture the attention of leaders, and have 
implications for all parts of the country. 

12. General Vo nguyen Giap was the hero of the anticolonial war against France who over-
saw the Vietnamese victory at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954. He was Deputy Prime 
Minister in the early 1980s and a key figure enabling the writing of Vietnam’s adoption of 
environmental protection laws, and he continued to be an influential figure into the late 
2000s when he publicly authored letters highly critical of the Governments plans to devel-
op large-scale bauxite mining in environmentally sensitive areas of the Central Highlands 
of Vietnam.
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Thus, the actions of a handful of Vietnamese scientists had begun 
to build an environmental movement of sorts. nation-building projects 
that began well before the 1960s and continued long after, childhood 
fascinations with the wildlife of Vietnamese villages in the 30s and 40s, 
social relations with heroic figures in the Vietnamese revolution and 
with leaders in 1980s Vietnam, Soviet science advisors, and experiences 
of wartime human and environmental destruction — were all being 
interwoven with hills made barren and coastal mangroves destroyed by 
wartime herbicide bombs to create stable projects for environmental 
research and conservation. 

Whereas the aftermath of the Vietnam–american war together with 
the invasion of Cambodia in 1979 had resulted in a decade of relative 
isolation from all but the soviet Union and its closest allies, Vietnam’s 
internal economic reforms (doi moi) during the mid-1980s recon-
figured its global horizons. a number of new geographical, political, 
economic and scientific frontiers became available to Vietnamese actors 
and institutions. new markets for aquaculture products were develop-
ing in Vietnam, China and further abroad, thereby instigating what 
would become a boom in coastal aquaculture and the destruction of 
most existing mangrove forest in the Red River Delta and elsewhere. 
Meanwhile, Vietnamese scientists were among the first delegations to 
venture out beyond the borders of the soviet sphere of influence and 
to bring new projects and ideas back to Vietnam. Both processes would 
have significant implications for the pace and form of environmental 
conservation in the Red River Delta.
Conserving environment
When the same scientists who had worked in the Red River Delta since 
the 1960s and played key roles in the crafting of the first Vietnamese 
environmental program in the 1980s went abroad in the 1980s, they car-
ried with them immutable and mobile facts of the Red River Delta and 
its itinerant populations of rare birds. With accounts of the biological 
diversity of the delta in hand, such trips provided an opportunity for 
scientists at the forward edge of the environmental movement to se-
cure new allies for environmental projects along national peripheries, 
including the Red River Delta. On a trip to the United Kingdom and the 
netherlands, Vietnamese biologists encountered foreign scientists pro-
moting the Ramsar Convention to protect wetlands of importance for 

Zink_book.indd   101 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

102

birds. Here, Vietnamese scientists saw an opportunity to expand their 
environmental goals with the assistance of prestige and money from 
abroad that could in turn be used to garner more allies domestically for 
their conservation objectives. 

This opportunity coincided with changing trends in Vietnamese 
conservation planning. Earlier, scientists had left local people out of 
their conservation planning, assuming that they would obey rules and 
regulations that limited access to land that had previously been avail-
able to them. in the mid- to late-1980s, some Vietnamese biologists 
had begun to realize that environmental conservation would need to be 
paired with socioeconomic opportunity for local populations if efforts 
to preserve birds, fish or trees were to be successful. Reflecting on this, 
Professor Tran summarized the transition as follows:

Gradually the scientific standpoint moved from the birds, first, to 
the people. Because we know that if the people do not want to save 
the birds, we cannot save them either. That is why we changed, or 
combined two things together. not only the birds, but we combine the 
birds with the people, together. That is why we work very closely with 
an international organization like Ramsar Bureau.

in the case of Ramsar, it required the strict protection of birds and 
habitat in a core protected zone (something that has never been realized 
at Xuan Thuy), but it also carried with it the promise of a buffer zone 
where there would be more limited protections (i.e. no killing of wild 
birds) in exchange for additional economic development opportunities. 
Where scientists have scant claims on national funding or other incen-
tives to change local livelihood patterns, international organizations are 
a useful resource for achieving their aims.

Meanwhile, the idea that conservation should be paired for support 
with local people did not imply a decision to include the participation 
of local resource users in the planning of the park. according to scien-
tists and policy-makers whom i interviewed, there was little support or 
understanding of the implications of the Ramsar site among district and 
commune officials at the time that the Ramsar designation was being 
considered (late 1980s). Participation meant only that local people 
would be offered alternative economic incentives and livelihood oppor-
tunities. notably, these were usually not either/or choices. Participation 
in a community development program to promote mushroom farming 

Zink_book.indd   102 18/06/2013   18:13



conServIng ScIence and compoSIng nature

103

did not, for example, carry with it a demand that one cease to graze 
one’s cattle in the core area of the national park. Furthermore, while 
scientists were the procurers and deliverers of such opportunities, they 
worked with local leaders and did not significantly interact with persons 
with weaker social and political networks in the area. This meant that 
scientists had little influence over who the beneficiaries of conservation 
and development projects would be, or whether participants’ involve-
ment in a project would produce an ally in the vision of nature that they 
sought to promote.

scientists also sought to recruit allies within the national govern-
ment. Professor Tran recalled that it took weeks of work and networking 
to convince Vietnamese policy-makers at the national level to support 
the idea. The turning point was when they persuaded an influential 
person from nam Dinh Province with a high-level position in the state 
Committee for science and Technology (and who would later become 
Deputy Minister of science, Technology and Environment) to support 
the Ramsar application. His support, through his social and political 
networks, aligned national and provincial support for the establishment 
of a Ramsar site in the Red River Delta.

also important was the production of scientific facts that established 
an internationally recognized value of the wetland for environmental 
conservation. During the late 1980s, Vietnamese scientists, using foreign 
funding, carried out new surveys of the Red River Delta to inventory 
its bird and other animal life, as well as its hydrological and vegetation 
characteristics. These documents and the facts contained within were, 
in turn, the objects that brought the biodiverse nature of the Red River 
Delta to UnEsCO in Paris and the secretariat of the Ramsar Convention 
in switzerland. in the documents, observations of more than 25,000 
birds inhabiting the mangroves and mudflats of the Red River Delta in 
March 1989 were inscribed in tables, charts and maps. This quantity far 
exceeded the minimum number necessary for qualification into Ramsar 
at the time. Many of the birds were international migrants as evidenced 
by the discovery of metal bands that ornithologists in Russia, China and 
Australia had affixed to their legs (Le 1993). Some of them were endan-
gered species that were inscribed in another powerful document with a 
range of scientific and political supporters, the iUCn Red Book.13 The 

13. The iUCn Red Book is now an online database available at http://www.iucnredlist.org/.

Zink_book.indd   103 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

104

subsequent adoption of the Delta as a Ramsar site in 1989 made refer-
ence to these inscriptions of nature at the river mouth. 

Professor Ly summarized the collaboration between scientists and 
leaders to bring a Ramsar designation to Vietnam as a partnership. 
nevertheless, he believed the most important actors to be local scien-
tists. ‘The leaders are very important. They make the final decision. But, 
i think the scientists are more effective because if there is no information 
and there is no initiative, the leader can do nothing.’ in the case of the 
application for designation as a Ramsar site, the leader at the national 
level made the decision to support the application. But this was possible 
only after a small group of Hanoi-based scientists with their own ideas 
and interests retrieved a model from Europe that could be adapted to 
their own purposes, produced scientific descriptions of the delta that 
allowed the transfer of the model, and persuaded provincial leaders in 
nam Dinh to bring the model to the leaders in Hanoi.

The international funding and recognition that a Ramsar designation 
entailed was an added argument that scientists and their allies could use 
to promote other forms of recognition and protection for the purpose 
of maintaining or recreating a countryside from memory, a country-
side which reflected their values of harmony and balance in nature. a 
countryside which was rich in birdsongs, fish, clean air, and waterways 
where children could swim without risking their health. To a degree, the 
scientists were successful in establishing their vision within a hierarchy 
of national conservation and development concerns. a Ramsar designa-
tion would provide a reason to include local scientists’ recommenda-
tions in the socioeconomic development plan for the district, and was 
a motivation for the government to create a standing Committee to 
oversee the site (Le 2004). 

Vietnamese scientists are well aware of their own agency in selecting 
international partnerships and programs that can be applied towards the 
realization of their own objectives. Professor Ly, another scientist active 
in the conservation of the Red River Delta, explained the Vietnamese 
scientists’ position with respect to international donors as follows:

You know that every international [conservation] organization has 
their own philosophy, their particular conception. ... The Vietnamese, 
because we have our independence, we take whatever is most conveni-
ent and most useful. The [Vietnamese] scientists are more independent 
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than [other actors]. For example, the government [of Vietnam] would 
like overseas development aid from the Us and Japan. as a result, they 
have to follow some policy issues. But for scientists ... we can choose.

Prof. Ly’s comment reflects the contingency of development aid, but 
also the scientist’s own agency in piecing together donor contributions 
that fit his or her own goals. The scientist does not have full creative 
license, but neither is the scientist helpless in the face of overarching 
international and national agendas. in the same manner, the Vietnamese 
scientists that I interviewed explained the designation of the Delta as a 
Ramsar site as an outcome of their own strategic choices. in the case of 
Ramsar, the choice was made with the intention of strengthening their 
own agency to compose the nature of the Delta, in competition with 
local populations that would prefer to continue to exploit the resources, 
and with national development plans and government officials that 
advocated increasing the rate of conversion of mangrove to aquaculture 
ponds. These choices contributed to the continued production of sci-
entific knowledge as well as to the reproduction of Vietnamese science.
Conserving science
In addition to assembling nature, scientists expected that a Ramsar 
designation would bring significant amounts of additional funding from 
Ramsar itself to carry out scientific, conservation and development 
work in the Delta. By focusing international attention on the conversion 
of mangrove forest to aquaculture and the loss of bird habitats, an in-
ternationally fundable problem could be created and maintained where 
before there was only the normal day-to-day continuation of a historical 
process of agrarian expansion. 

To some extent their efforts were successful. Ramsar and other organi-
zations did put funding into the Red River Delta. among the early grants 
were 32,000 swiss Francs from the Ramsar Wetland Conservation Fund 
and UsD 10,000 from the international Union for the Conservation of 
nature (iUCn). This was only the beginning of a new stream of partners 
and funding opportunities that would continue into the early 2000s. 
among the new international partners funding projects in and around 
what is now Xuan Thuy national Park are the World Wildlife Fund, Birdlife 
international, the Global Environmental Facility, the United nations 
Development Programme, the Embassy of the Usa in Vietnam, swedish 
siDa, Danish DaniDa, the Danish Red Cross, as well as universities in 
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the United states, the netherlands, Denmark, the United Kingdom, Japan 
and sweden (nam Dinh Province 2006). 

This international problematization of normalcy (i.e. the conversion 
of mangrove to aquaculture production) was important for sustaining 
scientific livelihoods, local research institutions, and the continued pro-
duction of new Vietnamese scientific knowledge. When Vietnamese sci-
entists supported the recognition of the river delta as a Ramsar Wetland 
of international importance, they were also doing something of impor-
tance for Vietnamese research. They were creating an internationally 
recognized space in which Vietnamese biologists could practice their 
science. in the regulations for the use of the core zone of the area, the 
only human uses that are officially permitted are those of scientists and 
birdwatchers. This space is one where they could mobilize the Ramsar 
treaty and the Ramsar secretariat in switzerland as supporting actors 
in their claim to both national and international sources of funding for 
that work, and their political claim to the right to carry out that work. 
in effect, the estuary had been transformed into an actor with politics 
firmly supporting Vietnamese science.

The alliance between Vietnamese scientists and the estuary con-
tributed to a wealth of scientific articles in English and Vietnamese, as 
well as Masters and PhD theses by Hanoi scientists. a physical trace 
of this productivity is the hardcover book entitled Mangrove Ecosystem 
in the Red River Coastal Zone: Biodiversity, Ecology, Socio-economics, 
Management and Education (Phan 2004). Heavy as a brick and published 
in English and Vietnamese versions, the book is a compilation of 42 sci-
entific articles based upon research carried out in the Delta during the 
period 1999–2003; 59 of 71 authors are Vietnamese scientists based at 
Vietnamese institutions, and all but one article has a Vietnamese scien-
tist as lead author. The studies were carried out with support from inter-
national nGOs including the Danish Red Cross, action for Mangrove 
Reforestation ( Japan), the Japanese Red Cross, and the Tokyo Electric 
Power Company ( Japan). The book itself was compiled and published 
by the Mangrove Ecosystem Research Division in Hanoi, with funding 
from the nagao natural Environment Foundation ( Japan). Bringing to-
gether these diverse actors together with the instruments and methods 
used to measure and describe the Delta and its inhabitants, the book 
is intended to contribute to the conservation and management of the 
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Delta’s environment. implicitly, however, the production of the book is 
also an act that supports and reproduces a Vietnamese scientific com-
munity for audiences inside and outside of Vietnam. in this respect, it is 
evidence of the power of an internationally recognized and problematic 
place to contribute to the conservation of science in Vietnam.

Challenging natures

Books; international agreements; relationships with local and national 
politicians; scientific measurements of the biology, hydrology, botany 
and geography of mangrove forests; traditions of using mangrove colo-
nies to reclaim land from the sea: these are all elements of the actor-
networks that scientists assemble to realize their vision for nature in 
the Red River Delta. Their efforts to make a particular kind of nature 
continued through the 1990s and 2000s. it successively resulted in 
the protected area being placed under the authority of a Management 
Board, designated as a national park, recognized as a UnEsCO Man 
and the Biosphere Reserve, marketed as an ecotourism site promoted by 
Hanoi’s tourist bureaus, and adorned with the construction of adminis-
trative buildings, bird-watching towers and a scientific observation post. 

Meanwhile, as the internal diversity of the actor-networks support-
ing the protected area grew, the importance of the influence wielded 
by Vietnamese scientists began to diminish. science activities became 
more marginal in comparison to the importance of other individuals and 
organizations that had conservation as their mantra. One of the growing 
powers was the national Park Management Board and the national Park 
Director. The construction of the formidable park headquarters build-
ing was complemented by the park’s leaders’ growing authority and 
capacity to contract scientific work independently of the Hanoi-based 
scientists whose original research had laid the foundations for the park. 
in the park’s management plan for 2006–2010 and beyond, park lead-
ers express their desire to train their own staff in scientific methods so 
that they may independently carry out research. Furthermore, the park 
management board was increasingly keen and able to independently ne-
gotiate and contract with local and foreign nGOs to carry out projects 
in the park and its buffer zone, without the mediation of scientists who 
were based in Hanoi. This move was one that eroded the slippery spaces 
that had allowed Hanoi-based scientists to use the park to reproduce 
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a particular scientific community, and began to turn scientific surveys 
towards the specific goals of the park authority.

Meanwhile, other developments were also taking place. as Pham and 
Rambo found in their study of environmental consciousness (2003), 
there are also narrow utilitarian attitudes towards nature and natural 
resources that are expressed in Kinh culture. These too find their expres-
sion in the contestations over the production of nature in the Red River 
Delta.

 Prior to a visit to Xuan Thuy in 2009, i mentioned to one of the 
Hanoi-based researchers with long experience in the area that I was 
going to ask about local perceptions of scientists. His spontaneous reac-
tion to me was ‘They hate us. They will tell you that they hate us.’ What 
i found, however, was not hate. instead, i found that local people who 
were not well integrated into local networks of political and economic 
power were oblivious to the role of scientists in their communities. This 
was initially surprising given all the accounts of community projects that 
i had heard about in Hanoi and in the national park offices. However, 
upon asking more questions, it became apparent that many of the people 
that i was meeting had little or no contact with scientists, their research 
projects, or their development projects. They did not hate the Hanoi-
based scientists who had realized the creation of a protected area for 
migratory birds in what had once been a commons available for resource 
extraction. They were, in fact, largely unaware of them. Furthermore, 
the creation of a park was just one of several changes in property rights 
regimes that excluded them from nearby aquatic resources.

The circulations of scientists and their projects, including Ramsar, 
are made in comparatively tight orbits in the Delta. Projects that enter 
the Delta are political and economic opportunities, and as such they are 
rapidly claimed and monopolized by networks of individuals who al-
ready have considerable economic and political means. Upon follow-up 
interviews with Hanoi-based scientists, they readily admitted this, ex-
plaining that it was in fact difficult for them to extend their work outside 
of the local elite networks. Other scientists would lament that most of 
their colleagues were too occupied with pursuing other economic goals 
in Hanoi to spend the longer time periods with local people that would 
be necessary to break out of the trap set by the local elite.
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not only was the role of science little known locally, but the park 
itself barely existed in the consciousness of many of the people living 
around and in it. This was illustrated during my and my colleague’s ar-
rival in the buffer zone of the park in June 2009. Upon disembarking 
from the bus we had become disoriented and were uncertain in which 
direction to proceed towards the national park. We quickly hired two 
men with motorcycles to take us (xe om) to the national park, but they 
were as clueless as we were about which road to take. They knew where 
to find the sea, the fishing harbor, and the mangrove forests, but not 
the national park. soon there were more than a dozen people discussing 
where the Xuan Thuy national Park might be, but to no avail. Then 
my colleague, a Vietnamese researcher based in Hanoi, had the good 
idea to reformulate our question. she asked where we could find the 
‘environment offices’. Unlike the national park, everyone knew where 
to find the Headquarters building of the national park and after some 
fifteen minutes on small roads crisscrossing dykes and rice paddy we 
were safely deposited at the park building. i asked Vietnamese scientists 
about this experience afterwards, and they recognized the pattern 
whereby people living nearby and in the buffer zone of the national 
park do not know where the park is located. However, they do know the 
place where the park management sits, and the local place from which 
national and international programs and projects on environment (moi 
truong) emanate.

Whereas scientists have been important in assembling actor-net-
works that realize a particular vision of nature in the Delta, oftentimes 
the very same allies that scientists recruit to realize their own vision of 
nature also contribute to other, contradictory, visions of nature. some 
of the strongest competitors seeking to define the nature of the Delta 
are found within the offices of the Vietnamese state and in the homes of 
aquaculturists. Here one finds a vision of the intertidal zone as a space 
to be transformed and exploited to maximize the production of food 
products for local and foreign markets. in this vision, the intertidal zone 
is a key resource for the livelihoods of individuals and families, as well 
as the continued economic growth and development of the country of 
Vietnam. This vision also finds support in the river’s capacity to trans-
port sediment to the coast, the mangrove forests’ capacity to stabilize 
mudflats, and the local populations’ possibility to transform mangrove 
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forest to spaces for agricultural and aquaculture production. Here, 
however, the actants are not aligned to a project that would achieve a 
historical and cultural aesthetic of balance and harmony between hu-
manity and nature (Le 1999), but rather to increasing the productivity 
of agricultural land (Pham and Rambo 2003). 

The dyke-building and conversion of mangrove forest to agricultural 
production, which has a history stretching back at least nine centuries 
(Le 2004), received a new twist during the mid 1980s. Vietnam’s era 
of renovation (doi moi), whereby state control over the economy began 
to be loosened and production for domestic and foreign markets was 
allowed, also resulted in a shift in the rights to use coastal wetlands from 
public cooperatives to individuals (Kleinen 2003; Le and scott 2008). 
This allowed for the controlled (re)emergence of private enterprise and 
markets, and ultimately unleashed a frenzy of aquaculture expansion in 
the Red River Delta and its mangrove forests. shrimp production, and 
increasingly in the 1990s clam production, were developed in response 
to growing demands from local, national and Chinese markets (Le 
2002). 

Hence, at the same moment that Vietnamese biologists were turning 
elements of the state towards environmental postures that sought to 
conserve rural landscapes and some forms of biodiversity, other parts 
of the state were promoting aquaculture expansion. The Xuan Thuy 
Development Project, for example, was based on a national-level policy, 
and designed by local policy-makers with the intention that most of the 
coastal mangrove should be transformed to aquaculture production 
(Le 1993; nguyen 1992). a combination of new policies and informal 
practices moved intertidal spaces from the realm of common property 
to a property rights regime that supported long-term leases to individu-
als and groups who could marshal significant political influence and/
or cash-down payments (Eucker 2008; Kleinen 2003). The project 
also involved infrastructural investment such as a freezer facility to 
support the large scale production of shrimp fodder (Kleinen 2003). 
Hence, through the mid 1990s government documents together with 
technological investments continued to promulgate the continuance of 
the historical expansion of agricultural land by transforming mangrove 
into agriculturally productive spaces, in this case through transforma-
tion to shrimp or other aquaculture ponds rather than to paddy. aware 
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of this historical continuity, during the mid 1980s until the mid 1990s 
provincial and district planners modified the older motto ‘rice encroach-
ing on rush; rush encroaching on mangrove; mangrove encroaching on 
the sea’; to ‘mangroves encroaching on the sea; shrimps encroaching on 
mangroves’ (nam Dinh 2006: 47). Due to the degradation caused by 
shrimp cultivation, very little could encroach on the shrimp ponds.

The scientists who had brought Ramsar to the Delta were not 
unaware of the contradiction in the state policies, and they sought to ad-
dress this problem in different ways. in addition to mobilizing national 
and international actors to support their vision of the conservation area, 
they also sought to produce models of aquaculture production that were 
better suited to that same vision. One model was to advocate the mainte-
nance of high levels of aquaculture production through technologically 
driven intensification of the process that would presumably reduce the 
amount of area required for shrimp production. One report produced 
by Vietnamese scientists for the benefit of an international conservation 
and development audience states:

Only when a modern commercial shrimp culture functioning area 
is established and functioning as required is it possible to dismantle 
the extensive system of shrimp culture now being practiced [on] over 
1.000 hectares and to get back the land that is misused for shrimp farm-
ing for plantation and restoration at Con ngan, while still maintaining 
the present production or shrimp commodities for domestic use and 
export (Le 1993: 14–15).

another model was the design of an ‘ecological shrimp pond’ in-
tended to be sustainable in the long term, both for producing shrimp 
and in supporting the biodiversity of the Delta. Ecological shrimp 
ponds were designed with a shallow area in the middle of the pond 
where mangrove trees could thrive. The foliage dropping from the trees 
would provide additional food for the creatures living in the pond, and 
the trees themselves would afford habitat for birds, and flowers for bees. 
Since the mangrove requires that the roots are regularly exposed to air, 
deeper channels were dug along the inside edges of the pond where 
shrimp would concentrate when the water level was lowered. 

However, the ecological shrimp pond was better suited to justifying 
the continued engagement of scientists in the national park, especially 
with foreign funding, than it was to actually changing the nature of the 
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park or the surrounding buffer zone. although scientists in Hanoi spoke 
to me about ecological shrimp ponds as a viable solution to the demand 
for aquaculture production and the conservation of bird habitats, and 
referred to ecological shrimp ponds in their applications for interna-
tional science and development funding, this was not being practiced 
by producers and it had been dismissed by national park authorities for 
more than a decade. according to park officials, trials of the ecological 
ponds failed when pond owners did not regulate the water level of their 
ponds in such a way that the mangrove trees could survive. Furthermore, 
a large-scale expansion of the model to the already existing shrimp ponds 
was not feasible since the cost of retrofitting a pond to the ecological 
model was approximately ten times the cost of constructing a standard 
pond from standing mangrove. 

instead of ecological shrimp ponds, there was something akin to an 
aquatic gold rush in the Red River Delta during the 1990s and 2000s. 
in 2004 alone, nearly 15,000 tons of seafood production was officially 
recorded (nam Dinh Province 2010), a figure that captures only part 
of the total production (Kleinen 2003). shrimp aquaculture promised 
and delivered profits in the tens of thousands of dollars to a handful of 
farmers and entrepreneurs who could secure formal or informal rights 
to cut the mangrove, dig the pond, build the pond walls, and support 
artificially high densities of shrimp with food, vitamin and antibiotic 
supplements. Meanwhile, from the late 1990s until the mid 2000s, clams 
superseded shrimp production as the booming business. By 2005 about 
20 percent of Xuan Thuy households had invested in clams and there 
were approximately 400 ha of clam ponds in the ecological restoration 
area of the national park’s buffer zone (Phan et al. 2007). For the most 
successful families, this could result in annual profits of nearly UsD 
40,000. This is roughly ten times the average household income in 
Vietnam (nguyen 2011).

Whereas clams can be raised in ponds carved out of the mangrove, 
both adults and larvae are collected from the muddy shallows in and 
around the national park. Traveling out to this area by small motorboat 
at high tide in 2009, i found that the sea was crowded with large blue 
tents on stilts to house clam collectors, and that the water was dotted 
with white flagged poles to indicate an ‘owner’s’ claim. The collectors 
that i met were from nam Dinh and Thai Binh provinces, and were paid 
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a wage to spend one month or more collecting clam ‘seedlings’ every day. 
Phan describes this scene and the economic stakes in 2005 as follows:

The market consuming breeding clams is not only limited to extensive 
clam farming areas near the end of Con Lu and Con ngan islets [in 
Xuan Thuy national Park] but also other clam rearing areas in close 
proximity. Billions of VND profit from the natural breeding clam 
resource has attracted many people, including local residents and 
individuals travelling from long distances. at the peak of clam season, 
thousands of residents with hundreds of boats participate in harvesting 
the clams. in 2005, the estimated income reached 6–7 billion VnD 
[approx USD 400,000]. This is equivalent to 35–45 tons of breeding 
clams of two main types, Meretrix meretrix and Meretrix lyrata (White 
clam). (Phan et al. 2007:13)

incomes from aquaculture, while significant, are spread highly unevenly. 
Le (2004) shows that poorer households in the vicinity of Xuan Thuy 
National Park earn a significantly smaller percentage (approximately 20 
percent) of their livelihoods from mangrove forests and their associ-
ated resources than do other categories of households (upper-middle 

Figure 4.3: Men and women from thai Binh province are sifting for clams at high tide 
on the mud flats in the Ba Lat estuary
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income categories exceeded 50 percent). In absolute cash amounts, the 
difference is even more significant.

national and local policies that encouraged the transformation of 
mangrove to aquaculture, alongside rising prices for marine products 
and access to new markets, produced strong results. Roughly two-thirds 
of the mangrove area that existed in Giao Thuy District in 1986 was 
cleared by 2001 (Béland et al. 2006). Data available for the area encom-
passed by Xuan Thuy national Park are comparable. Of 1400 ha of ma-
ture mangrove that existed in 1975, in 1992 only 600 ha of fragmented 
mangrove remained. Meanwhile, whereas no aquaculture ponds were 
evident in 1975, 1700 ha of aquaculture ponds could be found within 
the boundaries of the park in 2002 (seto and Fragkias 2007).14 

in 2004, Giao Thuy District alone reported producing nearly 15,000 
tons of aquaculture products at a value of nearly UsD 12 million15. 
Comparing this figure with the national park’s estimations of resource 
extraction from the park itself, one finds that most of Giao Thuy District’s 
aquaculture production actually originated from within the national 
park itself. Using estimations from the national Park’s own manage-
ment plans (see Nam Dinh Province 2006: annex 4), I calculate that the 
production of clams and clam ‘seedlings’ on the mudflats of the park 
grossed in the vicinity of UsD 6 million during a good year. nineteen 
extensive ponds in the core zone of the park accounted for USD 50,000 
(shrimp, clam and crab ponds cover most of the buffer zone of the park, 
but figures are not available for the value of their produce). The same 
document estimates that countless wicker fish traps present throughout 
the park resulted in about UsD 250 in seafood sales, per trap. individuals 
entering the protected area, for a day’s labor collecting clams, crabs and 
other products, earned approximately USD 3 per day, while a hunter 
could earn UsD 9 for a pair of ducks or closer to UsD 30 for a pair of 
geese. These earnings are all for resource extraction within the national 
park. While it is not possible to estimate a sum total of the annual value 
of resources from the data available, it is clear that the national Park as 

14. By their calculation, this represents 29% of the area of the national park. However, con-
sidering the dynamic nature of the intertidal zone and that different studies offer widely 
different estimations of the area of the park, this should be taken as a rough estimate.

15. Giao Thuy District contains Xuan Thuy national Park as well as the five communes that 
are included in the park’s buffer zone. The actual figure for aquaculture production was 
VnD 188 billion.
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a productive space for marine resources has considerable importance to 
the local area.

These figures dwarf the amounts of investment in the national Park 
itself. Compared to millions of US dollars earned extracting aquatic 
resources and engaging in aquaculture, investments in infrastructure, 
protection, capacity building, management and border demarcation 
were about 1.5 million Us dollars over the course of seven years (or 
approximately USD 200,000 per year). Nevertheless, it does represent 
a strong increase over the investments in the area before the area be-
came a national park. During the period 1996–2002, when it was only 
a national reserve and a Ramsar area, the investments in projects were 
approximately USD 100,000 (1.425 million VND) for the entire period 

Figure 4.4: A fisherman cleans his nets while he waits for the high tide to dislodge 
his boat from a mudflat in the Ba Lat estuary
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(nam Dinh Province 2006). Prior to that, during the period 1989–1994 
approximately USD 40,000 had been spent on the construction of a 
building, and the purchase of a boat and a moped (Torell 1996).

These figures are strong indicators of the activities and efforts 
deployed to transform the nature of the intertidal zone into a resource 
amenable for narrowly extractive projects. In these figures, we also find 
an explanation why local people have difficulty in finding the national 
park, whereas they can easily find the park administration building, 
mangrove, mudflats, and aquatic resources.

Instability and the movements of birds and trees

Even the promise of nature as a commercial resource is not a perma-
nently enduring one. after some years, aquaculture productivity 
inevitably falls off due to disease and polluted mud bottoms, leaving 
a patchwork landscape of mud walls and partially impounded water. 
Travelling in 2009 along the main dyke that separates permanent settle-
ments from the intertidal zone and the national park, one sees the result 
of economic development that focused on aquaculture. The landscape 
is utterly transformed; not only in its color and its topography, but also 
in its chemistry and its biodiversity. The conversion of mangroves to 
shrimp production usually resulted in high yields during the first few 
seasons, but this was quickly reduced leaving an acidic soil (adger et 
al. 2001) that, according to Vietnamese scientists who i interviewed, is 
heavily polluted by industrially produced antibiotics.16 in these so-called 
‘white’ aquaculture ponds, few animals or plants can survive.

sharp drops in productivity and erratic shrimp prices turned golden 
opportunity to mud and insurmountable debt. Despite attempts by 
farmers to raise alternative aquaculture crops (among them crab and 
fish), or to practice a low intensity shrimp aquaculture, the difference 
in productivity and profits is measured in orders of magnitude. Hence, 
heavily indebted pond owners who leased their ponds for twenty years, 
using a bank loan to pay the entire rent up front, despair of ever recover-
ing from their personal financial crises. in many cases, once relatively 
well-to-do farmers find themselves unable to pay school fees for their 

16. This is an economically, and hence politically, sensitive issue for Vietnam and its shrimp 
export industry. Nevertheless, the use of antibiotics (which is forbidden by law) is evident 
by the antibiotics packaging that is observable near active ponds throughout Vietnam.
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children or grandchildren, and look on as their junior kin move to Hanoi 
for uncertain work as motorcycle taxi-drivers and street workers recy-
cling scrap metal, plastic and paper. The aquaculture fever described here 
is a case where traditional relationships to the coastal zone emphasizing 
nature as a productive resource, combined with new technology and na-
tional economic policy, produced a result that is far from the rural ideal 
remembered by an older generation of Vietnamese biologists. it is also 
a result that threatens to undermine the political stability of local and 
national government, as illustrated by the nationally broadcast armed 
confrontation between the family of Doan Van Vuon, an aquaculturist 
near Hai Phong City, and government forces in January 2012.
Mangrove expansion
Meanwhile, since the mid 1990s, side by side with the expansion of aqua-
culture ponds into the mangrove, mangrove forests have been themselves 
expanding to colonize new spaces. The 600 ha of mangrove present in 
Xuan Thuy national Park during 1992 were the fragmented remnants of a 
much larger forest. Paradoxically, despite the massive increase of aquacul-
ture ponds, by the year 2002 mangrove coverage had expanded to 1300 ha 
within the park. The new mangrove generally does not occupy the same 
space as the old mangrove due to the pollution and topography of the 
shrimp ponds. Rather, in recent years, new mangrove is often planted with 
international funding on the same mudflats that were already under heavy 
utilization for seafood collection by both humans and (often migratory 
and sometimes endangered) birds (Tordoff et al. 2007). 

Mangrove reforestation (or afforestation) is often supported through 
recourse to a number of social/natural facts. Reforestation is justified by 
claiming the potential of the project to achieve a healthy natural ecology 
(see Bosire et al. 2008; nguyen et al. 1998; nguyen et al. 2001). it is also 
part of a poverty-eliminating development ideology that aims to disperse 
the economic benefits of the planting (wages for laborers and wages for 
forest guards) in an egalitarian manner to the poorest persons in the com-
munity. Reforestation is carried out in the name of mitigating and adapt-
ing to climate change through the sequestration of atmospheric carbon 
in the branches and the roots of the mangrove species, and the buffering 
potential of mangrove forests against coastal storms and tide surges (see 
Gilman et al. 2008; Mazda et al. 2004). Less often publicly discussed, but 
no less important, are the large amounts of capital that mangrove planta-
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tions mobilize for the benefit of local and national government, local and 
international scientists, and local and international nGOs. Through the 
production of carbon credits for climate change mitigation projects, they 
can even generate revenue for foreign electricity companies and other in-
dustries that pollute abroad. The result is complex networks of competing 
claims on the mud by scientists, local government, international organiza-
tions, established clam farmers, and others, leaving the birds and the rural 
poor with very little power of their own.

in Xuan Thuy, like many other places in Vietnam, each of these 
arguments has been deployed to support mangrove plantations. The 
largest of the projects was called the Disaster Preparedness Programme 
(1997–2005) with UsD 4.5 million in funding from the Danish Red 
Cross to reduce the vulnerability of coastal communities through planting 
mangroves, upland trees, and improving awareness of the mangrove eco-
systems and their role in disaster mitigation. During the eight year project 
period, Vietnamese scientific institutions, local government, and local and 
international nGOs implemented the planting of 2331 ha of mangrove 
in nam Dinh province. More recently the Ministry of agriculture and 
Rural Development is administering a UsD 500,000 project entitled 
Mangrove Management information system (2006–2008) to improve 
the management of mangroves along the northern coasts, and a smaller 
project sponsored by the Tokyo Electric Power Company planted 50 ha 
of mangrove.

in Xuan Thuy the arguments mobilized for planting trees often diverge 
from the results that are realized. This remains true even when the man-
grove trees are actually planted. My own interviews with both resource 
users in Giao Thuy and scientists in Hanoi suggest that mangrove planting 
projects have resulted in both new ecologies and new institutional arrange-
ments. Planted forests are dominated by a single mangrove species instead 
of a mix of 4–6 species. Furthermore, the planting project exposes the 
new forests to capture by local elites who are well integrated into local and 
regional political networks. These elites are able to secure informal private 
ownership of large tracts of new mangrove that are then privately man-
aged and leased at a significant profit. Meanwhile, marginalized natural 
resource users’ access to yet one more intertidal space where livelihoods 
can be made becomes more restricted. These findings are not unique, and 
others working in the Red River Delta and other coastal areas of Vietnam 
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have previously documented the same processes (Le 2004; Le and scott 
2008; Than 2009).
Birds that do not return
This said, the most marginal human groups are not the only losers. To the 
extent that mangrove is planted on mudflats, it also represents a threat to 
the survival of the large populations of migratory birds that frequent the 
Red River Delta (Tordoff et al. 2007). These are the same populations 
that were the original motivation for scientists’ efforts to conserve the 
area. Indeed, there is a correlation (though not an exclusive causality) 
between the increase in mangrove plantations and the declining bird 
populations. sightings of migratory birds in the Xuan Thuy national 
Park have generally fallen drastically since ornithologists began to keep 
records in the late 1980s and early 1990s (nguyen et al. 2006). 

Birdlife international is an international network of organizations 
that ‘strives to conserve birds, their habitats and global biodiversity, 
working with people towards sustainability in the use of natural resourc-
es ‘ (Birdlife international 2009). Unlike the Vietnamese scientists de-
scribed earlier, Birdlife’s vision of nature is one that is primarily inhabited 
by birds. The regional program working in Xuan Thuy national Park is 
Birdlife international in indochina and it runs some small projects with 
funding from private foundations as well as the United states Embassy 
in Vietnam to strengthen conservation efforts. From their offices in 
Hanoi, they advocate a stop to the planting of mangrove on the mudflats 
in and around Xuan Thuy national Park, citing these developments as 
one of the primary threats to the continued survival of bird biodiversity 
in the park (Birdlife international in indochina 2009). The Program 
Manager of Birdlife international in indochina, Jonathan Earnes, makes 
the point thus: 

There has been significant habitat loss at the site over the last decade 
through inappropriate and continuing afforestation of mangrove on the 
intertidal mudflats and of the sandy islands with the exotic Casuarina 
equisetifolia, and loss of reedbed to aquaculture intensification. Fishing 
and shellfish collection in the intertidal zone are also taking place at un-
sustainable levels and threaten the integrity of the site (Earnes 2006: 20). 

The observations of Birdlife staff and the censuses carried out by their 
observers in Xuan Thuy national park are further evidence that the Ba 
Lat Estuary continues to change.
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Normal natures

an account of nature in the Red River Delta is incomplete without 
accounting for the creative and influential agencies of Vietnamese scien-
tists. The purposes to which they direct their agency is understandable 
in the context of the habitus and histories of individual scientists such 
as Professors Tran and nguyen, as well as of the webs of social relation-
ships that they can mobilize to make their aspirations for nature in the 
Delta a realizable composition in the wider public sphere. Meanwhile, 
their work is a contemporary reenactment of historical patterns whereby 
Vietnamese scientists serve state institutions by documenting and 
ordering nature and society in spaces that state actors find to be uncom-
fortably distant at a specific moment in time. 

scientists are adept at maintaining slippery spaces to bring inter-
national actors, agreements and money to the Delta in order to realize 
personal visions of nature, and of Vietnamese science itself. at the 
same time that they facilitate the entry of state agents in the form of the 
park management board, they challenge other state agents and docu-
ments that encourage the expansion of aquaculture to the detriment 
of mangrove, migratory birds, and their own notions of harmony and 
balance in human–natural systems. in the meantime the scientists’ 
problematization of nature in the intertidal zones helps to sustain their 
own possibilities to do scientific work, and to train younger generations 
of Vietnamese scientists to follow in their footsteps. 

Despite the influence of scientists like Professors Tran and nguyen, 
in the Red River Delta political agency does not rest exclusively with 
one or even a few groups of human actors. The river, the tides, coloniz-
ing mangrove species, and a whole host of other non-human entities and 
processes are parties to the making and unmaking of social and natural 
collectives (Latour 2005). They are not agents in the sense that they 
self-consciously choose a particular action or movement in order to in-
fluence other actors in a particular way, but rather in the sense described 
by Pickering (2010) when he contemplates the ‘dance of agency’. a 
river, through changes in its course, fluctuation of its sediment load, and 
variable rates of flow, is a counterpart and a constituent in a politics of 
nature that overflows local geographies and national borders. its actions 
and their timing have effects that other human and non-human actors 
account for and to which they oftentimes must respond. 
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The natures that are created are hybrid and diverse, and their con-
stituent parts are different depending upon the human actors that are 
doing the assembling. The specific compositions that result from these 
negotiations have stabilities that ebb and flow over the course of time. 
Objects, knowledge, processes and people are assembled into what we 
call nature thanks to the human social faculty for creating economies 
and narratives. The natures that are assembled exist with more or less 
stability to the degree that they can account for, or at least make space 
for, other human and non-human actors whose actions matter. The 
nature composed by conservationists falters when endangered species 
abandon a space for lack of food and safe haven, just as it falters when 
state bureaucrats do not recognize the protected area. The nature com-
posed by aquaculturists falters and is replaced by another when the river 
carries industrial pollution and pesticides that cause the death of their 
crops, just as it falters when they can no longer defend their property 
rights. 

similarly, Vietnamese scientists are coauthors of a nature whose 
stability is challenged by actors promoting state development projects, 
international seafood markets, and the relentless flow of pesticides 
and garbage into the intertidal zone. The dwindling numbers of avian 

Figure 4.5: At one of the entries to Xuan thuy National Park a sign urges visitors to 
conserve natural resources and the environment
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migrants and changing alluvial silt loads threaten to re-open the black 
boxes that the same scientists would prefer to keep closed. One result 
is a biodiversity conservation area that exists to the degree that foreign 
birdwatchers find it when they come looking. scientists and conser-
vationists are able to plan and carry out projects for the park and for 
themselves. But the stability of the natural assemblage that is Xuan 
Thuy national Park is not so great that local people can point a visiting 
anthropologist and his colleague in the right direction when they ask for 
directions. 
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5. Making Climate Change

C
ontemporary conventional wisdom tells us that more than 
one hundred years of greenhouse gas emissions, primarily in 
industrialized Europe and north america, are responsible for 

the making of climate change globally as well as in Vietnam. similarly, 
most people would agree that scientists do not make climate change, but 
that scientific observations of climate phenomena, together with related 
models estimating disaster risks and economic costs are essential for 
understanding climate change and acting to reverse it. i will argue that 
such explanations of the making and unmaking of climate change are 
incomplete. 

Physical processes in nature are only partly responsible for the mak-
ing of climate change in Vietnam (and by extension, globally). Climate 
change is made when human actors weave science, physical objects and 
processes, and a gamut of social, political, and economic relationships 
together. if we artificially separate these we can speak of knowledge 
production, nature, and society. But, only by teasing out how they are 
interwoven can we ascertain how climate change is made and sustained 
in the city of Hanoi, not to mention in Copenhagen, Washington DC, 
Rio de Janeiro and Doha. 

Describing this making, or coproduction, of climate change in (and 
out of) Vietnam requires an ethnography of science, and also of develop-
ment and policy making. in combination, the result is an ethnography 
of the technoscientific cosmopolitics of climate change where the 
local is inextricably situated within a political, economic, material and 
networked global (Fischer 2007: 576). Elaborations of the networked 
global and the circulations of climate change in and out of Vietnam 
reveal that climate change is a stable fact largely thanks to the slippery 
spaces upon which it rests. These spaces allow actors to connect diverg-
ing arrays of social, political and economic initiatives to greenhouse gas 
molecules, changing weather patterns, and rising sea levels. Here, eve-

Zink_book.indd   123 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

124

rything is about climate change, and very little is about climate change. 
The contradiction makes perfect sense.

The Vietnamese climate

Climate change as a concept and an environmental phenomenon ar-
rives from outside Vietnam via the sometimes messy articulations of 
the global and local, and the local and local. simultaneously, the more 
closely one looks at this transfer, the less meaningful the distinction 
between local and global becomes. 

Climate change as a phenomenon for scientific investigation is 
not new to Vietnam. since the early 1990s Vietnamese and foreign 
scientists have warned of the likely local consequences of more than 
a century of greenhouse gas emissions from the world’s industrialized 
nations (Houghton 1990; nguyen et al. 1991; nguyen et al. 1993). 
But, beginning in 2007 and 2008, there was a new and significant wave 
of international interest in climate change that washed over Vietnam.1 
Largely as a result of foreign influences, by late 2007 the Prime Minister 
had set in motion a process to write a national strategy for respond-
ing to climate change. The persons charged with writing what would 
become the national Target Program to Respond to Climate Change 
(nTP–RCC) were senior scientists, primarily meteorologists, from 
the Vietnamese government’s Ministry of natural Resources and 
Environment (MOnRE). 

science-based predictions indicate that climate change and the as-
sociated changes in sea levels, precipitation, temperature, and river flows 
will likely have drastic and terrible results for the people of Vietnam 
(Dasgupta et al. 2007; iPCC 2007; MOnRE 2009; Vietnam 2003b). 
However, in 2008 climate change did not seem to worry very many 
people in Vietnam. Motorcycle taxi drivers, rice farmers, aquaculture 
producers and local community leaders whom i met during the course 
of my research were much more likely to mention water and air pollu-
tion, not to mention traffic, as environmental problems with immediate 
and visible impacts on human health and well-being. These problems, 
in contrast to climate change, have both causes and effects that are im-

1. Examples of this heightened interest can be found in the English-language reporting on cli-
mate change in the Vietnamese media (nguyen 2008a; Reuters/Vns 2008; Vns 2008b; 
Vns 2008c; Vns 2008d; Vns 2008h).
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mediately tangible to the public, journalists, and the state. similarly, in 
the immediate aftermath of the torrential downpours and terrible floods 
that struck Hanoi in autumn 2008 and inundated much of the city, i 
failed to find local media reports in English or Vietnamese that covered 
the event in terms of climate change. instead they focused on the failing 
capacity of the flood control system.2 it appeared to this observer that 
when natural disaster actually struck, climate change was nowhere to be 
found.3

The seeming contradiction leads to the question of why climate 
change has become an issue that ministries, research institutes, uni-
versities, and local and international nGOs are scrambling to address 
through development programs, national policies and scientific studies. 
Have international science and development successfully imposed new 
science-based environmentalities (agrawal 2005) and green govern-
mentalities (Oels 2005), thereby cultivating new subjectivities among 
Vietnamese policy-makers that are convinced of the medium and long 
term risks of climate change? alternatively, are moves to address climate 
change the result of the lure of big contracts and the business-as-usual 
maximizing strategies of powerful actors (Fortier 2010)? I propose an 
answer that draws upon elements of these explanations, but that empha-
sizes actor-networks engaged in cultural economies that work beneath 
the surface of governmentalities and what James Ferguson (1994) calls 
anti-politics machines.4 The stable facts of climate change are social/
natural constructions that disguise and facilitate the day-to-day social, 

2. Climate change was only lightly covered in the Vietnamese media through late 2007 (Pham 
2007). However it was covered more intensively in 2008–9, especially in English-language 
outlets compared to Vietnamese-language outlets. Based upon interviews with journalists, 
editors, scientists and policy-makers, i found that this coverage reflected the Vietnamese 
government’s own interest in influencing representatives of international aid organizations 
rather than an effort to mobilize public opinion. The latter would begin only after the adop-
tion of the nTP–RCC in late 2008 and the allocation of significant government budgets for 
public-awareness-raising in media outlets during the following years.

3. it is of course correct, from the scientific viewpoint dominant at the time, to refrain from 
attributing the cause of a singular event to climate change, however it contradicts the stan-
dard praxis of political and journalistic professionals not to raise the possibility, if not likeli-
hood, that climate change is to blame.

4. anti-politics machines are discourses and documents that hide the political nature of de-
velopment interventions beneath a technical and bureaucratic language. Ferguson elabo-
rates the anti-politics machine in his 1994 study of a large development project in Lesotho.
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cultural, political and economic practices of scientists, policy-makers, 
and development practitioners.5

 This approach does not dispute the importance of the current 
scientific consensus and strong evidence for a global warming that is 
caused by increased levels of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. 
scientists have meticulously assembled a convincing case with the help 
of an enormous scientific machinery through which they have made 
observations that can be regarded with amazement (including finding 
gas bubbles trapped in ancient ice, precipitation patterns traced in the 
cross-sections of trees, and more than 100 years of rain drops, wind and 
solar energy captured and measured by dispersed patterns of weather 
stations). 

Rather, i challenge whether such accounts are, alone, useful for hu-
man efforts to understand and mitigate/respond to/adapt to climate 
change. For these reasons, i resist the temptation to artificially separate 
the production of discourses about climate change from the activities 
that produce greenhouse gases. To do so would be a move towards 
oversimplification that would be counterproductive both in terms of 
explaining climate change, and in terms of responding to its negative 
consequences. Climate change became an issue of concern in Vietnam 
precisely because it is much larger and more complicated than the 
scientific explanation of a physical phenomenon. Scientific evidence, 
models estimating disaster risks, and narrow economic calculations only 
partially explain climate change. In addition, convincing explanations of 
climate change are found by unraveling some of the ways in which local 
policy-making and scientific production are intertwined with political, 
economic, and material networks that have global reach. The existence 
of climate change as an increasingly stable fact is closely linked to its 
potential to mobilize economies that contribute to the production and 
reproduction of social relations amongst Vietnamese scientists, science 
policy-makers, and nGO staff.

5. i find further support for this approach in Tania Li’s (2007) study of the ‘will to improve’ in 
indonesia. she argues that ‘a Foucauldian understanding of governmentality (the attempt 
to constitute governable subjects) is an accurate guide to development as a project of rule, 
but that the actual accomplishment of rule owes as much to the understandings and prac-
tices worked out in the contingent and compromised space of cultural intimacy as it does 
to the imposition of development schemes and related forms of disciplinary power’ (2007: 
295).
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nevertheless, the articulation of climate change with the production 
of Vietnamese society does not always fit together like pieces of a jigsaw 
puzzle. The soundness of the actor-networks is oftentimes dependent 
upon the existence of slippery spaces that facilitate collaboration and ex-
change in the absence of shared purposes and understandings. Likewise, 
the flexibility of the facts of climate change and their potential to sup-
port widely different claims and actions adapt them particularly well to 
partnership-building amongst international, state, and local actors. This 
was evident in Dr. Dao’s use of the nobel Prize for his civil society work, 
and it is similar to what anthropologists of development have found in 
other development contexts.6 Herein lies the explanation of why climate 
change can be a relatively stable fact over vast geographical spaces.

Crises, curves and prices

The people of Vietnam are familiar with crises. and, from French co-
lonial expansion in the early 19th century to the fallout from american 
fears of communist expansion during the second half of the 20th century, 
Western powers have often figured significantly in the making of crises. 
Environmental crises of both foreign and local making have been con-
tinuous since the late 1960s. Massive herbicide (‘agent orange’) spray-
ing eradicated vast expanses of tropical and mangrove forest during the 
wartime 1960s and early 1970s, with continuing effects for the health of 
people and ecosystems well into the 21st century. Deforestation contin-
ued following the war, this time in the name of agricultural, aquaculture 
and mining expansion, as well as to feed local and international markets 
for timber. The deforestation trend continues today, even as changes 
in the official definition of forest cover and skewed official statistics 
have been used to show a contrary trend towards afforestation (MaRD 
2008). Following upon the deforestation trend, the 1990s saw the onset 
of rapidly accelerating rates of biodiversity extinction combined with 
the discovery of large vertebrate species that were new to science (aFP 
2007). This made Vietnam both an internationally noteworthy biodi-

6. Eyben and León (2005), Mosse (2005b), and van den Berg and Quarles van Ufford (2005) 
all make similar points. David Mosse, for example, in his ethnography of British aid in India 
found that ‘powerful representations of coherent and shared policies conceal such disjunc-
ture and the autonomy of different levels of practice (donor, state or project)’ (2005a:196).
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versity hotspot (Tordoff et al. 2007) and a site of conservation crisis 
(nguyen 2009; sterling et al. 2006; Workman 2004).

now, scientific predictions of hot weather and high water have raised 
new environmental, economic and political concerns that Vietnam is a 
site of yet another contemporary and future crisis. Credible scientific 
predictions foresee that a large and dense coastal population of humans 
is at risk of starvation, flood, tropical storms and eventually physical 
displacement during the coming decades or centuries (Clark 2008; 
Dasgupta et al. 2007; iUCn 2008; MOnRE 2009). The graphic rep-
resentations of the steep incline of global annual average temperatures 
(perhaps most widely seen internationally in the ‘hockey stick’ graphs 
used in al Gore’s 2006 climate documentary, An Inconvenient Truth) 
are reminiscent of earlier years’ graphic representations of biodiversity 
extinction rates (see Steffen et al. 2004; Wilson 1992). 

Mobilizing a government or a country to adapt to and/or mitigate 
climate change on a nationwide scale requires the deployment of a con-
siderable amount of scientific, political and economic capital (Bumpus 
and Liverman 2008; stern 2007). in Vietnam, during the months and 
years prior to the 2009 COP 15 climate change meeting in Copenhagen, 
foreign and domestically funded programs were being initiated in increas-
ing numbers. The goals of these projects varied from helping Vietnam to 
identify and adapt to the effects of climate change to mitigating climate 
change by improving the energy efficiency of industry and power genera-
tion, and commodifying carbon dioxide as part of a strategy to harness the 
power of markets to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions.

During 2008, World Bank staff were frustrated by the lack of infor-
mation about ongoing and past climate change activities. Fearing unnec-
essary duplication and competition among new projects, which would 
run counter to the aims of the Paris Declaration on aid Effectiveness 
(2005), the local World Bank office initiated a project to collect infor-
mation about past, present and planned projects on climate change in 
Vietnam. What resulted was a rich database of information that par-
tially documents the engagement of foreign funders for climate change 
projects in Vietnam (World Bank 2009b).7 The first climate change 

7. Due to the nature of institutional and individual memories and the incomplete participa-
tion of all donors in the survey, the conclusions and figures that follow should be treated as 
trends and indications rather than absolute values.
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project noted in the database was a 1992 project paid for by the asian 
Development Bank and carried out in collaboration with the institute of 
Meteorology, Hydrology and Environment (iMHEn) to study green-
house gas emissions and options for their mitigation in Vietnam. since 
then, the number of new projects funded stayed relatively constant 
until 2006, with the exception of a moderate increase in projects around 
2000–2003 (see Figure 5.1). in 2006, the number of new projects began 
to rapidly increase.8

Looking more closely into the project summaries for the period 
up until and including 2006, we see that only 28 of 79 of the projects 
carried out between 1992 and 2006 are specifically conceptualized in 
terms of climate change. Meanwhile, the clear majority of the projects 
have objectives and activities that are not framed primarily in terms 
of climate change at all, even if from the perspective of 2010 they are 
quite clearly related to climate change (e.g. disaster management, energy 
efficiency, coastal zone management). The small increase in projects 
in 2000–2003 is partially explained by an increase in projects dealing 
with the improvement of energy efficiency. This time period also co-
incides with the preparations for and signing of the Kyoto Protocol by 
Vietnam, and its subsequent eligibility for funding through the Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM). 

8. This increase occurred one year prior to a marginal increase in ODa to Vietnam, and the 
drastic spike in FDi that took place in 2007 (see Chapter 3). This indicates that the trend 
in climate change projects cannot be explained by a general increase in funding flowing into 
Vietnam from outside the country.

Figure 5.1: Number of internationally supported climate change projects in Vietnam by year
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By contrast, during 2007–2008 nearly all (51 of 58) of the listed 
projects were framed specifically in terms of climate change (including 
many disaster management, energy efficiency, and coastal zone manage-
ment projects). Budget information was available for 25 projects during 
this period, with a monetary value amounting to more than UsD 140 
million. Even if these trends are somewhat exaggerated by the tendency 
of persons responding to a survey to have more reliable memories of 
recent projects, the dramatic change in the number and focus of pro-
jects on climate change is evidence of a strongly increasing presence of 
climate change discourse in Vietnam during 2007 and onwards.9

Climate change science and negotiations

The rapid increase in the scale of foreign interest in climate change in 
Vietnam has roots that can be traced back to at least the late 1980s. 
By that time a group of Vietnamese scientists had begun to document 
physical changes in the Vietnamese environment, and to discuss and 
publish their results in terms of climate change (Granich et al. 1993; 
nguyen et al. 1991; nguyen et al. 1993). The work of this handful of 
scientists was articulated internationally through their partnership with 
prominent networks of climate scientists. 

Meanwhile, on the global scale, in 1988 the United nations Environ-
ment Programme and the World Meteorological Organization estab-
lished the intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (iPCC) as an 
international scientific body that should provide comprehensive scientific 
input into policy discussions on climate change. a few years later, in 1992 
in Rio de Janeiro, the United nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (popularly known as the Earth summit) adopted a non-
binding Un Framework Convention on Climate Change (UnFCCC) 
that was signed by 165 countries. The Government of Vietnam signed the 
treaty during the same year and designated (what is now) the Ministry 
of natural Resources and Environment and its scientists as the official 
link between the government and the UnFCCC. This agreement further 
facilitated the translation of natural processes and phenomena in Vietnam 

9. in fact, the change probably occurred during 2006 given that projects are not designed and 
approved overnight.
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(e.g. rain, temperature, and sea levels) into scientific facts that could travel 
into global scientific, political and economic networks.

The Kyoto Protocol is a follow-up to the UnFCCC. its adoption in 
Kyoto, Japan in December 1997 and implementation beginning in the 
year 2005 brought binding limits for greenhouse gas emissions to the 
industrialized countries that were signatories. Under the Kyoto Protocol 
it is permissible for industrialized countries to make reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions through projects implemented in other coun-
tries, including Vietnam. The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), 
governed by the UNFCCC and its CDM Executive Board, is an insti-
tutionalized process that allows industrialized countries to reduce their 
own account of greenhouse gas emissions by investing in low-carbon 
technologies in developing countries. 

CDM is an excellent example of an anti-politics machine. Such ma-
chines are governance discourses that disguise or hide fiercely contested 
political and economic debates, by subsuming them into bureaucratic 
and technical language and practices (Ferguson 1996). in the case of 
CDM, it presumes that carbon dioxide molecules resulting from hu-
man activities are empty of particular social, moral or ethical meanings 
(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007). A carbon dioxide molecule resulting 
from a wood stove used to boil water for a poor family is the same as 
the carbon dioxide molecule emitted in the production of a new smart 
phone. And, for the purposes of tabulating a country’s carbon dioxide 
emissions (or emissions of other greenhouse gases like methane), one 
molecule less in sweden is the same as one molecule less in China, Brazil 
or Vietnam, if that reduction is linked to a UnFCCC certified CDM 
investment in the latter country. nevertheless, as Li (2007) shows in 
indonesia, the camouflaging work of anti-politics machines is a paper-
thin cover under which local political wrangling continues unabated. 

Vietnam became a signatory to the Kyoto Protocol in 2002. This 
is, perhaps not coincidentally, the same year that Figure 4.2 shows a 
bump in the number of climate change projects on renewable energy 
funded by a range of donors that included the World Bank, UnDP, and 
the swedish bilateral aid organization, sida. Having developing country 
status, the Kyoto protocol placed no limits on Vietnam’s greenhouse 
gas emissions. Rather, reductions in greenhouse gases were done on a 
voluntary basis with support from the CDM. This said, actual CDM 
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projects (not to be confused with CDM capacity-building projects) 
were few in Vietnam through 2009, and mostly limited to a few large 
hydroelectric power projects. according to persons interviewed at the 
Ministry of natural Resources and Environment (MOnRE), this was a 
result of the fact that climate change was not a high political or scientific 
priority for Vietnam prior to 2007, and that the regulations for certify-
ing CDM projects and the auditing oversight were too stringent to allow 
their easy incorporation into existing informal economies. 

The first commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol on climate 
change ended during 2012. However, negotiations for a second commit-
ment period, or alternatively a replacement to the Kyoto Protocol, were 
ongoing at the time of fieldwork and many actors, in particular donor 
organizations and nGOs, hoped that an agreement could be reached at 
the 15th Conference of the Parties (COP) meeting held in Copenhagen in 
December 2009. in a kind of scandinavian tag-team, at the same time that 
Denmark hosted the COP 15 meeting, sweden hosted the presidency of 
the European Union with long-held ambitions to make climate change 
a priority issue both nationally and in the European context (Sjölander 
2007). as had been the case with the Kyoto Protocol (Fogel 2004), the 
political work to be done was immense. it included reaching an agreement 
among diverse national leaders on how to drastically simplify disputed 
physical environmental processes and cultural economies, and incorpo-
rate these into a text that could prescribe how to mitigate climate change 
by measuring and trading gas emissions, and calculate compensatory 
financial transfers to support adaptation efforts in poor countries.

To be successful at this mammoth task, several key issues would need 
to be resolved. among them was the degree to which developing, indus-
trializing, and/or industrialized countries should accept responsibility 
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This became intricately linked 
to the commodification of carbon dioxide, including the acceptability of 
‘cap and trade’ market mechanisms to regulate emissions across borders, 
and the degree to which wealthy countries should be obligated to invest 
in climate change adaptation and CDM projects in poorer countries. 
national and regional economic interests weighed heavily in these 
negotiations, and activists and other actors exposed ruptures in the 
discursive logics of socially, ethically and morally sterilized greenhouse 
gas molecules.
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Vietnam did not carry the same political weight in these negotiations 
as did other developing country governments such as China, Brazil or 
india. But, with its population of over 90 million, a growing economy 
and rapidly increasing levels of greenhouse gas emissions, Vietnam 
was seen to have some strategic potential as a partner in the negotia-
tions. speaking to other donor representatives and the Government of 
Vietnam in December 2007, H.E. Peter Lysholt Hansen, ambassador 
of Denmark to Vietnam, emphasized the local nature of global and 
scandinavian concerns about climate change: 

This challenge [climate change] must be viewed as a development 
issue which requires an intervention at the highest level, across many 
ministries. Vietnam can also play a significant role at the international 
level and has special authority to speak out on the issue as it could be 
severely affected by climate change. (World Bank 2007)

Beyond offering words, actors within the foreign donor community were 
eager to create new climate change subjectivities amongst government 
leaders and negotiators by organizing capacity-building workshops in 
which they could participate. These technologies of empowerment offer 
scientific knowledge and policy advice tailored to match industrialized-
nation environmentalities. 

Despite donors’ ambitions, the response of government actors was 
mixed. Their interest in engaging with foreign actors had fluctuated 
widely during 2007–2009. During 2008, and coinciding with the writ-
ing of the national climate change policy (nTP–RCC), donors had 
been able to organize a series of workshops that gathered high-level 
representatives of the Vietnamese government. One year later, inform-
ants in foreign donor organizations felt that the Government’s interest 
in engaging with them was low. A possible exception was the Ministry 
of natural Resources and Environment (MOnRE). it, however, was 
perceived by both Vietnamese and foreign actors to be a new and rela-
tively weak ministry (see also Molle and Chu 2009), and in the context 
of inter-ministerial competition it had much to gain from the support of 
international organizations. 

Assembling the facts

stretching from government office buildings in Hanoi to Rio, Geneva, 
Copenhagen, and Kyoto, the contiguous actor-networks that delivered 
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climate change to Vietnam relied partly upon the availability of sci-
entific and policy documents. Documents play an important part in 
assembling the facts of climate change. They are oftentimes boundary 
objects that assemble truths supported by the work and machinery of 
scientists, politicians, bureaucrats, and other agents, as well as flows of 
money and material. These documents provide narratives of the causes 
and impending consequences of climate change, as well as possible 
human responses for mitigation and adaptation. Though they have a 
global scope, they frequently identify Vietnam as a place particularly 
affected by climate change due to its geography, population distribu-
tion, and hydrology. and, whereas both the pace and magnitude of 
the flow of some international print books and journals to Vietnam is 
restricted by government censors, the key documents that assemble the 
facts of climate change are available electronically at no cost, and stream 
unhindered into Vietnam via the internet. Furthermore, the scientific, 
economic, social and political meanings of climate change borne by 
these documents reinforce Vietnam’s links to international actors such 
as UnFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, as well as bilateral donors, many 
of which are the institutional authors of the documents in the first place. 

One such document is the Stern Review (2007), first released on 30 
October 2006. This report, which was commissioned by the Government 
of the United Kingdom, a major climate change donor in Vietnam, offers 
a frightening but cautiously optimistic view of our future. a main finding 
is that:

Climate change is global in its causes and consequences, and interna-
tional collective action will be critical in driving an effective, efficient 
and equitable response on the scale required. This response will re-
quire deeper international co-operation in many areas – most notably 
in creating price signals and markets for carbon, spurring technology 
research, development and deployment, and promoting adaptation, 
particularly for developing countries. (stern 2007:1)

This is an economist’s document where climate change is understood 
as an instance of market failure. in this account, the historical global 
emissions of greenhouse gases were externalized from the calculation 
of costs of economic activities. The solution to this market failure is a 
range of economic tools that would reframe markets such that the costs 
of greenhouse gas emissions become internalized. in this prescription, 
CDM should be vastly expanded to achieve reductions in global green-
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house gas emissions. and, while funds should also be made available 
to developing countries for adaptation, stern calculates that greater 
returns will be had from investments in mitigation that will also allow 
us to avoid much greater adaptation costs in the future. The optimism 
of the document is in its suggestion that ‘There is still time to avoid the 
worst impacts of climate change if strong collective action starts now’ 
(stern 2007).

in February 2007, shortly after the release of the Stern Review, a 
World Bank working paper on the impact of sea level rise in 84 develop-
ing countries was published (Dasgupta et al. 2007). By overlaying maps 
of population distribution with topographic maps, the authors could 
single out Vietnam in particular as one of the countries most at risk of 
climate change damage: 

Our results reveal that hundreds of millions of people in the develop-
ing world are likely to be displaced by sLR [sea level rise] within this 
century; and accompanying economic and ecological damage will be 
severe for many. At the country level, results are extremely skewed, 
with severe impacts limited to a relatively small number of countries. 
For these countries (e.g., Vietnam, a.R. of Egypt, and the Bahamas), 
however, the consequences of sLR are potentially catastrophic. 
(Dasgupta et al. 2007:2)

The paper goes on to graphically show how a (very unlikely) five meter 
increase in sea level by the end of this century would submerge 16 percent 
of Vietnam’s land area. This land is among the most heavily populated 
(including much of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City) and would entail the 
movement of 35 percent of the entire population, as well as the loss of 
the most productive rice-growing areas in the Mekong and Red River 
Deltas. One of my interviewees working for a large international donor 
in Vietnam expressed frustration that the predictions of the World Bank 
paper went far beyond the mainstream predictions of sea level rise dur-
ing the 21st century and unnecessarily focused climate change worries 
on sea level rise rather than other factors. However, most discussions 
and presentations of climate change that i participated in or observed 
used this document uncritically to highlight the particularly vulnerable 
(and needy) position of Vietnam with respect to climate change. 

On november 27, the Human Development Report 2007/2008 was 
released by UnDP under the title: Fighting climate change: Human soli-
darity in a divided world. This 399-page report, available for the first time 
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in Vietnamese (404 pages), has the primary purpose of ranking nations 
in their achievement of different ‘human development’ indicators such 
as poverty, inequality and health. However, prior to revealing the latest 
rankings, the report devotes 218 pages to the topic of climate change. in 
this space, it draws heavily on the findings of the Stern Review and the 
4th iPCC Report (discussed below) to argue that climate change is the 
foremost danger to global human development.

Climate change is the defining human development issue of our 
generation. All development is ultimately about expanding human 
potential and enlarging human freedom. it is about people developing 
the capabilities that empower them to make choices and to lead lives 
that they value. Climate change threatens to erode human freedoms 
and limit choice. it calls into question the Enlightenment principle that 
human progress will make the future look better than the past. (UnDP 
2007: 1)

The report further seeks to link the scientific findings regarding at-
mospheric greenhouse gas concentrations and projections of future in-
creases to specific economic policy alternatives for achieving significant 
reductions in those levels by the year 2050. 

In 2012, the current commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol expires. 
The successor agreement could set a new course, imposing stringent 
limits on future emissions and providing a framework for international 
collective action. negotiations could be brought forward so that the 
quantitative targets are set by 2010, providing governments with goals 
for national carbon budgets. Carbon budgeting backed by radical 
energy policy reforms and government action to change incentive 
structures for consumers and investors is the foundation for effective 
climate change mitigation. There is no such thing as a last chance in hu-
man affairs. But the post–2012 Kyoto framework comes close (UnDP 
2007:16).

The two excerpts above follow a pattern that is well established in 
development documents. They offer a gaze upon the world where the 
lives of individuals and the lives of nations are tightly intertwined, if not 
inseparable (Wahlberg 2007). in this case, the biopolitical solutions to 
the climate crisis promise to extend the lives of people and nations by 
promoting carbon markets and other incentives that would renew or 
replace of the expiring Kyoto Protocol. 

Vietnam is both part of the message, and the intended receiver of 
the message. It is an example of climate change, with the Mekong Delta 
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being mentioned 23 times and Vietnam being mentioned 16 times. 
The document also figured largely in Vietnam. at the official launch 
of the report at the Melia Hotel on 28 november 2007 in Hanoi, the 
Un resident commissioner Mr. John Hendra argued that the Human 
Development Report on fighting climate change should be an impor-
tant tool for Vietnamese policy-makers as they integrate needs for both 
climate change adaptation and mitigation into their policy documents 
(2007). and, pertaining to international climate change negotiations, 
he shared the following: 

We feel this year’s Report, and this event, is especially important for 
Viet nam as it is one of the countries that will be most affected by 
climate change, and at the same time one of the nations with the oppor-
tunity to influence international decisions, including at the upcoming 
Un Global Conference on Climate Change in Bali. 

The government, he argued, should feel the urgency of climate change 
not only because of the science and calculations encapsulated in the 
report, but also from their personal experiences of flood and typhoons 
in Vietnam during the autumn of 2007. This was an urgency also felt by 
foreign development practitioners in Hanoi. One such person explained 
to me that the report was particularly moving for its style of weaving 
facts of climate change with the overall message ‘if we act, it can be done.’

The document that is perhaps the most influential in terms of as-
sembling the facts of climate change is the 4th intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (iPCC) report that was officially released on 17 
november 2007. For many, the 4th iPCC report is the scientific consen-
sus on climate change. speaking at a climate change seminar at the Royal 
swedish academy of sciences in stockholm in 2009, Professor Michael 
Oppenheimer, a lead author of the 4th IPCC report explained that the 
report’s value lies in its credible narrative that scientists can confidently 
deliver in any number of arenas even when they personally lack specific 
competence in the facts. The possibility for the iPCC report in particu-
lar to act in this way is a result of a vast array of actions and agreements 
by scientists distributed across the world, though concentrated in a 
number of industrialized countries. in short, the document functions 
as a script containing the scientifically unquestioned truth of climate 
change. The stability of this truth is sometimes challenged by skeptics 
and sometimes revealed to contain errors in the details, but it remains 
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stable among international networks of scientists. and, for scientists 
and policy-makers, not least in Vietnam, they are powerful tools for the 
production of climate change. 

Published in three volumes and a synthesis, and totaling almost 
3000 pages, the 4th iPCC report is the work of hundreds of scientists 
and was reviewed by many more. The document dealing with the physi-
cal science of climate change, for instance, was authored by more than 
600 scientists, reviewed by 620 experts as well as representatives of 
113 governments. Most importantly, the report finds that ‘Warming of 
the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations 
of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread 
melting of snow and ice and rising global average sea level’ (iPCC 2007: 
50). Furthermore, the report confirms the likelihood that a significant 
amount of recent global warming is due to increases in the concentra-
tions of greenhouse gas emissions that result from human activities such 
as industrialization, the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, etc. These 
conclusions are based upon a wide range of scientific observations of 
weather, sea levels, temperatures, tree rings and ice that were made at 
a range of scientific outposts and laboratories, mostly in the world’s 
wealthiest countries.

The report also goes far beyond establishing the science of past and 
present atmospheres and temperatures. it makes forays into the future, 
predicting the likely impacts of different rates of future greenhouse gas 
emissions on average global temperatures, sea levels and a range of other 
climatic and related conditions. Continued greenhouse gas emissions at 
or above current rates would cause further warming and induce many 
changes in the global climate system during the 21st century that would 
very likely be larger than those observed during the 20th century (iPCC 
2007).

This said, scientific predictions of future geospheric conditions 
are not the same as observations of the past, and the report does not 
make any claim to predict the likelihood of one scenario over the other. 
Modeling the global climate is an art as well as a science, and there are 
competing models that produce different predictions of the future. 
and, while anthropogenic climate change is considered a stable fact, the 
degree and form of change that we will experience will remain unset-
tled until it comes to pass (Wynne 2010). nevertheless, based upon 
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its predictions of the future, the report addresses vulnerabilities and 
possible adaptation and mitigation strategies. Like the UnDP Human 
Dimensions Report and the stern Report, the iPCC report engages 
in the weaving of science, economy, politics, and society towards the 
realization of new global policy tools that might result in reductions in 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere, and a decreased hu-
man and ecological impact of future climate change.

The documents described here were not the only climate change 
documents circulating in Vietnam at the time of my fieldwork. seemingly 
any international organization with a Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City ad-
dress and an interest in development or environment issues was produc-
ing and publishing reports on the impacts of climate change in Vietnam. 
However, these four documents were those that were most frequently 
mentioned by Vietnamese and foreign scientists during our discussions 
of climate change. They were also one of the sources of authority that 
scientists, together with government and development representatives, 
used to speak about climate change in local conferences and workshops. 

To different degrees, these documents were produced with the 
explicit intention of weaving threads of scientific fact together with 
adaptation and migration policies. Hence, the truths that they contain 
cannot be simplified to being only scientific in character, or merely 
political or economic. The documents themselves are coproductions 
( Jasanoff 2004b). in this case, the documents reveal an intention to 
shape an international dialogue and debate taking place in Bali in 2007, 
Copenhagen in 2009 and Cancun in 2010 that might have lead to a new 
global policy architecture to govern the emission of greenhouse gases 
and the mobilization of funds for climate change adaptation. 

Meanwhile, a collateral result of the production of these documents 
was their inclusion into new social, cultural, scientific and economic 
fabrics under (co)production in Hanoi, and in Vietnam in general. This 
process was made possible by the communication technology that makes 
the documents widely available, by the assemblages of science, money 
and bureaucracy that they knotted together, and by the individual actors 
that were wedded to these documents and occupying influential posi-
tions at the Hanoi offices of European Embassies, Un offices, the World 
Bank, government ministries, and Vietnamese nGOs, not to mention 
universities and research institutions.
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We can ask ourselves, are these documents and the concepts of 
climate change that they contain a case of what Latour calls the global 
circulation of immutable mobiles (Latour 1987)? While, admittedly, 
the text, graphs and tables contained in the documents do not change 
as they are passed from place to place, neither is it necessary that there 
is a correspondence between the content of the document and an ac-
tor’s use of the document to support a particular claim. For instance, 
the iPCC and the World Bank reports contain science-based sea-level 
rise scenarios that are used as arguments for dyke construction projects 
in the Mekong Delta, even when the specific textual content of those 
reports does not indicate that such projects are a realistic solution to the 
problem. The circulation of these documents contributes to the stability 
of the fact of climate change, thanks in part to the possibility to creatively 
assign new meaning to the facts. The documents are boundary objects 
(star and Griesemer 1989) that often lend themselves to the creation of 
slippery spaces. 

This gap between the different truths of climate change is important 
for enabling partnerships both among and between international, state, 
and local actors. Rather than being problematic, they are examples of 
how slippery spaces are essential for the successful work of both local 
and foreign actors. This point was further clarified for me during a 2012 
interview with a senior representative of the Vietnamese Communist 
Party with responsibility for managing the Vietnamese press. The pur-
pose of our talk was to discuss environmental journalism in Vietnam, 
but my interviewee also asked me about the possibility of publishing 
this book in Vietnamese. i was, and am, enthusiastic about the idea, 
and he suggested that his own office would be able to organize the 
publication. Caught a little bit off guard by his offer, i asked him if he 
was certain that he could help me, since this book contains a number of 
accounts and arguments that challenge the positions and the authority 
of his party. My interviewee was not worried, however, and he assured 
me that his office was accustomed to foreigners’ texts and could manage 
the problem by softening and making more general the segments of the 
text that were problematic. 

While parallel translations of this book would potentially create 
slippery spaces of their own, climate change documents need not exist 
in multiple translations to achieve the same outcome. in the politics of 
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nature that takes place inside and outside Vietnam, the actual textual 
content of a document can be less important than is its existence and 
currency among international donors and nGOs. a document’s 
strength further derives from its potential to generate new flows of 
income into economies that contribute to the livelihoods of individuals 
as well as to the maintenance of a range of social and cultural relation-
ships. in the case of Dr. Dao and his nobel Prize-winning iPCC report, 
the document can mobilize other allies that support efforts to challenge 
authorities or establish new governmentalities. 

Acting multilocally

For many foreign agencies working and maintaining offices in Vietnam 
under the auspices of development cooperation, not least the Embassies 
of Denmark, the netherlands, the United Kingdom, norway, and 
sweden, as well as the offices of the European Commission and the 
UnDP, the documents described above provided convincing evidence 
of the scientific truth of climate change and its likely impacts for Vietnam. 
Foreign agencies’ interest to do something about climate change in 
Vietnam also coincides with an interest to do something about climate 
change at home. The nordic countries in particular see themselves as 
leaders within the European climate change movement. in March 2009, 
the government of sweden announced new measures to reduce carbon 
dioxide emissions. These measures exceeded the promises of the EU 
and strove for emissions rates that are 40 percent below 1990 levels by 
the year 2020. They would also set sweden to become carbon neutral 
by the year 2050 (sweden 2009). These drastic emissions reductions 
would be achieved partly through reductions in domestic carbon 
dioxide emissions and partly through carbon trading and investing in 
offsets in developing countries. similarly, Denmark’s capital city aims 
to be carbon neutral by 2025 through achieving more energy efficiency, 
replacing fossil fuels with renewable energy, and paying for offsets in de-
veloping countries (aFP 2009). norway is planning for carbon neutral-
ity by 2050 using similar strategies (norway 2009). These movements 
and plans, often fueled by local nGOs, consumer groups, and media, 
also have consequences for the makings of climate change in Vietnam.

During 2008 and 2009, staff from embassies, the European Com-
mission and Un agencies that i interviewed in Hanoi recognized that 
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for the Vietnamese state their highest climate priority was adaptation to 
the effects of climate change, in particular sea level rise, floods and tropi-
cal storms. some even understood that adaptation to climate change 
was a convenient justification for addressing other issues of more im-
mediate concern. as one foreign actor in a key environmental post in an 
international organization explained: 

Climate change is a minor factor in the problems faced by Vietnam. 
The science doesn’t say climate change is the root of flooding and sali-
nation problems, but politicians may need to say that climate change 
is the problem in order to do what they need to do. Deforestation, 
mangrove eradication, and canals in the Mekong delta are much more 
scientifically convincing explanations for the problems.

Likewise, a few months later when i asked one of the co-authors of a 
new national climate change policy if climate change is in fact important 
to Vietnam, he answered that it is important because donors want it, 
and its activities can be complementary to other environmental protec-
tion and health issues that are more immediate. This point was made by 
others that i met at the Ministry of natural Resources and Environment 
and at government research institutions.

Foreign actors were also well aware of the potential of Vietnam as 
a site of climate change mitigation. indeed, they believed that mitiga-
tion projects in places like Vietnam would be win–win, having positive 
consequences for national development, and also fulfilling the political 
necessity to open new spaces for generating tradable carbon credits in 
order to meet their own governments’ domestic carbon reduction goals. 
My interviewees at large multilateral donors and embassies expressed an 
understanding that mitigation, not adaptation, was likely to be the pri-
mary motivation for policy-makers in their industrialized home coun-
tries to direct additional development aid to Vietnam. Some expressed 
frustration that the Government of Vietnam was hesitant to embrace, or 
indeed even to officially acknowledge the importance of, climate change 
mitigation projects in their national climate change policies. 

in some instances the slippery spaces that underpinned anti-politics 
discourses collapsed into friction and began to throw sparks. This was 
the case when a government representative at a public meeting with 
donors challenged the donor logics of climate aid by stating that ‘a dol-
lar spent on mitigation is a dollar lost to poverty eradication.’ This short 
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remark provoked ire among a number of foreign donor representatives. 
When i asked a European embassy representative for a reaction to this 
statement, i received a determined and irritated response: ‘We should 
defy them [the government] on ecological governance, and trigger 
them to start doing greenhouse gas investments.’ 

The government representative’s challenge had targeted a vulnerable 
donor concept. namely, that promises of development funding are 
‘new money’, or additional. Contributions that are additional do not 
result in a reduction from another pot of funding. if mitigation fund-
ing is additional, its assignment to a mitigation project does not result 
in the reduction of donor funding to another development (or other) 
budget. However, since money does not really grow on trees, claims 
about the additionality of money are problematic and vulnerable to 
criticism. Foreigners like my interviewee at the embassy grew irritated 
when the government representative asserted that the ability to achieve 
mitigation goals, far from being additional, was part of a zero sum game 
with consequences for investments in poverty alleviation goals. This 
exposure, in turn, unleashed a reaction that further revealed the very 
real power relations that are at play among actors representing different 
organizations and governments during the presumed domestic business 
of writing national policies in a developing country.

The squabbling among actors recounted here is just one small exam-
ple of the increased pressure that science, international climate change 
politics, and swelling funds for climate change work were bringing to 
bear upon Vietnam in 2007 and afterwards. To release this pressure 
would require new social, economic and political pathways for climate 
change to travel that would preserve some superficial truths of climate 
change and at the same time allow the mutability of its meanings, con-
tents and potential. Hence, new constellations of actor networks were 
being established in Hanoi.
The NTP–RCC
in november 2007, just prior to and partially in preparation for the 
UnFCCC meeting in Bali, the United nations Resident Coordinator in 
Vietnam convened a high level and closed door meeting of Vietnamese 
Ministers and Vice Ministers, together with selected Embassy and inter-
national nGO representatives. according to my interviewee who was 
present at the meeting, what followed was a relatively open and frank 
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discussion about climate change and its possible physical, economic, so-
cial and political implications for Vietnam. Participants in the meeting 
agreed to increase their engagement in climate change adaptation and 
mitigation activities. While this was probably not the first such meeting, 
it is highlighted here because of its particular importance for the events 
that followed.

after the november meeting, the Prime Minister issued Decision 
60/2007, dated December 3rd 2007, asking MOnRE to take the lead 
in drafting a national climate change adaptation strategy. This decision 
resulted in the creation of a group of scientists and science policy-
makers who would meet regularly throughout 2008 to draft a national 
Target Program to Respond to Climate Change (nTP–RCC). This 
group10 consisted primarily of senior staff from the Vietnam institute 
of Meteorology, Hydrology and Environment within MOnRE. They 
were mostly meteorologists by scientific training who had acceded to 
senior leadership positions within the Ministry. The group would meet 
regularly over the course of 2008 to write, discuss, receive feedback, and 
rewrite the draft policy. 

Which goals, activities, administrative structures and distributions 
of responsibilities would be contained in the final draft of the emerg-
ing nTP–RCC was the topic of much speculation among both foreign 
and Vietnamese development practitioners, scientists and bureaucrats 
during the year 2008. The stakes were high in terms of both the future 
wellbeing of a population at risk to climate change, and also of the dis-
tribution of political and economic rewards. in the face of such risks and 
rewards, a number of new and established groups sought to support, 
lobby, and/or benefit from the emerging national policy. Meanwhile, the 
authors of the policy maintained some flexibility towards and distance 
from foreign actors by drafting the text of the policy in Vietnamese, with 
periodic unofficial translations into English for the purposes of dialogue 
with foreign actors not fluent in Vietnamese.

10. in fact, this group was the third level in a hierarchy of groups responsible for the policy. 
However, they were the group charged with the actual work of drafting the policy. above 
them was an Executive Board headed by the Minister of MONRE. At the top of the hier-
archy was the national steering Committee led by the Prime Minister himself. Under the 
‘umbrella’ of the Prime Minister, the policy was able to weather many of the storms that 
might otherwise have sunk it.
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The Climate Change Working Group
One such group was the Climate Change Working Group (CCWG). 
inspired by the key reports described in the previous section, and engaged 
in preparatory discussions for the annual Consultative Group meeting be-
tween donors, international nGOs, and the Vietnamese Government on 
6–7 December, 2007, representatives of several large international nGOs 
discussed methods for better coordinating nGO activities in Vietnam on 
the issue of climate change using a ‘pro-poor’ approach. The result was 
that representatives of Oxfam-Great Britain, CARE International, and the 
VUFO-nGO Resource Centre together with others called a meeting on 
14 December to establish the CCWG. 

The core group of the CCWG was dominated by large international 
nGOs that are active in Vietnam. The primary objective of this group 
was to begin to coordinate climate change activities of the international 
nGOs working in Vietnam and to lobby the government on climate 
change. at the group’s beginning the participation of Vietnamese nGOs 
was rather small. Later, in 2008, around the same time that the CCWG 
was challenged by a new Vietnamese civil society network, there would 
be greater participation of Vietnamese nGOs in CCWG meetings. But 
the large international nGOs maintained the most active roles in call-
ing and holding meetings, and taking leadership positions. During my 
fieldwork i occasionally attended the monthly CCWG meetings during 
2008 and i reviewed meeting minutes available on the CCWG website 
for meetings that i could not attend.
The Donor Working Group on Climate Change
Coinciding with the formation of the nGO group and the Government’s 
new policy, a group of ambassadors who already met monthly to discuss 
issues of common interest organized a new Donor Working Group on 
Climate Change. These meetings were not open to me, but i neverthe-
less learned something of their contents from interviews with persons 
who did attend, and from publicly available comments. The ambassador 
of Denmark and the United nations Resident Coordinator (UnRC) 
took the lead in the group with members from a range of other donors 
including sweden, Finland, the United Kingdom, the World Bank, and 
the netherlands. The active participants in these meetings were high 
level staff and ambassadors. 

Zink_book.indd   145 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

146

 The role of this group was made quite clear by Mr. John Hendra, the 
United nations Resident Coordinator, in a speech to the Vietnamese 
government in December 2007: 

While we hope the Un Meeting being convened in Bali this week will 
lay out an agenda and roadmap for a post-Kyoto framework, it is clear 
that Vietnam, with the strong support of its partners, needs to step up 
its focus on integration of climate change adaptation into its overall 
policy framework. [World Bank 2007]

The ‘post-Kyoto framework’ is a reference to the desire to reach an inter-
nationally binding agreement on climate change at the COP 15 meeting 
in Copenhagen, Denmark in 2009. ‘Partnership’ in this sense entailed a 
strong element of economic exchange including promises of new fund-
ing to the cause of climate change, most notably Denmark (40 million 
UsD) and the UnDP (4.5 million UsD).11 The Danish funding would 
have a particularly important motivating effect. Most of the money 
would be made in a direct transfer to the government, on the condition 
that the government adopted its nTP–RCC, and that the policy would 
be signed by the Prime Minister before the end of 2008. 

Beyond promising money, The Donors Working Group on Climate 
Change had strong links to the Vietnamese policy-writing process. 
They provided direct verbal and written feedback to various drafts of 
the nTP–RCC during 2008. On april 25th, for example, they delivered 
a document to the government that commented on 17 issues that they 
considered problematic in the draft nTP–RCC. Their recommendations 
included the need to integrate the goals for a low carbon development 
pathway and greenhouse gas emissions reductions, with the strategies 
for dividing responsibilities for climate change actions among different 
ministries and appropriately timing different adaptation actions. in 
addition, donor organizations both employed Vietnamese consultants 
who then assisted in the writing of passages of the nTP–RCC, and also 
covered the costs of capacity-building workshops for the Vietnamese 
scientists who were the authors of the policy. 

11. The UnDP in Vietnam is different from bilateral donors. The Government of Vietnam 
is a member to the UnDP, and UnDP support is conveyed in smaller amounts and via 
projects. This results in greater familiarity amongst the actors. Bilateral donors and multi-
lateral development banks, on the other hand, often provide support in the form of budget 
transfers such as the PRsC. One result is that they have very limited insight into how their 
funding is used. This is further discussed in Chapter 6.
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The Technical Working Group on Climate Change
a fourth group called the Technical Working Group on Climate Change 
was initiated during the first half of 2008. informally organized and 
partly overlapping with the Donors Working Group on Climate Change 
and the CCWG, the primary founders of this group included individu-
als from the Embassy of Denmark, the UNDP, Oxfam-Great Britain, the 
World Bank, the international Union for the Conservation of nature 
(iUCn) and the Embassy of the netherlands. This group met on an ad 
hoc basis, usually once every 4–8 weeks and was attended by between ten 
and fifty persons who were a mixture of high and mid-level Vietnamese 
and foreign professionals from embassies and international organiza-
tions, international nGOs, and sometimes mid-level persons from the 
Vietnamese ministries. This group, while informal, had an important 
role in coordinating activities, sharing information, and strengthening 
the individual networks of the persons participating. Here, individuals 
(foreign and Vietnamese) could feel more at ease to speak as individuals 
rather than as representatives of their embassies, nGOs or multilateral 
organizations. as members of this group individuals could comment 
on the content of various nTP–RCC drafts in greater detail and with 
less regard for diplomatic formalities than was possible when one was 
representing the views and interests of an Embassy.

i attended this meeting on three occasions during 2008, once in the 
World Bank offices, another time at the Oxfam-Great Britain offices, 
and a third time at the Embassy of Denmark. From the contacts i made 
there i was able to arrange to be invited to other working meetings 
where climate change was discussed that were hosted by the Ministry 
of natural Resources and Environment, the Ministry of agriculture and 
Rural Development, the World Bank, and the asian Development Bank.



The groups introduced here, together with Dr. Dao’s civil society 
network, through their meetings and actions during 2007–2009, were 
important elements in the production of climate change in Vietnam. 
Each group links actor-networks with far-reaching spatial and temporal 
threads, and through these finds the strength to engage in performances 
and exchanges that deliver climate change to Vietnam. Through events 
that physically collect people in one room to discuss, coordinate, and 
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reach agreement on future actions in the field of climate change, the 
existence of climate change as a political, economic, and scientific fact 
within Vietnam was being achieved. Floods, measurements of atmos-
pheric gas, and subtle changes in average sea levels were being linked to 
governance discourses and technologies of empowerment, through the 
coproductive efforts of both foreign and Vietnamese scientists, policy-
makers and development practitioners. 

Performing climate change: A workshop for the 
National Assembly

The emergence of climate change as a stable fact in Vietnam was partly 
due to its regular performance. Conferences and workshops taking place 
in Vietnam were important sites for the production of facts, as well as for 
exerting influence over other actors and organizations. As representa-
tives of larger institutions and networks, participants both embodied 
and reported back to long and varied chains of actor-networks. Their 
performances at the workshops contributed to the existence of climate 
change and set the context for future performances. Meanwhile, the 
promise of future performances led to the creation of further docu-
ments, work groups, and project funding decisions.

During 2008 rarely a week passed in Hanoi without one or more 
climate change workshop at government ministries, universities, or 
nGOs. Beyond the walls of the meeting rooms, these workshops re-
sulted in reports to organizations, articles in newspapers and television 
broadcasts projecting climate change to the larger public as well as back 
to scientists and policy-makers themselves. 

One such workshop took place on May 25th at The national assembly 
offices under the title ‘Climate Change and sustainable Development in 
Vietnam’. The explicit purpose of this meeting was to introduce National 
assembly members to the phenomenon of climate change and impress 
upon them the importance that the Vietnamese government begin to 
address the problem. The young Vietnamese scientist that organized the 
conference had recently completed a PhD at a well respected European 
university on the topic of climate change adaptation in Vietnam. This 
PhD project had grown out of an earlier involvement with the European 
university while he was a young collaborator with Dr. Dao. Upon 
completing his training, he returned to Vietnam where he found a 

Zink_book.indd   148 18/06/2013   18:13



makIng clImate cHange

149

newly created climate change position at iUCn. iUCn in Vietnam has a 
longstanding relationship with the swedish Embassy, both as a recipient 
of swedish funds, and as an early partner with the swedish Embassy in 
its environmental work in Vietnam. in the eyes of some embassy staff, 
iUCn was originally brought to Vietnam by the swedish Embassy. 

in May 2008 the swedish Embassy was sponsoring the workshop 
costs because it foresaw that the nTP–RCC would have to be approved 
by the national assembly before it could be enacted as national policy. 
in attendance at this meeting were some 200 persons including national 
assembly members, ambassadors, representatives of foreign develop-
ment agencies, representatives of Un agencies, and representatives 
of different ministries and national institutions. at the head of a large 
hollow square shaped table were key persons that included the Minister 
for natural Resources and Environment, the ambassador of sweden, 
the Country Director for UnDP, the Chairman of the Committee of 
science, Technology and Environment of the national assembly, the 
Vice Chairman of the national assembly, and the iUCn Country 
Representative. along the sides of the table sat most of the foreign 
participants together with some of the most highly ranked Vietnamese 
participants, while the majority sat in rows behind the table.

Having already met and interviewed some of the organizers of 
and participants in the meeting, i had asked one of them if i might be 
invited to the meeting as an observer. Thus, with an official invitation 
signed by the Minister in hand, i entered the national assembly offices 
feeling somewhat out of place and looking for an unobtrusive spot to 
sit and listen. However, as often happens to foreigners at meetings in 
Vietnam, i was not allowed to sit at the back, but instead was directed 
to one of the most prominent seats. sitting between the representative 
of the Embassy of the netherlands and the ambassador of the United 
Kingdom (dressed casually as he had only found out about the meeting 
when he was already on his way to play tennis), i had a front row, but 
not unobtrusive, spot from which to observe the proceedings. Later, 
Vietnamese colleagues would mention seeing me on the evening televi-
sion news. 

During the workshop, simultaneously translated statements by lead-
ers in the Vietnamese government and by international representatives 
partially revealed actor-networks supporting the stable truth of climate 
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change. Their performances wove together published documents 
containing scientific, economic, and political truths of climate change, 
together with PowerPoint slides showing graphical representations of 
the greenhouse gas cycle and rising sea levels and temperatures. These 
were further peppered with photographic evidence of the power of 
nature, including floods and storms as well as the damages incurred to 
people and infrastructure. 

The Minister for natural Resources and the Environment cited the 4th 
iPCC Report, warming temperatures, and the World Bank working pa-
per and its predictions of coastal inundation as motivations for Vietnam 
to address climate change. He incorporated into his performance pic-
tures and reports from the landfall of Cyclone nargis in Burma. This 
natural disaster had killed more than 100,000 people only three weeks 
previously, and served in this context both as evidence of climate change 
and as a prediction of what the future held for coastal Vietnam. While 
marshalling the evidence for a conventional version of global climate 
change, he also sought to expand the collective truth of climate change to 
include predictions of failed Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
rising poverty and sinking agricultural production in Vietnam. He 
argued that the poorest countries, among which he included Vietnam, 
would suffer the most from climate change, and requested that the rep-
resentatives from foreign embassies recognize their moral obligation to 
financially support the Vietnamese government’s attempts to moderate 
the impact of climate change. Finally, he reaffirmed his ministry’s posi-
tion as the government’s lead ministry in addressing climate change and 
assured the meeting participants that the formal policies for addressing 
climate change, the nTP–RCC, would be enacted before the end of the 
year. 

Next, the Ambassador of Sweden gave a speech that assembled 
history, science, international agreements, and political reform under 
the umbrella of climate change. in his performance, the ambassador 
linked both the past and future of Vietnam and sweden by invoking 
the history of wartime solidarity between the two countries during the 
1960s and 1970s. at that time, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (i.e. 
north Vietnam) received symbolic and, subsequently, material support 
from sweden.12 He also referred to a common heritage stemming from 

12. see Jerve et al. (1999) for a historical review of swedish support to Vietnam.
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shared dependence upon the earth’s resources. He expanded upon the 
Minister’s version of climate change in Vietnam by calling upon Vietnam 
to play a constructive role in the next negotiation of the climate change 
mitigation protocols in Copenhagen in late 2009. He further empha-
sized this obligation by recalling the iPCC and science documents 
published by the World Bank predicting Vietnam to be one of the most 
risk-prone countries. He confirmed the Minister’s concern that climate 
change would have the greatest impact on poor people, and urged the 
Government of Vietnam to make climate change an issue of highest 
concern centrally. at the same time he asked the central government 
to decentralize the task of mitigating and adapting to climate change to 
local level offices. The latter point was a clear intervention on behalf of 
provincial and local government in an ongoing broad internal struggle 
over the distribution of state power and economy in Vietnam (Eucker 
2008; Kerkvliet 2003; Malesky 2004; Tran and sikor 2006). 

in addition to the two speakers already mentioned, three senior sci-
entists were given the floor: a former Director General of the Vietnamese 
Meteorology and Hydrology agency; the Director of the institute of 

Figure 5.2: the Swedish Ambassador addresses climate change workshop participants 
at the National Assembly in May 2008 while the Minister of Natural resources and the 
environment looks on
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Meteorology, Hydrology and Environment, who was also leading the 
nTP–RCC drafting committee; and a coordinating lead author on the 
4th iPCC report chapter on impacts, adaption and vulnerability in asia. 
The latter was a scientist from the Philippines (Vietnam’s own iPCC 
author and sharer in the nobel Prize was notably absent from the meet-
ing). These presentations, like the previous ones, were peppered with 
PowerPoint slides emphasizing the convergence of science and natural 
events on the truth of climate change. Their role at the meeting was both 
to present the scientific facts of climate change, and also to make the 
science speak to the national assembly and to awaken their concern 
and fear for the future. 

Following upon the presentations, the Minister chaired a 45-minute 
discussion session where members of the audience could raise particular 
questions or make comments. The session was animated with a number 
of pointed questions and comments. a representative of the German 
Embassy asked for a further elaboration of the role that the government 
expected of the donor community. This was followed by a question 
from a national assembly member about the possibility for developing 
countries to demand that rich countries reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions. The Vice Chair of the Committee on social affairs of the 
national assembly asked about the relationship between climate change 
and disease, and climate change and family planning in mountain and 
remote (i.e. ethnic minority) areas. The swedish ambassador recalled 
the first United nations conference on the environment held in sweden 
in 1972, and urged that rather than blame one another the international 
actors should work together to solve the problem. as the time for ques-
tions and comments expired, the Minister asked the representative 
of the Embassy of netherlands to make a comment. she acceded to 
this request and urged the government of Vietnam to make a ‘broad, 
intersectorial, and holistic’ investment in climate change activities, and 
to look for strategies and solutions in both markets and international 
treaties. she concluded by supporting the swedish interventions and 
inviting the Government to participate in an upcoming meeting on 
carbon sequestration at The Hague. Bringing this session to an end, 
the Minister then asked his deputy, the Director of the institute of 
Meteorology, Hydrology and Environment, to answer all the questions 
and comments in one long reply. He humbly agreed to do the best that 
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he could and to the limits of his knowledge. Thereafter, with his boss 
watching over his shoulder, the scientist-turned-diplomat began to tick 
off the issues that had been raised one after the other. His manner was 
conciliatory, but the contents of his answers were vague in their specific 
details. 

The Minister of natural Resources and the Environment closed the 
meeting with a series of remarks. He called on the further support of 
the donor community, thanked Denmark in particular for its promised 
support, and committed to national action on climate change and in-
ternational participation in the Kyoto protocol and the negotiation of 
its successor in Copenhagen later in 2009. With regard to the latter, he 
said ‘Vietnam is committed because with commitment we can get assis-
tance.’ He called the race to deal with climate change the ‘greatest war in 
history’, named the nTP–RCC as both the government’s tool to recruit 
partners and a ‘weapon’ in the national fight, and urged Vietnamese 
scientists to be leaders in saving Vietnam from the ravages of climate 
change. 

The discussions at the workshop show that climate change was be-
ing appropriated to a wide range of discourses and political projects. 
Meanwhile, beneath the surface of the public statements, there were a 
myriad actors working towards different strategic goals. amongst these 
was an effort by the swedes to become relevant to the climate change 
debate in Vietnam, which had thus far been dominated by UnDP and 
sweden’s close ally and neighborly rival: Denmark.13 This involved 
the embassy using swedish money to bring the Vietnamese national 
Assembly explicitly into the public production of climate change. 

While the Danish embassy and the UnDP had been the foreign ac-
tors in the spotlight for some months due to their early and large prom-
ises of funding, the swedish embassy was itself in a period of transition 
between development aid priorities. a national election in late 2006 
had resulted in a change in the swedish government and subsequently a 
new policy that would reduce the number of countries where swedish 
development cooperation took place. Vietnam was cut from the list of 

13. it is my observation, both in Vietnam and in other developing countries where i have 
worked, that there exists a certain level of competition and (usually good-natured) rivalry 
between swedish development cooperation and Danish development cooperation. This 
rivalry is also evident in day-to-day life in sweden, and has historical roots in a neighborly 
relationship between the two countries that was not always jovial or peaceful. 
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recipient countries, and added to a list of countries that would benefit 
from a new category of development cooperation called ‘actors coop-
eration’. Consequently, its Hanoi-based staff had been unable to take a 
high profile role in the climate change movement, despite the fact that 
‘environment’ (now including climate) had been a longtime priority 
area for swedish development cooperation globally and in Vietnam in 
particular. 

nevertheless, despite their difficulties, some swedish embassy 
staff had found an opening to become relevant. sweden, together with 
UnDP, was a donor to the Vietnamese agenda 21 project to support the 
‘formulation and implementation of Vietnam’s national strategy toward 
sustainable Development’ (sweden 2013). This funding channel pro-
vided an opportunity for sweden to direct additional money to iUCn 
so that it could arrange the awareness raising workshop at the national 
assembly on May 25th. This was seen by embassy staff that i spoke to as 
a particularly wise investment since any nTP–RCC would presumably 
be required to pass a national assembly vote,14 and no other donor or 
government agency was visibly lobbying the national assembly at that 
time.

at the same time that sweden was carving out an additional niche, 
MOnRE was also positioning itself as the lead government ministry in 
the war on climate change. This would help to put it in the lucrative 
position of holding the purse strings of future climate projects. its 
main competitor in this respect was the Ministry of agriculture and 
Rural Development (MaRD), which is responsible for natural disaster 
mitigation and was actively developing a comprehensive climate change 
strategy of its own with support from the government of australia and 
other international donors. Turf battles over power, ideology, and lucra-
tive foreign contracts were common between the long established and 
large MaRD, and the young and small MOnRE.15

Meanwhile, iUCn, the organizer of the meeting, was positioning 
itself as an organization to be a leader in bringing diverse national and 

14. in the end, however, the national assembly was bypassed and the Prime Minister signed 
the nTP–RCC into effect. according to some of my informants, this is an indication that 
there may have lacked support for the nTP–RCC in the national assembly.

15. These include struggles for authority over rivers and flood control (Lebel et al. 2009; Molle 
and Chu 2009; sajor and nguyen 2009), coastal zones (Eucker 2008) and biodiversity. in 
each case MOnRE has benefited from the acquirement of additional responsibilities.
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international stakeholders together. For the young Vietnamese scientist 
who organized the meeting on behalf of iUCn, the meeting was an op-
portunity for him to publicly perform his personal capacity to assemble 
a powerful social network. Following the meeting, an ambassador and 
a top officer in the Un system both remarked to me that they were 
surprised and pleased that the Minister for natural Resources and the 
Environment had in fact stayed for the entire meeting, rather than leav-
ing after the introductions.16 This was interpreted as an indication that 
the Minister was genuinely interested in the event. it also boded well 
for iUCn and its young staff in their future work to bring key climate 
change actors together. 

Despite the slippery spaces that were created and maintained, the 
meeting was not without jolting moments of friction.17 During the 
question and answer session a frustrated donor representative bluntly 
challenged the Minister to explain how he would work together with 
his competitors at the MaRD. This challenge was not acknowledged 
by the Minister, but, as i learned later from Vietnamese delegates 
present at the meeting, it was considered both insulting and a sign of 
donor arrogance. From a Vietnamese perspective, the internal squabbles 
between Ministries are the internal business of the Government. They 
are metaphorically described as ‘family’ disagreements, and as such 
they are considered to be matters that are inappropriate for foreigners 
to raise publicly. The same donor representative, still frustrated, later 
interrupted the planned flow of the meeting to demand that it was time 
for Vietnam to focus on increasing renewable energy to mitigate climate 
change. The second challenge, which took place after the question and 
answer session had actually ended, was smoothed over by the Country 
Director for UnDP, who commented immediately afterwards that 
while Vietnam’s emissions are growing very rapidly, adaptation is obvi-
ously the most important issue for Vietnam. Revisiting territory already 
covered by the Minister and the swedish ambassador, she finished by 

16. another interpretation was made by a participant at the meeting with insight into the 
internal politics of the national assembly. This informant suggested that the Minister’s 
presence was primarily a political statement directed towards his fellow members of the 
national assembly, rather than specific support for the iUCn or its donors.

17. One instance has already been raised in an earlier section: a government representative’s 
challenge to the additionality of mitigation activities.
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saying to the Minister that ‘This time you will win the war again, but this 
time with more allies.’ 

as was the case in this meeting, differences in the climate change that 
actors sought to produce meant that even at the most rehearsed per-
formances the politics of nature could result in conflict. nevertheless, 
instances of conflict in meetings between government and donor rep-
resentatives were usually followed by improvised attempts to smooth 
over or deny the discord. and, as an aside, it is notable that the bumps 
in the performance at this particular meeting were smoothed over by 
references to a very real war which many of the participants were old 
enough to have participated in. 

at events like the national assembly workshop, competing govern-
mentalities and actor-networks collide, mix, meld and repel. The traces 
that remain afterwards, among them conference bags, street banners, 
posters, newspaper articles, television and radio reports, and sometimes 
even climate propaganda on bicycles, are evidence that the coproductive 
efforts to make climate change have been fruitful. and while the traces 
and representations of climate change that are created are mobile, the 
meanings that they carry, like climate change itself, need not be stable. 
in fact, the power of a document like the nTP–RCC and the climate 
change that was evoked on May 25th in the national assembly offices lies 
exactly in the fact that the content of its truth is negotiable depending 
upon the context and the positioning of the actors that are using it. This 
flexibility enables actors with different intentions, including Ministers, 
ambassadors, national bureaucrats and international development 
practitioners, to work towards contradictory goals under the same facts 
of climate change. 

Scientists in particular could expect to benefit greatly from a national 
policy on climate change in terms of additional funding for their basic 
and applied research, not to mention the informal economies that 
accompany those tasks. at this workshop, Vietnamese scientists sup-
ported this outcome through their multiple roles as representatives 
of the state, an international donor, and an international nGO. They 
offered performances of climate change that stitched storms, floods, and 
atmospheric conditions together with scientific facts, climate change 
documents, and the national assembly members’ concerns about their 
common future. Furthermore, they contributed to the development of 
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new environmentalities within another part of the Vietnamese state, in 
this case amongst the membership of the national assembly. 

The meeting was just one of dozens of similar national-level meetings 
held to discuss the government action plan for climate change adapta-
tion and, to a much lesser degree, mitigation. Meanwhile, many smaller 
meetings were being held every week in different cities or sectors to 
discuss climate change reports and action plans, or to ‘raise awareness’ 
among a wide range of target groups. While the national assembly 
would ultimately be a minor player in the adoption of the nTP–RCC, 
the overall effect of this and other similar events is the creation of climate 
change as a superficially stable truth with multiple social, economic and 
political lives in Vietnam. 

Tangled actor-networks

The orderly actor-networks composed of discrete organizations, indi-
viduals, and documents described thus far are upon further investigation 
terribly tangled. Beneath the surface representations lies a rhizome’s 
web of relationships shaped by formal institutions, culture, history and 

Figure 5.3: these Swedish-sponsored bikers braved hanoi’s dangerous traffic in 
support of using climate-friendly modes of transportation
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kinship that are to differing degrees public or hidden.18 The existence 
of these ensnarled actor-networks amongst scientists, government 
officials, and development practitioners explains how climate change 
contributes to the production and reproduction of Vietnamese society.
Multiple hats and bilateral lifestyles
at first glance the Ministry of natural Resources and Environment 
(MOnRE) appears to be a unified entity under the direction of one 
leader. But this is deceiving. institutions such as ministries are themselves 
heterogeneous mixes of departments and research institutions with staff 
that may have different goals and ambitions. Furthermore, they are also 
home to offices that are run with funds and/or by staff supplied by inter-
national partners. Examples relevant to the Government’s climate change 
activities include the sEMLa program (sweden)19 and the international 
support Group for natural Resources and the Environment (isGE)20 
in the Ministry of natural Resources and Environment. Housed within 
the Ministry, these offices carry out climate change activities in a liminal 
zone that is neither international nor national. 

Like projects and offices, individuals often also occupy liminal 
spaces. Beyond formal relationships, institutional boundaries become 
blurred when individuals have held positions within different organi-
zations that have different roles. a Vietnamese individual in charge of 
climate change at a large international nGO and having a role in the 
Climate Change Working Group (CCWG), had previously worked for 
the Embassy of Finland which was a donor to a project jointly managed 
by CCWG and the climate change civil society network described in 
Chapter 1. a European at an important international nGO working in 
climate change in 2008 had previously worked for a local embassy and 
a multilateral donor, both of which have strong voices and significant 
funds available for climate change. at a meeting i observed, he offered to 
challenge the Vietnamese government at an upcoming formal meeting 
on climate change. He said that he would do so from his position as a 

18. see also Kwon 2008: 74 for a particularly evocative description of what he calls ‘inter-
penetrative’ networks.

19. See http://semla.monre.gov.vn/index.php?lang=en for more information. Incidentally, in 
swedish semla is the name of a large dry white pastry that conceals in its center whipped 
cream and a rich clump of marzipan. it is eaten in a bowl of warm milk.

20. See http://www.isge.monre.gov.vn/index.php?lang=1 for more information.
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representative of an international nGO, but the content of his challenge 
would be authored by members of the bilateral donor community. 

similarly, individuals can ‘wear multiple hats’, representing different 
organizations and groups simultaneously. United nations institutions 
like the UnDP are particularly effective at employing influential minis-
try staff to work on Un projects at the same time that they are employed 
by the Vietnamese government. and, at meetings that i attended, when 
individuals worked as independent consultants to several organizations, 
the individual would have to make a specific point to explain from which 
organizational position they spoke, or which ‘hat’ or allegiance they 
wore at that moment. For example, were they speaking as a consultant 
to a European embassy, a multilateral donor, or a foreign consultancy 
company, to all of which they owed allegiances, or in their own personal 
capacity? Depending upon which hat they wore at the moment that they 
spoke, they could say quite different things. 

in informal interviews both foreign and Vietnamese actors reflected 
on their multiple positions. a foreign consultant active in supporting 
the donor community’s input into the NTP–RCC explained to me that 
the best that could happen would be if the nTP–RCC were so riddled 
with problems that the whole initiative became a fiasco. This might lead 
donors to fundamentally change their mind about how they funded 
projects in Vietnam, and lead them to select other methods rather than 
large, nationally-based projects. another foreign consultant who had 
been asked by a donor organization to evaluate the possible constraints 
to partnering with the Vietnamese Government to fight climate change 
felt that the donor was looking for a consultant’s report that was ‘some-
where between meaningless and gently poking at some difficult issues 
that [the donor] should be sensitive to’. Personally, the same consultant 
felt that the donor was feeding into a corrupt system and would in the 
end get what they deserved since they were meddling with another 
country’s internal business.

in some cases one need not change organizations to change one’s hat. 
An example is a foreigner representing a European donor embassy that 
i met on several occasions. she believed strongly in and actively pushed 
for the Vietnamese state beginning to address both the global and local 
aspects of climate change. At the same time, she explained to me that 
‘We [embassy staff] are supposed to be here [in Vietnam] to be enabling 
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for big business.’ For one person to push for climate change mitigation, 
climate change adaptation, and support her home country’s business 
community to acquire lucrative contracts in Vietnam requires that the 
individual shift back and forth amongst sometimes contradictory posi-
tions. at the same meeting, my informant highlighted this contradic-
tion, criticizing the government’s climate change policy-writing process, 
saying ‘if the nTP was only a funding mechanism, that would be fine. 
But the nTP is trying to create white elephants.’ The oversized and 
unnecessary projects that my informant personally opposed included 
the establishment of new government organizations complete with 
newly built office buildings and the construction of sea walls and dykes. 
However, these were simultaneously opportunities through which she 
could help her country’s private companies and consultants to profit.

Other instances of people juggling different and contradictory roles 
are found amongst Vietnamese persons employed by foreign organiza-
tions and embassies. in instances when they met with representatives of 
the Vietnamese government, they played the dual role of a representative 
of a foreign country and a person with loyalties to their own country in 
general, and to specific national counterparts. While these roles are not 
always contradictory, they often pose challenges. national counterparts 
can call upon the loyalty to Vietnam and ‘love of country’ as an argu-
ment that they should promote alternative positions within the embassy 
in which they work. This can put a person under considerable pressure, 
especially when considering the other cross-cutting social relationships 
that may bind them to their counterparts. at the same time, embassies 
and international organizations themselves differentiate between their 
professional staff that originate from Vietnam and those recruited inter-
nationally, with the latter receiving substantially greater salaries as well as 
other financial and non-financial benefits (e.g. leave and vacation time). 
Referring to the precarious position that Vietnamese professionals oc-
cupy, one of my informants explained that ‘It is not easy to be bilateral.’
Entanglements of Kinh
Links between persons belonging to different organizations can be a 
product of marriage, extended kinship systems, village or regional affili-
ation, and teacher–student relationships. Each of these relationships has 
a special saliency in Vietnamese (and more specifically, Kinh) culture 
and history (see also: Hess 1977; Jamieson 1994; Keyes 1995; Luong 
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2003; Mcalister Jr. and Mus 1970; nguyen 2010; smith 2009, 1972) 
and an influence on Vietnamese working in both science and develop-
ment organizations (Bayly 2007; Nguyen 2002). For example, Kinh 
people have a strong attachment to the home village and/or province 
of their father’s father. This is the village named in one’s identity papers 
as the home town, and it is the place to which one returns to venerate 
one’s ancestors at a death anniversary. When two persons have the same 
home town in this manner, they share a link which they can potentially 
use in their private and professional lives.

Additionally, I found many examples of marriage or kinship linking 
individuals that at the same time work for embassies, government, in-
ternational nGOs and/or national nGOs on climate change or climate 
change-related issues. Though my informants were hesitant to speak in 
detail about specific examples of the effects of these relationships for 
their own work, they agreed that they are sometimes important for 
gaining access to networks in other organizations, to the media, or to 
the political elite in Vietnam. such relationships can be passive conduc-
tors of information and contacts, but at other times they can be used to 
actively pressure other actors. An example of the latter is a pair of closely 
related individuals, one of whom has a gatekeeper role to a key official in 
the government, the other of whom works for an nGO. The individual 
at the nGO has the power, via the partner, to make contact with the 
government official easier or more difficult for third parties working for 
other organizations. This power is in turn used in an economy of infor-
mation to obtain insider knowledge about programs and funding flows 
that would otherwise not be accessible to the nGO. such relationships 
do not only open channels of information between two otherwise unre-
lated organizations, but they also create leverage for opening exchange 
opportunities with third parties.

also common is the tendency for organizations to consist of staff 
who are to a large extent kin, or otherwise closely related. In research 
visits to institutions in northern Vietnam,21 and in particular in Hanoi, 
i repeatedly found university faculties, research institutes, and govern-
ment offices that are largely populated by staff that belong to two or 

21. in briefer visits to institutions in Hue, Ho Chi Minh City, and Can Tho i met young re-
searchers who complained of difficulties resulting from similar situations. However, i spent 
too little time in these places to explore these patterns in any detail.
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three extended kinship networks. Beginning with one research institute 
or government department, one may find that many of the Director’s 
staff are junior members of his extended family (e.g. children, nephews, 
nieces, younger cousins) and that he also has other family members 
(among them brothers, uncles, cousins) in key positions in provincial 
departments, government ministries, and among the university leader-
ship, with which he frequently collaborates. information about these 
relationships is widely known to persons both inside and outside the 
extended kinship network, but it is not a topic of polite conversation.

This tradition of building research communities from pre-existing 
social and kinship networks has roots in the culture and history of the 
Kinh people. Some Vietnamese professionals that I spoke to explained 
this pattern to be an artifact of the closed corporate villages of their past 
(see also Rambo 1977). The pattern was modified and strengthened 
during shared wartime service and higher education with comrades, 
neighbors and kin (see also Bayly 2007), not to mention the recently 
discontinued government policy of offering housing to professional 
colleagues in the same residential complexes. Since the doi moi reforms 
during the mid-1980s, the use of kinship as a strategy for accumulating 
economic resources and building social networks has in fact increased 
(Luong 2003b; nguyen 2010). and, in contrast with earlier generations, 
Vietnamese today are to a much greater degree mixing and matching tra-
ditional patrilineal kinship relationships with ego-based kinship networks 
to advance themselves in education as well as economically (nguyen 
2010). One result of these evolving traditions is that, despite being the 
world’s 13th most populous country, the science, science–policy and 
development communities are quite small and tightly interconnected. 

Even when there is no kinship link between actors, other kinds of 
relationships can be important in shaping how two persons work and in-
teract together. This is illustrated by the meetings between Dr. nguyen, 
a natural scientist, and Mrs. Hoang, a development professional, during 
2008. Dr. nguyen had a role in the development of national climate 
change policy and worked for a government ministry. He also worked 
for a program that was funded and led by a foreign embassy. Mrs. Hoang 
was employed by a different embassy that also had a stake in Vietnamese 
climate change. Mrs. Hoang and Dr. nguyen were both professionally 
involved in the process to develop national climate change policies. 
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These two actors regularly met during their work, but they not did 
encounter each other in a social vacuum. They had a moral habitus that 
resulted from their respective upbringings in Kinh families. as such, 
they understood that when they met, they did so as two people that had 
different culturally assigned roles and responsibilities related to their 
ages and personal histories. Mrs. Hoang was lower in the generational 
hierarchy because she was the same age as, and an acquaintance of, Dr. 
nguyen’s child. Furthermore, Dr. nguyen was at one time a teacher at 
the same institution where Mrs. Hoang was a student. While Dr. nguyen 
never had a long term role as Mrs. Hoang’s teacher, the relationship was 
one that Mrs. Hoang recalled and it reinforced the significance of their 
age difference. 

according to the prevailing moral codes, Mrs. Hoang should address 
Dr. nguyen by the Vietnamese pronoun bác, or ‘uncle’.22 she should refer 
to herself as cháu, or ‘child’.23 Thus, to properly say hello in the simplest 
way, she would say to Dr. nguyen: cháu chào bác, or ‘child greets uncle’. in 
accordance with their moral norms and their shared history, cháu Hoang 
would feel uncomfortable to address bác nguyen in a less respectful way. 
she would have great difficulty in publicly disagreeing with, or making 
professional demands on, a bác. To do so would conflict with the habitus 
that both persons shared and used as a compass for behaving properly.

This was a minor problem when cháu Hoang and bác nguyen met 
one on one. They genuinely seemed to respect one another, and to 
enjoy the other’s company. Furthermore, while they were not working 
for the same organization, neither were they counterparts in the sense 
that they had to negotiate directly with one another to find solutions to 
conflicting positions. They had those battles with other people.

However, when during climate change policy negotiations cháu 
Hoang and bác nguyen met in the company of other Vietnamese col-
leagues and counterparts, their pronouns made a big difference. Most of 
the other participants in these meetings were of the same age and pro-
fessional status as bác nguyen. some were even more senior. in order to 
speak with the authority of her embassy behind her words, Hoang could 
not address the group as a child. she needed to upgrade herself to em, 
‘younger sister’. This would have been uncomfortable, but manageable, 

22. To be specific, it means ‘mother/father’s older brother/sister’.
23. it can also be used to mean ’niece/nephew’.
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if Hoang were only related to the others through professional work. But 
Hoang could not bring herself to address Dr. nguyen as anh, meaning 
‘older brother’ and the counterpart to em. Meanwhile, she explained to 
me that if she continued to address Dr. nguyen as bác, but addressed the 
rest of the company as anh, the results would be even more disastrous. 
To do so would insult everyone that was in fact equal to or above Dr. 
nguyen in the moral hierarchy, and it would be terribly embarrassing 
for both Dr. Nguyen and herself. As a result, Mrs. Hoang explained to 
me that she remained a child for some time, and was at first a rather 
ineffective representative of the embassy during the climate change 
negotiations. 

Mrs. Hoang’s situation changed only when Dr. Vinh attended and 
made an intervention in an important session of the negotiations. Dr. 
Vinh was a representative from the Vietnamese government who out-
ranked all other participants. according to Mrs. Hoang, Dr. Vinh was 
frustrated with the progress of the negotiations and wanted to see the 
group’s work advance more quickly. amongst Dr. Vinh’s contributions 
to that meeting, he remarked in front of all of the meeting participants 
that Mrs. Hoang was ‘a strong one’ and began to address her as em. Dr. 
Vinh’s actions overruled both Mrs. Hoang’s need to address Dr. nguyen 
as bác and the other meeting participants’ insistence in calling her cháu. 
From this meeting onwards, Mrs. Hoang became em to her counterparts 
and colleagues during negotiations. as a result, she felt that she was able 
to address the others as anh and assert herself in the climate change 
negotiations to a degree that had not previously been possible.24 

The complicated nature of Mrs. Hoang and Dr. nguyen’s relation-
ship and its implications for their work is illustrative of a situation that 
is common in the context of science and development in Vietnam. The 
entanglements of Kinh social hierarchies and patron–client relationships 
introduce new dimensions to both the production of scientific knowl-
edge and policy and development work. actor-networks configured in 
socially and culturally relevant patterns influence the communication 
and the negotiation of climate change policies and partnerships, as well 
as their economies of production. 

24. Mrs. Hoang told me that during the dinners that followed meetings and in private meetings 
she continued to address the others as bác. By doing so, she was able to relax and enjoy their 
company.
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Delivering climate change to local government

a capacity-building workshop in 2008 entitled ‘Conservation and 
sustainable Development of Coastal Resources’ illustrates how work-
shops in Vietnam, as elsewhere (see Mathews 2008; Triantafillou 
and nielsen 2001), become important technologies for achieving the 
creative articulation of global facts and local spaces. This particular 
workshop was organized by Vietnamese biologists and ecologists with 
the explicit intention of contributing to the incorporation of climate 
change and environmental conservation in the work of local planners 
and bureaucrats.

Workshops like these are the ultimate destination of much of the 
climate change funding that found its way to Vietnam in 2008. in this 
case, foreign funding resting in a ministry-level organization was used 
by Dr. Tran, the head of international Relations, to fund the workshop. 
Dr. Le, the director of a research institution lower in the organizational 
hierarchy was responsible for arranging the workshop and inviting 
participants. The one-day workshop took place outside of Hanoi in a 
district capital. its purpose was to convince district and commune level 
policymakers to incorporate sustainable development, environmental 
conservation, and climate change adaptation into their local-level policy 
and decision making. 

The night before the capacity-building workshop, two vehicles left 
Hanoi carrying 18 persons, among them all of the next day’s speakers 
and support staff as well as one observer (me). We trundled along 
increasingly bumpy roads to a seaside village near the site of the next 
day’s workshop. as was the case with the national assembly workshop 
described earlier, i was well known to some of the organizers of and 
participants in this meeting, and had been invited to join as an observer. 
after a quick swim in the Gulf of Tonkin and a fresh seafood dinner 
under the unforgiving fluorescent lights of the hotel dining room, i and 
the rest of the group retired to our respective rooms for the evening to 
fall asleep under mosquito nets that billowed with the sea breeze. 

On the morning of the workshop, 33 participants registered includ-
ing the support staff and the six presenters from Hanoi. At the time of 
registration, the participants received copies of the day’s PowerPoint 
presentations (later they would constitute the workshop proceed-
ings), as well as a discreet envelope containing a payment (i.e. sitting 
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allowance) for their participation in the meeting (myself excluded). 
according to my informants, normal envelope payments are between 
30,000 and 75,000 Vietnamese Dong (approximately USD 2–4.50) for 
sitting and listening at a workshop. While these amounts seem modest, 
they are equal to or more than the daily salary of many of the civil serv-
ants who collected them. Rates for the staff of the organizing institution 
participating in the workshop were probably about UsD 25 per person 
per day. Rates for presenters are reported to be much higher. Payments 
up to 70,000 Vietnamese Dong can be recorded in the official budget, 
accompanied by a receipt, while amounts exceeding that do not appear 
in the accounting. 

These kinds of workshops are a common element of donor-funded 
projects. For the donor they have the advantages that they consume 
and redistribute relatively large amounts of funding very quickly, 
they are visible, and they have short term measurable outcomes such 
as people gathered, speeches delivered, and the production of simple 
meeting proceedings (which are often produced before the meeting has 
actually taken place). They also leave other traces such as newspaper 
articles, mentions in annual reports, and banners and posters. in short, 
they produce quantifiable and demonstrable results. By comparison, 
as one Vietnamese scientist working for an international nGO related 
to me, UsD 100,000 of international donor money could produce new 
knowledge through the production of a number of Masters Degree 
theses on climate change. But, based upon his experience, this kind of 
project generally consumes money and produces results too slowly to be 
of significant interest to larger donors. The result is that many research 
organizations in Vietnam become primarily engaged in the production 
of workshops rather than the production of new scientific knowledge.

For the local organizer of this workshop (with a budget far smaller 
than UsD 100,000) on coastal conservation and sustainable develop-
ment, the event is an opportunity to arrange a physical performance of 
the organizer’s own position in a social and professional hierarchy. The 
sponsorship of a person and an organization in a stronger position in the 
national hierarchy (here, Dr. Tran) enabled the organizer (in this case 
Dr. Le) to invite and pay for speakers that are senior to him in the power 
hierarchy. He could also invite and remunerate participants to observe 
the performance who have less power. While they are less well con-
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nected and have a weaker position in the national or provincial context, 
they may also be or become clients of the organizer.

During the workshop, the participants listened to six presentations 
given in the meeting room of the district government office. as a sign 
of the continued strength of patriarchal relations (Luong 2003a), only 
five women were present, four having administrative support roles. a 
plaster bust of Ho Chi Minh stood to the left of the speaker’s stand, 
and the usual gold star adorned a red curtain draped behind the small 
stage. Presentations were accompanied by PowerPoint slides presenting 
pictures of disasters or Un climate meetings, graphs of climate trends, 
and scientific facts from international reports. 

The lunch break offered a respite from the warm and darkened meet-
ing room. a hearty lunch of chicken, beef and seafood dishes was shared, 
together with jokes, stories and sometimes copious amounts of the local 
rice wine. after lunch and a siesta, the workshop continued into the late 
afternoon at a more subdued tempo, with some participants dozing in 
their straight-backed and unforgivingly hard wooden chairs, or missing 
altogether.

among the Hanoi-based participants there was a tight weave of kin-
ship and other relationships that point to exchanges that go far beyond 
the price of participation paid in the envelope. in particular, i became 
aware of some of the social relationships that wove six participants, Dr. 
Tran, Dr. Le, Prof. Vu, Prof. Hoang, Prof. Bui, and Prof. Pham, together.

Dr. Tran, the senior person from the ministerial organization in at-
tendance, had his origins in the town where the workshop was held. Dr. 

Figure 5.4: Lunch break at the capacity-building workshop
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Tran was a political patron of Dr. Le and bore some responsibility for 
Dr. Le’s ascension to the post of Director of the organizing institution. 
also present was a younger, close family relation of Dr. Tran, who was 
employed in Dr. Le’s institution as an administrator involved in the 
finances of the organization. 

among the presenters, most were very senior-level scientists or 
science-policy-makers well past the official age of retirement. They all had 
had, at some time, formal institutional positions that placed them in direct 
superiority to the director, Dr. Le. and, despite being between 15 and 30 
years older than Dr. Le, they remained in positions of superiority through 
formal membership in higher level state committees and their informal 
science and political networks.

Prof. Vu, a speaker, was a former director of Dr. Le’s institution and 
retained a committee position that gave him oversight over the activities 
of the institution. He had close relatives occupying high level positions 
in Dr. Tran’s organization. Prof. Vu’s child, who was in attendance at the 
workshop in the role of researcher and administrator, was among the 
younger generation of employees at Dr. Le’s institute.

Prof. Hoang, another speaker, was formerly the deputy director of Dr. 
Le’s institution at a time when Dr. Le was a junior staff member. He had 
a politically important position in his home province, and was a power-
ful voice on scientific and environmental issues nationally through his 
membership in high level networks and committees. He also had a top 
position in a large national environmental nGO. Both his child and his 
child’s spouse were employed in Dr. Le’s institution, and the former had 
a key administrative role.

Prof. Bui, who spoke about climate change and ecological services, 
was also a former deputy director of Dr. Le’s institution from the time 
when Dr. Le was a junior staff member. in addition, Prof. Bui was the 
retired Director of another environmental research organization in 
Hanoi. More than 20 years older than Dr. Le, Prof Bui was a former 
student of Dr. Le’s first supervisor, Prof. Pham (not in attendance), who 
was another former director of the institution. Prof. Bui’s close younger 
relative was in a key financial position in Dr. Le’s institution.

To further complicate matters, Prof. Hoang, Prof. Bui, and Prof. Pham 
all originated from the same geographical region, and shared an inter-
twined personal history reaching back to the end of French colonialism 
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in the 1950s. Prof. Pham was the former teacher of Prof. Hoang and Prof. 
Bui as well as many others at the workshop. One of Prof. Pham’s children 
was in attendance and working as an administrator for Dr. Le. The other 
child (not in attendance) was Dr. Le’s deputy and had been Dr. Le’s main 
competitor for the director position some years ago.

Dr. Le’s role at the workshop was to be the conductor of the event, and 
to bring the performers together. He also offered a welcome speech, and 
closing comments. Besides the web of relations already mentioned, he 
had close kinship relations with three younger staff of his institution that 
were also in attendance. additionally in attendance at Dr. Le’s invitation 
was a scientist from an unrelated organization in another ministry, who 
was Dr. Le’s colleague from his student days at university.

This complicated sketch of relationships only scratches the surface 
of the networks that underlie this small meeting of 33 persons in a small 
town in northern Vietnam. Cash transactions happening through bank 
transfers, envelope exchange, and payments for hotels, cars, meals, rental 
of facilities, etc. are only the beginning of the exchanges and not the most 
important ones for understanding what is happening here. Through the 
movement of people to this coastal town and the work of organizing a 
meeting and delivering PowerPoint presentations, a network was being 
performed that demonstrated the position of Dr. Le in the context of 
science and science-policy making in Vietnam. student–teacher, super-
visor–subordinate, geographical belonging, and kinship networks were 
reaffirmed or reorganized at the same time that some material sources of 
livelihood were being transferred. 

The workshop is an example of how global warming produces good 
conditions for growing family trees. In this example, as in many others, 
the delivery of a message about conservation, sustainability, and climate 
change was only a very small part of the total story. Contemporary 
Vietnamese actors used long established cultural patterns to construct 
innovative individual centered social networks (nguyen 2010). The 
movement of foreign climate change funding to a Vietnamese country-
side location was mediated by actor-networks using a particular cultural 
economy model to achieve particular social objectives that make sense 
in the Vietnamese context. 
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The making of climate change takes place within the larger context that 
is the politics of nature in and outside of Vietnam. The economies of its 
making are patterned by actors’ cultural beliefs and habitus, as well as 
the physical and remembered traces of history. Hence, in untangling the 
technoscientific cosmopolitics of climate change in Vietnam, ethnogra-
phy must move back and forth amongst events that took place in Hanoi, 
and to other locations dispersed in both space and time. it shifts from 
Vietnamese scientists, as they write national policy and as they attempt 
to bring climate science to local planners, to negotiations amongst 
government bureaucrats, international treaties, and global circulations 
of scientific facts. 

These movements reveal that, despite a general trend whereby climate 
change travels from foreign to Vietnamese sites, the climate change that is 
assembled in Vietnam is hybrid and mutable. it is assembled during the 
negotiation of the meaning of the age difference between two Vietnamese 
climate change policy-makers. in another instance, a climate change ca-
pacity-building workshop for district policy-makers deploys international 
environmentalities through the use of technologies of empowerment, 
public performances of Vietnamese power and patronage hierarchies, 
and the construction and maintenance of individuals’ social and politi-
cal networking projects. During a swedish-sponsored capacity-building 
workshop organized for the Vietnamese national assembly it takes place 
together with attempts to govern emerging climate change communi-
ties, to reaffirm historical solidarity with Vietnamese struggles for inde-
pendence, and an effort by embassy staff to maintain their relevance to 
Vietnamese environmental policy debates in the face of budget cutbacks 
and reshuffled development priorities. 

Workshops in particular are revealed as both a space and a tech-
nology for making climate change. They facilitate the production of 
climate change from the raw material of scientific and political docu-
ments, physical storms, tides and atmospheric molecules, and human 
economies and histories. The site of this performance, the substantive 
economy in which it operates, and the actor-networks that are mobi-
lized, all have implications for how climate change is moved from the 
global to the local, who receives it, and to what adaptation, mitigation, 
or other social and cultural purposes it can be used. 
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Upon first glance it may seem that one can clearly delineate the 
boundaries of embassies, scientific organizations, inGOs, nGOs and 
government institutions that participate in the making of climate change. 
However, what appear to be discrete and separate institutions working 
independently often reveal themselves to be closely linked by social 
relations and shaped according to the terms of prevailing cultural econo-
mies. science and development projects offer a possibility for individual 
scientists, policy-makers and bureaucrats, despite small official salaries, 
to maintain a higher standard of living for themselves and their extended 
families, and to maintain and expand social relations with extended kin 
groups, their regional networks, and even their former high school and 
university teachers. These economies are also well suited to the needs of 
development donors. Development agents are under pressure to disburse 
funds, both to satisfy their constituencies at home and to be successful 
at their job, and climate change offers the slippery spaces across which 
money flows so easily.

These global-to-local and local-to-local connections sometimes pro-
duce friction amongst actors. But when foreign states spend millions 
of dollars on climate change in Vietnam, friction is often replaced with 
an other articulation. This one is similar to the levitation that can be pro-
duced by the meeting of magnetic poles of the same charge. The creation 
and maintenance of these slippery spaces permit local and international 
actors to work in tandem in the name of fighting climate change, all the 
while striving towards different and sometimes conflicting goals. it is 
in this context that climate change initiatives with foreign origins are 
transformed into projects that (re)produce elements of Vietnamese 
society. Despite partners’ fundamentally different meanings and inten-
tions, slippery spaces enable them to work together towards altogether 
different ends.
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6. The Circulations of Climate Change

A 
climate change workshop is not the end of a chain of events or 
the final stop on a donor’s crusade to establish a new environ-
mentality. Rather, it is a moment in the orbital life of climate 

change. it is an instance in a general circulation model where climate change 
travels global paths and crosses and re-crosses the imagined boundaries 
between the natural and the social. in Vietnam, climate change is carried to 
the local on the back of international budget support, only to return to the 
international sphere by way of national Vietnamese climate change policy. 
Along that circular path, national policy texts become the tools for interna-
tional negotiations. as such, a national Vietnamese policy on climate change 
serves many local interests and goals, at the same time that it is critically 
important for foreign donors working in Vietnam and in foreign capitals.

Workshop performances of climate change result in physical traces, 
be they receipts for purchases, workshop proceedings, photographs, and 
possibly newspaper articles or notes in a public reports. These can be fed 
back into audits that will eventually enter the hands of donors, presum-
ably freeing them from further responsibility for the ends to which their 
money is put. These physical traces, together with the recollection of 
the social performances undertaken, can also be foundations for future 
projects and performances of both climate change and elite social net-
works in the coastal province. They are also partly the same networks 
through which national climate change policies are written and enacted, 
and linked to the actor-networks that are active in international climate 
change negotiations, such as those that took place in Copenhagen at 
COP 15 in December 2009. These are the routes by which climate 
change travels to local coastal towns and returns to international spaces.

Triggers or rockets? Budget support and climate change

Budgetary support is a form of foreign development aid that has become 
of significant importance since the late 1990s. When it is successful, 
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budgetary support results in the transfer of large sums of money with 
comparatively low administrative costs. Unlike development projects, 
budget support money is not assigned to a unique account separate 
from other government incomes, nor is the use of the money tied to a 
narrow set of objectives. instead, donors attempt to craft a balance, in an 
anti-politics fashion, between two roles that are fundamentally contra-
dictory: to be both familiar reformers of national policy and anonymous 
givers to nationally owned initiatives (Hagberg 2009). studies of the 
budgetary support model in other developing countries show that, 
despite the rhetoric of ownership and harmonization, the balance of 
power between the donor and recipient country remains on the side of 
the former (Gould 2005; Hagberg 2009; Mosse 2005a). 

Vietnam is a partial exception to the general trend. Strong aid-inde-
pendent economic growth together with the historical and contem porary 

Figure 6.1: the main entrance to the embassy of Denmark in hanoi invites visitors 
to adopt new environmental subjectivities
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strength of the Vietnamese government’s organization enabled Vietnam 
to have independence in its negotiations with donors (Forsberg 2007). 
During the first years of international budget support for Vietnam, the gov-
ernment used effective strategies which kept most foreigners at a distance 
from the process. These strategies included acting quickly to integrate and 
hybridize the budget support process into its own national development 
plans, together with carrying out policy writing and internal negotiations 
in Vietnamese rather than English (Forsberg 2007). The result was a 
budget support process whereby the development policy debate is driven 
by the donors, but specific policies are authored by the government and 
not simply bought and placed by donors (Forsberg 2007). in this case, 
international governmentalities are sufficiently flexible to be useful for a 
range of purposes internal to the government of Vietnam. 

in Vietnam budget support is structured through a Poverty Reduction 
support Credit (PRsC) that the World Bank organizes together with 
other donors. The credit is a mix of grants and (mostly) loans from the 
World Bank and other donors that are placed directly in the accounts of 
the national Bank of Vietnam and are subsequently moved to the differ-
ent government budgets. Prior to disbursing the credit, the government 
and the World Bank-led coalition of donors agree on a list development 
objectives that the government should use the funding to achieve. 
Objectives are selected from the range of goals that are already expressed 
in the government’s own official policies and its five-year official socio-
economic development plan (sEDP). in Vietnam, the objectives of the 
PRsCs are elaborated in terms of broadly defined ‘pillars’ of develop-
ment, which are achieved through the accomplishment of major actions 
called ‘triggers’ and a larger subset of actions called ‘benchmarks’. The 
PRsC process, according to a World Bank Lead Economist deeply 
involved in the Vietnam PRsC, is ‘to serve as a One-stop shop for the 
policy dialogue between donors and government’.

The PRsC is particularly well suited for the creation of slippery 
spaces. in recent years around 10 percent of all overseas development 
assistance (ODa) to Vietnam passed through the PRsC. in absolute 
figures, between 2001 and 2009 a total of eight PRsCs mobilized more 
than UsD 2.1 billion from the World Bank and other donors in the form 
of loans and grants. With budgetary support it is not possible for donors 
or other outsiders to see exactly how any particular aid contributions 
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were spent by government agencies. Aid money is mixed with other 
money in the national accounts, so other methods are used to measure 
the impact of the contributions. Each year there is an evaluation of 
whether, or to what degree, the government has fulfilled triggers and 
benchmarks. in 2008 these numbered 12 and 60, respectively. in the 
words of a UK Department for international Development (DFiD) 
representative, ‘Triggers are a requirement for us to give the money, and 
benchmarks are a way for us to see how progress is going.’ she qualified 
the value of benchmarks, however, explaining that ‘More benchmarks 
mean higher transaction costs.’ in other words, too much knowledge 
about the actual activities carried out with donor funding raises the 
costs (in terms of time, money, and conflict) to both the giver and the 
receiver. if the unhappy circumstance were to occur whereby the PRsC 
began to resemble traditional development support with budgets tied 
to specific actions, then there would be a greater risk of slippery spaces 
collapsing and friction hindering the movement of the money.

On 3 september 2008 i was able to attend the first large planning 
meeting of the PRsC 8. By this time i had attended a number of gov-
ernment and international donor meetings, and had long forsaken my 
suit and tie for the usual work wear of long pants and a short sleeved 
shirt with a collar. However, a premonition that this meeting might be 
different from the others caused me to choose my nicest blue collared 
long sleeve shirt and to toss a tie in my bag. The last minute decision 
was a correct one. Upon arriving at the Press Club across from the 
World Bank Hanoi offices in the city center, i entered an environment 
where silent air conditioners and imported conference room furnish-
ings transported one far from the streets of Hanoi. and rather than only 
the usual small group of presenters dressed more formally, here nearly 
everyone in the overwhelmingly male and non-asian group was clad in 
dark suits and ties. a quick look at the half-day program revealed that 
many of the presenters were high level World Bank staff recently arrived 
from Washington, together with the highest levels of local donor repre-
sentatives. i quickly ducked into a bathroom to try to make myself more 
presentable and then seated myself next to large man in a dark suit. 

The meeting started at 8:30 aM and lasted four hours. about one 
half of the time was used for PowerPoint presentations during two ses-
sions. The first session was entitled ‘identifying Priorities’ and it was 
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followed by the more Foucauldian ‘Conducting the Dialogue’. The 
remainder of the scheduled time was available for questions and discus-
sion among the various donor representatives. in his comments to the 
meeting, the Chair of the first session, the Country Director of the asian 
Development Bank, observed that ‘Today we are all donors, but in the 
end we want to have government ownership [of PRsC8]’. During the 
course of the meeting, World Bank and other donor representatives 
referred to the fact that the PRsC process was somewhat different in 
Vietnam than in other countries. This difference was accepted since 
Vietnam was considered a development success story, and hence could 
be granted more leeway to modify the cooperation model than was 
normally permitted to other developing countries.

Despite the rhetoric of government ownership, this planning meet-
ing was clearly for the donors. During the meeting, a representative 
of the Dutch Embassy asked the World Bank to comment on the fact 
that the Bank had reduced its most recent budget contribution from 
approximately 175 million USD to 150 million USD, and also on the 
Vietnamese government’s response. His response was ‘since last year 
was not a brilliant year for reform we did not give more. and 150 million 
UsD is a lot less if you think about it in terms of the value of 150 million 
now [as a result of currency fluctuations].’ The reduction was further 
justified by the fact that one trigger had been missed (the sale of the 
national Vietcom Bank) and three were barely achieved, with a water 
and sanitation trigger being the most challenging. On the Vietnamese 
government’s response to the reduction in aid, he simply offered that 
‘The government never complains.’ 

Climate change, although mentioned during prepared presentations 
and in the discussion, was not a primary topic of discussion at this 
meeting. nevertheless, the meeting was important for the continued 
(re)production of climate change in Vietnam. One pillar of the PRsC is 
environment, and PRsC 8 would have one environmental trigger: ‘ap-
prove national target program on adaptation to climate change [nTP–
RCC] and allocate institutional responsibilities for its implementation’ 
(World Bank 2009a:16). The fulfillment of this trigger was one of 
eleven triggers that would justify donor decisions on the size of their 
budgetary support credit to the Government of Vietnam in June 2009. 
Furthermore, donor representatives that were actively involved in the 
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production of climate change were aware that once a national climate 
change policy was adopted, the goals and objectives contained within 
that plan would be fair game for incorporation as a new round of PRsC 
triggers and benchmarks in future years. 

To add to the complexity, on paper the previous year’s PRSC money 
is tied to supporting the drafting of climate policy, while in fact it is free 
to travel anonymous national pathways that may or may not be related to 
policy writing. As one frustrated foreign donor representative exclaimed 
at another meeting where i was an observer, ‘How can you tell that a 
Ministry is writing laws with climate change money and not just their 
normal budget? They are supposed to write laws anyways.’ The answer, 
of course, is that even with the use of triggers and benchmarks, the 
system is not sufficiently transparent to permit a donor to know how its 
funding is diffused. This is known as the problem of fungibility. The same 
speaker vented his frustration that he did not know what the aid money 
was buying. To a crowd of other donor representatives in the embassy 
meeting room he said: ‘If it’s not extra money [i.e. additional], then 
you are just buying a rocket.’ Given the ongoing, occasionally violent, 
border disputes with China over islands in the south China sea, such 
a comment was not unrealistic, even if in this case it was used more for 
its theatrical effect than to reveal any actual evidence of rocket buying.

Vietnamese actors are not ignorant of what is at stake in climate 
change policy-writing. Policy that was produced with significant influ-
ence from representatives of foreign states and international organiza-
tions will be treated afterwards as a purely Vietnamese product. Like the 
strategic deletion of Vietnamese scientists from international scientific 
publications, Vietnamese government actors are aware that foreign in-
fluences on the writing of climate change policy will also be strategically 
deleted when donors go looking for new budget support triggers.

During discussions with a Vietnamese interviewee who had insight 
into the internal debates on the writing of the national climate change 
policy (nTP–RCC) but was not involved in the PRsC negotiations, i 
learned that there was disagreement among the authors of the national 
policy regarding the extent to which climate change mitigation activities 
should be included in the final draft. some actors felt that mitigation goals 
should be included, both to help mobilize additional climate change fund-
ing and to address the root causes of climate change. Meanwhile others, 
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including the Minister, steadfastly refused. My interviewee explained that 
the Minister and others recognized that the inclusion of mitigation goals 
would ultimately force the government to engage in costly activities that 
it is under no obligation to carry out under the Kyoto Protocol. To do 
so would be to forgo the principle that climate change is caused by the 
rich industrial countries over more than a century, and that those same 
countries bear the primary responsibility for its mitigation.

Elements of both circularity and diffusion are readily visible in the 
PRsC and national climate change policy-making process. simplifying 
greatly, foreign actors lobby Vietnamese actors to write new national 
policy. This policymaking is underwritten by the foreign actors with 
budgetary support and specific project support, and facilitated with 
capacity-building workshops and hired national consultants intended 
to deliver empowering governmentalities. The circle is closed when the 
finished national policy becomes raw material for the crafting of a new 
round of international conditions (triggers and benchmarks) for the 
award of future budget support. 

The unpredictability of anti-politics machines

From a distance and in hindsight it can appear that the circular logics of 
the policy-making process lend an air of predictability to the expected 
outcomes. But, despite the triggers and rockets, during the last months 
of 2008 both Vietnamese and foreign actors in development were un-
certain about the ultimate result of the national climate change policy-
making process. Rumors spread of power struggles within the govern-
ment and the Vietnamese Communist Party. and, as one Vietnamese 
development professional commented to me only one week before the 
policy was finally signed into law by the Prime Minister, the nTP–RCC 
‘is like a big leaking boat with too much cargo and it is rushing to port 
in heavy seas. it just keeps going faster and faster and faster and i don’t 
know what will happen.’ The stormy seas here were not caused by for-
eign organizations, but rather resulted from inter-ministerial political 
maneuvering that rotated around the redistribution of domestic power 
that a new, holistic approach to climate change might entail for a govern-
ment divided among many sectors, functions and geographies.

in the midst of this uncertainty, worries were growing amongst foreign 
donors that too little progress was being made towards a climate change 
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agreement at COP 15 in December 2009. These concerns are obvious 
from the draft discussion points for talks with the Vietnamese govern-
ment that were circulated among donors in late november. They ask:

new international funding opportunities and a new financial ar-
chitecture are being discussed and developed in the context of the 
negations [sic] on a “new climate deal” that should be secured at the 
end of 2009 in the COP 15 of the UnFCCC at the end of 2009 [sic]. 
This could constitute major funding for both GHG [greenhouse gas] 
mitigation and adaptation to the effects of climate change. What is the 
Government’s view of a successful outcome of the negotiations?

[it is appreciated that] taking opportunities of low carbon develop-
ment and participation in international efforts in climate change 
mitigation is a part of the nTP–RCC overall goal. What is Vietnam’s 
strategy on low carbon development and how is it preparing for 
absorbing existing/new international funds that support transition 
toward a low carbon economy?

Meanwhile, at an informal meeting of donors on the top floor of an 
embassy housed in a beautifully renovated French Colonial building, 
one foreign embassy representative asked ‘How can we help Vietnam to 
get ready for COP 15?’ she was concerned that the current proposals for 
global climate change action from China and the G77 group of develop-
ing countries was not to the liking of the European national actors, and 
speculated whether Vietnam would contribute to the debate, ‘or even 
go its own way.’ she offered that her embassy could fund additional ac-
tivities to encourage such an outcome, especially if other planned grants 
from other embassies or multilateral donors were not going to become 
available in the short term. 

The discussion about how to influence the government’s climate 
change position was accompanied by a debate about how best to phrase 
their overtures to the government. What were the politically sensitive 
subjects and terms, and how could the discussion be depoliticized? 
Would mentioning climate change ‘mitigation’ provoke a negative reac-
tion, or was it ‘binding targets’ for greenhouse gas emissions that were 
more likely to incite the government’s ire. They asked themselves and 
sought to recall which terms government representatives themselves 
had most recently used. in an interview, one of the participants in this 
debate explained to me that rather than talking about emissions, one 
should talk about cleaner production, or sometimes one should talk 
about mangroves and other times about coastal zones. ‘The label that 
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you use can make a big difference’, she told me. These debates over cor-
rect language are an instance of what Tania Li (2007) calls the ‘render-
ing technical’ of politically contentious positions. They are an element 
of the construction of anti-politics machines (Ferguson 1990) that gloss 
over the existence of conflict and contention to facilitate the flow of 
development aid to uncertain ends.

Donors, however, are not the only actors that sought to render 
technical what are otherwise contentious propositions. The proposal to 
build a sea wall around the Mekong Delta offers an example of the con-
struction of a Vietnamese anti-politics machine. since the release of the 
World Bank Working Paper (Dasgupta et al. 2007) that predicted the 
devastating consequences of sea-level rise in Vietnam, rising seas had 
been one of the primary ways to envision the consequences of climate 
change for Vietnam. The population of Vietnam is largely coastal and 
has in their repertoire of environmental management strategies a strong 
tradition of building dykes for protection from storms as well as to re-
claim land from the sea to put into agricultural production. The idea to 
seal off the Mekong Delta from uncontrolled water flows (for increased 
agricultural production) is one with roots in technocratic development 
history that stretches back to the late 1960s with american engineering 
projects and which recurred in the early 1990s in the hands of Dutch 
engineers (Miller 2007). at regular intervals the idea had been aired at 
meetings, informal discussions, and in the media that a solution to the 
problem of rising seas in the deltas of Vietnam, particularly the Mekong 
Delta, would be to build a system of dykes to hold back the sea.1 The 
netherlands recurred as a historically successful model, despite funda-
mental geographical, historical, ecological and economic differences. 

Precisely because of these fundamental differences, sealing off the 
Mekong Delta from the sea using dykes was seen by most people that 
i met, both Vietnamese and foreign, to be unfeasible at best. at worst 
it could be an ecological catastrophe equal to or exceeding the damage 
that climate change is expected to wreak upon the Delta. Put simply, 
building a more or less continuous wall that separates the heart of 
agricultural productivity, the Mekong Delta, from the sea would funda-
mentally undermine the hydrological cycles that sustain rice production 
(as well as mangrove forests and aquaculture production). if a Dutch-

1. For an example, see VNS 2008d.
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inspired system of dykes is unfeasible, then what was driving the interest 
in building dykes with climate change adaptation funds? 

What on paper might appear to be continuous earthen walls was 
intended to be a metaphorical and physical sieve that separated donor 
intentions from donor money. i did not meet anyone during my research 
who argued that there was a serious intention to carry out the entire 
project. At a relaxed after-dinner discussion with high (but not highest) 
level Vietnamese scientists and ministry representatives, my question 
about why Vietnam should focus on dykes was answered as follows: 
‘a dyke would pay for a lot of pensions.’ The speaker, a key figure in a 
Ministry division involved in infrastructure projects, explained that this 
is normal given the structure of the government system. He explained 
further that as a civil servant one might earn UsD 150 per month, but 
when one becomes director, then one generally only has five years to 
prepare a personal pension. in other later discussions with a number 
of actors, both foreign and Vietnamese, there was a nearly unanimous 
agreement that large infrastructure projects provide opportunities for 
the large-scale diversion of both national and foreign funds from build-
ing activities to private pockets (pensioners or others). These revela-
tions are hardly unique, and smaller projects have produced similar re-
sults previously in Vietnam and elsewhere (Lebel et al. 2009; Molle and 
Chu 2009). Hence, the picture that emerges from my interviews and 
discussions is one where a project to seal off the Mekong would likely 
result in far fewer dykes than planned, as social and political networks 
absorbed large shares of the funding. Both hydrological and economic 
systems would continue to operate much, if not exactly, in the way that 
they had before. 

against the persistent, if low level, background buzz regarding dyke 
building, a seemingly subtle change had taken place between the sixth 
and seventh drafts of the NTP–RCC. The sixth draft, section 3.1, dated 
31 May 2008, stated that the general objective of the policy was to:

… enhance the country’s capacity and efficiency in response to climate 
change in specific periods to ensure sustainable development of Viet 
nam, protect people from harmful impacts of climate change, and 
prevent, mitigate and minimize risks posed by climate change; joint in-
ternational community’s effort to mitigate climate change impacts and 
protect global climatic system [English version. italics in the original]. 

Zink_book.indd   181 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

182

In the seventh draft, section 3.2, dated 27 July 2009, the text had changed. 
Here, the general objectives was to:

… assess climate change’s impacts on sectors/areas and regions in specific 
periods and develop [a] feasible action plan to effective[ly] respond to cli-
mate change in each short-term/long-term periods to ensure sustainable 
development of Viet nam, take over opportunities to develop towards 
a low-carbon economy, and join [the] international community’s effort 
to mitigate climate change impacts and protect global climatic system 
[English version. italics in the original].

Despite the formally bland and neutral tone of the section, the change 
in the italicized text was a significant shift in the anti-politics machinery 
of the nTP–RCC. in the 6th draft, the overall objective of the climate 
change policy prioritized building capacity to understand climate 
change, and planning how the country should respond in the long term. 
But in the 7th draft the general objective had shifted towards concrete 
actions in the short term. Both Vietnamese and foreign actors outside 
the government whom i talked to understood this to be indicative of a 
decision on the part of the government to prioritize large infrastructural 
climate change adaptation projects, in particular dyke building in the 
Mekong Delta. This became even clearer to me during a visit to the 
Ministry of natural Resources and Environment (MOnRE). 

On the 20 august 2008, MOnRE hosted a workshop at their 
headquarters to which they had invited their own staff, representatives 
of other ministries, and international donors to discuss the progress on 
the nTP–RCC. Compared to the World Bank-sponsored meeting men-
tioned previously, the room was warm, the air-conditioners were loud, 
the chairs were hard, and the open windows did little to muffle the street 
sounds of Hanoi. Clad this time in a short-sleeved shirt and no tie, i had 
a front-row seat for the debate since i was again one of a minority group 
of foreigners and had been asked to sit at the front. in this meeting, a 
seemingly low-key and politically dangerous debate would expose the 
government’s own anti-politics machine. 

Before a rather large and mixed audience, Mr. Ha, a Vietnamese rep-
resentative of one of the important international organizations, openly 
challenged the government’s wisdom in altering the draft objectives of 
the NTP–RCC. In a six-part comment, he criticized the government for 
too much of a focus on action rather than long-term objectives and too 
much of a focus on the economy and the system, rather than human 
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development. as an observer at the meeting, i understood that some-
thing was happening, but the delivery of the criticism was, to my ears, 
so gentle that i was uncertain of its implications. it was only afterwards 
through discussions with participants in the meeting that i understood 
that Mr. Ha had taken a significant personal risk.

The Director of the institute for Meteorology, Hydrology, and 
Environment had the duty to respond to the criticisms raised. He did 
so by explicitly stating that the change in the italicized texts was at the 
request of the Prime Minister himself. This should have ended the 
discussion abruptly. For, as a Vietnamese participant explained to me 
afterwards, to push the issue further was to openly challenge the Prime 
Minister. However, Mr. Ha was not deterred, and raised the issue again 
in a later question and answer session during the same meeting. neither 
further clarification nor rebuke was offered to Mr. Ha from the Ministry. 
However, following the meeting he was congratulated by some of his 
Vietnamese counterparts who were present, representing other inter-
national organizations, for his bravery. afterwards, however, in separate 
discussions that i had with two persons present at the meeting, they 
suggested that Mr. Ha’s gesture was both dangerous and futile, given the 
highest level political support behind the shift in policy focus.

in the final draft of the Vietnamese version of the national policy, the 
general objectives as elaborated in the 7th draft are retained, although 
the italicized emphasis is not. The anti-politics machine, sculptured dur-
ing negotiation and debate between and among donor representatives, 
nGOs and government representatives, survived intact. in the render-
ing technical of climate change, dyke-building was implicitly retained 
to the benefit of a wide range of elite actors both inside and outside of 
Vietnam. and, a little bit more than a year later, the Ministry of natural 
Resources and Environment would claim that following the COP 15 
meetings in Copenhagen, Japan had promised loans in the amount of 
UsD 450, million and the netherlands had made promises to transfer 
technologies for the construction of new sea dykes. 

Back to the future: COP 15 and NTP–RCC 

The national climate change policy (nTP–RCC) that was described as a 
boat rushing to port in stormy seas found its berth on 2 December 2008 
when it was signed by the Prime Minister of Vietnam. With a formal na-

Zink_book.indd   183 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

184

tional policy (and a PRsC trigger) in place, four weeks later, on the last 
Danish working day of 2008, the ambassador from Denmark was able 
to shake hands with the Minister of natural Resources and Environment 
at a signing ceremony for the UsD 40 million Danish grant to support 
climate change adaptation and mitigation in Vietnam. Later, in June 
2009, the fulfillment of the climate change trigger was one of eleven 
triggers used to justify a record large World Bank PRsC credit to the 
amount of UsD 350 million. and, by 2010, the Vietnamese government 
was estimating the pledges of support from the World Bank, Denmark, 
France and Japan for climate change adaptation and mitigation projects 
in particular to have reached UsD 790 million (Ho 2010). 

The document that partly unleashed these financial flows contains 
a strategy that calls for significant additional scientific research on the 
likely physical impacts of climate change in Vietnam (Fortier 2010). in 
tandem, it plans for additional climate change capacity-building projects 
within and outside government, which together with new scientific 
research will be a foundation for the writing of technically focused pro-
vincial and sector action plans for adapting to the predicted impacts of 
climate change. Despite the efforts by foreign organizations, the nTP–
RCC steadfastly refused to adopt any concrete goals for adopting a low 
carbon economy or engaging in climate change mitigation projects. 
Rather, the document proclaims a willingness to engage in such activi-
ties to the extent that industrialized countries are ready to pay for them. 

Finally, international donor efforts to influence a Vietnamese posi-
tion in international negotiations that was friendly to the European 
climate change position prior to the COP 15 meeting would prove less 
successful than their efforts to move climate change aid to Vietnam. in 
his speech to the delegates at COP 15 on 16 December 2009, the Prime 
Minister of Vietnam made clear that his country stood firm together 
with other developing countries in their refusal to accept binding com-
mitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Developed countries must take the lead in making strong commitments 
and setting out specific targets to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in 
the mid‐term and long‐term so that the average temperature rise will not 
exceed two degree Celsius by the end of this century. … It is incumbent 
upon developed countries and big greenhouse gas emitters to support 
developing countries, especially those most severely affected by climate 
change and sea level rise, through new financial mechanisms, technology 
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transfer and the use of the adaptation Fund as well as capacity enhance-
ment (nguyen Tan Dzung, 16 December 2009).

international efforts to bring climate change to Vietnam and Vietnam 
to climate change had succeeded. But by the time the Vietnamese delega-
tion arrived in Copenhagen, with a national policy and budget support 
triggers in place, the content and meaning of climate change had itself 
changed to a degree that it was no longer compatible with the content and 
meaning of the climate change that representatives of the governments 
of Denmark, sweden, the netherlands and many other industrialized 
countries had come to address. The Vietnamese position remained one 
that, like the nTP–RCC and like most of the G77 developing countries 
at COP 15, emphasized developed countries’ primary responsibility 
for the state of the atmosphere. Hence, just as the government resisted 
foreign environmentalities that would have included precise mitigation 
goals in the text of its national policy, it also resisted the pressures that 
would have seen Vietnam adopt a positive stance towards European 
overtures at Copenhagen. A carbon dioxide molecule emitted in Europe 
or the United states was not yet the same as one emitted in Vietnam. 
The climate change composed by the authors of the iPCC report, and 
mobilized in Vietnam via technologies of empowerment paid for with 
Danish and other foreign currencies, was not the same composition of 
climate change that departed from Vietnam and arrived in Copenhagen 
during the last weeks of 2009.

Circular ends

The international frenzy around climate change and its growing reso-
nance among scientists and policy-makers in Vietnam only partly stems 
from scientific observations of changes in the frequency of storms, the 
level of the sea, and rising average temperatures. nor does the model for 
influencing climate policy, whereby expert scientists present the state 
of the art knowledge while marshalling scientific truths to support their 
narrative, capture the rather opaque nature of science–policy links in 
Vietnam. Instead, actor-networks perform, exchange, and coproduce a 
climate change that is simultaneously social and natural. Climate change 
makes sense when specific social, cultural, political and historical 
relationships are combined with gas molecules, floods, and dykes. The 
movement of climate change from international donors to Vietnamese 
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scientists and policy-makers is also a movement from the production of 
international treaties to the production and reproduction of Vietnamese 
kinship and social networks. 

The connections described here, and the flexibility of the content 
and meaning of facts from one context to another, go some way towards 
explaining why externally imposed environmentalities (Agrawal 2005) 
are so inconsistently realized. international donor pressure to move 
Vietnam towards particular understandings of climate change, carbon 
dioxide and carbon trading is an obvious case of foreign donors promot-
ing new climate environmentalities among Vietnamese policy-makers 
and scientists. But concealed within the broad brush strokes of this 
environmentality is a technoscientific cosmopolitics

… that transforms traditional thinking about center–periphery and 
imperial power relations, about the role of domestic and transnational 
scientists mentoring lineages, about the circulation of scientists, and 
about the plurality of real world instantiations of projects, competi-
tions, collaborations, and assemblages. (Fischer 2007:576–577)

indeed, what is center and what is periphery in the writing of national 
climate change policy, in a Vietnamese Prime Minister’s evocation of the 
morality of climate change at international negotiations in Copenhagen, 
in the organization of Vietnamese civil society to combat climate 
change, or even in the mediation of a ‘bilateral’ individual’s internal and 
divergent loyalties? The more closely that one scrutinizes the technosci-
entific cosmopolitics of the production of climate change in Vietnam, 
the more difficult it becomes to discern clear boundaries between what 
is global and what is local, what is science and what is development, or 
what is foreign and what is Vietnamese. 

Likewise, this wide-angle view of science and climate makes clear 
that power is not simply concentrated at imperial (or international) pin-
nacles of science, policy or development hierarchies. The circulation of 
the fact of climate change and the mutability of its meaning, combined 
with the regularity with which scientists, auditors and development 
professionals act powerfully and creatively to realize their own visions 
and goals, are evidence to the contrary. Here, power is dispersed and it 
is transient.
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7. The Science of Coming Home

L
ike climate change, young Vietnamese scientists also circulate in 
and out of Vietnam. These younger generations of Vietnamese 
scientists who earned a PhD degree abroad and returned to 

Vietnam encounter challenges that are different from those faced by 
colleagues that remained in Vietnam, or who studied abroad during 
earlier decades. Young returning scientists are often well-integrated into 
international networks, familiar with the latest research and teaching 
methods, and enjoy access to advanced research technologies. Like 
their other colleagues, these scientists work to connect the foreign and 
the domestic. However, they also struggle to reconnect themselves with 
local actor-networks after many years abroad. 

The experiences of young Vietnamese scientists upon their re-entry 
to Vietnamese universities and research institutes reveals the complex 
politics of science.1 This politics undermines the possibility to use a sci-
entific habitus influenced by studies abroad for the purpose of produc-
ing new scientific knowledge at home. One outcome is that Vietnamese 
scientists produce less new scientific knowledge for international fields 
of science than do scientists in many other southeast asian countries 
(Hien 2010).

The stories of younger scientists working in different institutions in 
different cities highlight common challenges faced by scientists upon 
their return home. However, taken together, they do not offer a smooth 
story where arguments and discourses dovetail into an overarching 
truth about the structure of Vietnamese science. Rather, they alternate 
between supporting and challenging one another, reflecting fractured 
institutions and ultimately undermining the notion that there is one 
scientific community in Vietnam. 

1. a substantially condensed version of this chapter is published in another forum (Zink 
2013). 

Zink_book.indd   187 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

188

Young scientists

My informants include 60 Vietnamese scientists who had pursued ad-
vanced studies abroad (Masters or PhD) and then returned to Vietnam. 
They were working in Hanoi, Thai nguyen, Da nang, Hai Phong, Hue, 
Ho Chi Minh City, and Can Tho. They specialized in social science and 
natural science fields related to natural resource management, biodiver-
sity, and agriculture (including aquaculture, fisheries and forestry).2 Of 
these, 27 were aged between their late 20s and early 40s at the time of 
the interview and they had completed PhD degrees in north america, 
Europe, Japan, or australia. These scientists were a privileged group 
in comparison to the nearly 28,000 Vietnamese students engaged in 
tertiary level education abroad during 2007 (UnEsCO institute of 
statistics 2008) in the sense that they both had access to training abroad 
and were able to return to their original positions of employment at 
universities or research institutions upon their return to Vietnam.3 

Born between the late 1960s and 1980, this group grew up under cir-
cumstances quite different from their predecessors. They have little or 
no personal memories of the long colonial and post-colonial struggles to 
establish an independent and unified Vietnam at a tremendous cost of 
human life. Rather, the post-war 1970s until the late 1980s were times 
of planned economy, nation building and widespread poverty, accom-
panied by daily visits to long queues to collect food rations. as the doi 
moi reforms began to gather speed in the late 1980s and 1990s, they ex-
perienced the rapid transformation of Vietnam from one of the poorest 
countries to a ‘little tiger’ economy where wealth is rapidly growing, as 
are economic inequalities. in the cities in particular, the transformation 
has been remarkable. Bicycles have given way to motorbikes and cars, 

2. Many of my interviewees (including 4 of the 5 presented in detail below) were in the pro-
cess of refocusing their scientific and development work on the problem of climate change 
at the time of my meetings with them. nevertheless, very few had actually specialized in 
climate change as a field of research during their scientific training (and only 1 of the 5 
scientists introduced below).

3. in this sense the group that i am focusing on is doubly privileged. There are many 
Vietnamese scientists who train abroad, but do not have a position waiting for them upon 
their return to Vietnam. Often this is because they have won a scholarship to study abroad 
independently of a local research institution or university, and the institution as a result 
has no obligation to give them a leave of absence. anecdotal findings from my research 
indicate that such persons have a great deal of difficulty in finding work upon their return to 
Vietnam, and are more likely to remain abroad or move into the private non-science sector 
if they do return.
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and during fieldwork I even saw two yellow Lamborghini luxury sports 
cars prowling the streets of Hanoi.4 Meanwhile, city centers are punctu-
ated with modern high-rise office buildings and apartment blocks, air 
conditioners and iPhones are hot consumer items, and golf courses with 
manicured lawns and gated communities with 19th-century European 
architectural themes are beginning to sprawl at the cities’ edges.

Whereas war, few resources for higher education, and relative isola-
tion hindered the numerical growth of a scientifically trained group 
of Vietnamese during the 1950s through the 1970s, doi moi, the rapid 
growth and diversification of Vietnamese universities, and the expan-
sion of both private and public links with capitalist economies in recent 
decades have led to a much larger population of scientists. among this 
younger generation are growing numbers of researchers that are well 
connected with north american, australian, Western European and 
Japanese scientific networks (Zink 2009b). These networks, combined 
with the younger generations of scientists’ greater comfort in commu-
nicating in English,5 mean that they are also the group most likely to 

4. The italian sports cars in question have a value of UsD 200,000 and are well documented 
on YouTube (see: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HzOqL8qA530 accessed 15 Feb 
2011).

5. Russian was the language of science and higher education during much of the 1960s, 70s 
and 80s, and prior to that it was French.

Figure 7.1: A rapidly growing economy since the early 1990s and significant 
increases in foreign investment contribute to the rising hanoi skyline
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produce scientific knowledge for international consumption by publish-
ing their work in international peer-reviewed journals and books.

Re-entering Vietnam 

The significance of social and cultural context for the practice of sci-
ence is evident when young scientists leave Vietnam to carry out PhD 
studies in institutions of higher education in Europe, north america, 
australia and Japan. They leave a Vietnamese system of higher educa-
tion that continues to bear the influences of a mélange of Confucian 
traditions, French colonialism, soviet institutions, and some twenty 
years of increasing integration with Western systems. While the foreign 
institutions of higher education that they enter are themselves the 
products of diverse histories and cultural traditions, due to their wealth, 
infrastructure and communication technologies they are also more 
closely integrated into networks that produce scientific knowledge for 
global audiences, follow global trends in higher education, and enjoy 
easier access to the latest in scientific knowledge and modern scientific 
equipment than are most Vietnamese institutions. Here Vietnamese 
scientists can spend several years taking courses, working in scientific 
laboratories, and writing scientific reports in narrowly specialized fields. 
They do this work within different social and cultural contexts, and 
they are to some degree independent of the hierarchies of authority and 
scientific interest of their Vietnamese institutions.6 

Going abroad for scientific study is about obtaining new knowledge, but 
it is also about changing one’s mind. By engaging in a foreign PhD training 
course, one engages in a technology of empowerment (Triantafillou and 
nielsen 2001) that encourages young scientists to adopt new subjectivi-
ties (Cruikshank 1999) regarding their scientific work, as well as broader 
social, cultural and political issues. Observers of recent trends in the in-
ternationalization of higher education recognize this as having important 
consequences for developing countries. The content and meaning of this 
influence, on the other hand, is a matter of debate. 

6. This independence is usually not complete. Depending upon the terms of the training pro-
gram, the Vietnamese student may also have a Vietnamese supervisor at the home institu-
tion in addition to the supervisor at the foreign university. in addition, both international 
donor representatives funding PhD programs and Vietnamese researchers themselves 
report that students frequently have to send part of their living stipend for studying abroad 
back to leaders in their home institution.
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On the one hand, the internationalization of higher education is 
applauded as an opportunity for developing countries to make develop-
ment leaps into a modern knowledge economy ( Juma and Yee-Cheong 
2005; Tremblay, 2005). From another perspective, the internationaliza-
tion of higher education is a contemporary version of a well-established 
colonial tradition whereby wealthy countries extract capital from poorer 
peripheries (see Crossley & Tikly 2004; nguyen et al. 2009; Tikly 
2004). in the latter case, international higher education is a social tech-
nology intended to convince scholars from developing countries that 
systematic inequalities are both logical and beneficial. While the former 
discourse harks back to a Rostowian (1971) ‘stages of growth’ paradigm 
that imagines countries as biological organisms growing and becoming 
more complex along evolutionary trajectories, the latter is a political 
economy model that finds exploitative relations of exchange between 
the metropoles and the peripheries (Wallerstein 1979; Frank 1971). 

What is surprising about these models is their continued assumption 
that simple transfers of knowledge and subjectivity from the developed 
to the less developed, or from the center to the periphery, do actually 
take place. Empirical research shows that such transfers are problematic, 
multidirectional, and deeply entangled in the social, cultural, economic, 
and political lives of the actors involved.7 sociological studies have 
shown that in many developing countries the possibility for scientists to 
produce scientific knowledge for international consumption is closely 
linked to the degree to which they remain actively engaged in scientific 
networks in wealthy industrialized countries, and disengaged from their 
local scientific and political environments (Gaillard 1991). Where the 
broader social, political, cultural and economic context is not supportive 

7. in a recent article, Gaillard (2010) indicates that there is a need for more qualitative case 
studies of scientific practices in developing countries. anthropological studies of science 
are well suited to teasing out the social, cultural, economic and political entanglements that 
characterize the work of scientists, but most often the anthropology of science has focused 
on wealthy industrialized countries. Amongst the exceptions to this trend are Myanna 
Lahsen’s work with Brazilian climate scientists (e.g. Lahsen 2004; 2007) and Celia Lowe’s 
(2004; 2006) studies of indonesian biologists. in both of these cases the anthropologists 
go beyond the simple opposition of international and local fields of science to show how 
and why developing country scientists encounter challenges in their efforts to establish 
themselves as credible and reliable partners to other scientists and policy-makers, both 
within their domestic and their international networks. With only a handful of exceptions 
like these, the anthropology of being a scientist in a developing country remains an under-
studied area.
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for doing science, the possibility of returners to produce new scientific 
knowledge is limited (Krishna and Khadira 1997; Velho 2004; Waast 
2010). in those developing countries where scientists have been more 
prolific in their production of scientific knowledge (e.g. argentina, 
Uruguay, south Korea, india) for both international and domestic con-
sumption, this has been related to prior changes in the national political 
and economic context that created material and immaterial incentives 
for scientists to produce knowledge (Barreiro and Velho 1997; Gaillard 
and Gaillard 1997; Kreimer 1997; song 1997). 

some of the young scientists that i spoke to reflected upon their 
participation in a foreign PhD program and the ways in which it had 
changed their views. They explained that, in addition to furthering their 
goals for personal career advancement,8 they had gone abroad to obtain 
the ‘the new knowledge’ that was only available abroad. They expected 
that this new knowledge would help them to become a better researcher 
with a greater understanding of the conservation and development 
problems that they were eager to solve. in other words, they foresaw that 
the technologies of empowerment that they would subject themselves 
to would facilitate their ability to work and contribute to improved 
conditions of life in Vietnam. They anticipated no conflict between the 
science that they learned abroad and the demands of being a Vietnamese 
scientist. Like another group of Vietnamese intellectuals interviewed 
by susan Bayly, ‘the attainment of the knowledge they call modern and 
scientific – not French, Western or European – [was] widely seen as 
complementing rather than supplanting their sense of Vietnameseness’ 
(2007: 131). 

To their surprise, new knowledge led to new ways of understanding 
the problems of conservation and development, but not to a greater 
ability to solve the problems that had originally inspired them to seek 
that knowledge. i learned from a social scientist how a more nuanced 
understanding of an ethnic minority groups’ perceptions of the forest 
can undermine rather than improve one’s ability to implement a new 
government forest management program. Another researcher explained 
how deconstructing received definitions of poverty can render one’s 
analysis uninteresting to and unwanted by both local and foreign propo-
nents of a conservation and development program intended to improve 

8. see also nguyen 2004.
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the livelihoods of the rural poor. in the natural sciences, developing a 
more accurate method to determine the presence, quantity, or source 
of poisonous dioxins in the soil (or, in another instance, the illegal an-
tibiotics in the shrimp ponds) can jeopardize one’s ability to obtain the 
necessary permissions to carry out research as well as the acquiescence 
of local farmers. 

at the same time, scientists who return from abroad do not come 
home to a scientific environment that welcomes them with open arms. 
neither do the leaders of their home institutions encourage them to 
continue upon the same course that they pursued during their studies 
abroad. Rather, they encounter organizational leaders that expect them 
to be scientific generalists, able to capture any opportunity to carry out 
a research project or consultancy that passes their way, irrespective of 
whether or not it is relevant to their research expertise. A specialist in 
reptiles got his first research money to study flowers, or in the case of 
Dr. Thao (discussed below) a specialist in animal nutrition worked on 
avian influenza. Furthermore, after being absent for many years, young 
scientists must work quickly to reconnect. They must re-establish their 
local networks of social, scientific, and political contacts, and demon-
strate through their work that they can behave as a Vietnamese scientist 
should. in short, they must show that they can once again practice sci-
ence according to the habitus, the internalized social, cultural and eco-
nomic norms, that most of their Vietnamese colleagues take for granted. 

When i spoke to leaders of national scientific organizations (univer-
sities and research institutions), they explained that it could take more 
than a year for returning scientists to re-adapt to working successfully in 
Vietnam. For the returning scientists themselves, they frequently found 
that they had little work to do upon their return home. Furthermore, 
their re-entry after several years of immersion in foreign universities was 
a shock, where the demands and expectations placed upon them were 
diverse and often contradictory.

Although the experience of returning home is characterized by 
challenges and frustration, perhaps the most welcoming voice is that 
of the Vietnamese government as it is embodied in official statements, 
documents and policies. These emphasize the integral importance of 
science for national development. Under the directions issued by the 
Prime Minister for the period 2006–2010, Vietnamese scientists are 
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identified as vital components of a nation-building project to develop, 
industrialize, and achieve economic integration with the rest of the world 
(Vietnam 2006). at the same time the government vows to support 
Vietnamese scientists to produce scientific knowledge (and scientific 
publications) at a level equal to other leading countries in southeast asia 
(Vietnam 2006). To realize the perceived potential of modern science, 
the government strongly encourages internationalist projects in higher 
education that urge Vietnamese scientists to go abroad for training and 
foreign scientists (including Viet Kieu)9 to join Vietnamese universities 
and research institutions, and encourages the establishment of new 
Vietnamese universities or degree programs based upon foreign models 
(Bezanson et al. 1999; Huang 2007; st. George 2006; Wilmoth 2004). 
in addition to reforming national policy to encourage these aspirations, 
the state has also developed new funding pathways together with inter-
national donors and lenders to support such initiatives (Vietnam 2005; 
2006). 

Despite the frequency with which such strategies are deployed in de-
veloping countries across the globe, national incentive programs encour-
aging scientific production in developing countries rarely achieve their 
official purpose when broader social, cultural and economic patterns 
of organization work at cross purposes (Gaillard and Gaillard 1997). 
If Vietnamese state policy is optimistic about the potential of existing 
incentive programs and policies, then the voices of state-controlled 
media outlets are decidedly more conflicted. During 2007–2008, for 
example, newspaper journalists wrote contradictory pieces about the 
benefits, needs, and failures of Vietnamese science. They documented 
the work of Vietnamese scientists as they contributed to new advances 
in agricultural production (Vns 2008a, 2008g), and as they assisted the 
government to predict and adapt to the increasing pressures of climate 
change (nguyen 2008a; nguyen 2008b; Tuoi Tre 2008; VOV 2008). 
simultaneously, newspaper readers learned that more support is needed 
for scientists in Vietnam (anh 2007; Bn 2008; Vns 2008c, 2008d), 
and that science must more effectively contribute to industrialization 
and social development (nguyen 2008b; Vns 2008a, 2008j, 2008m). 

9. Viet Kieu are Vietnamese who reside permanently abroad. Often they or their parents 
were refugees from the Vietnam–american War who settled in France, the Usa or other 
Western countries.
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newspapers cautioned that science in Vietnam was in crisis (nguyen 
2008e), teaching methods were outdated (Ha 2008a), students refused 
to return from their studies abroad (Ha 2008b), and public sector 
employees (including researchers) were leaving their jobs due to poor 
salaries (Le 2008; Theo VTV 2008). in the meantime, these crises 
were continuously addressed by announcements of new programs and 
initiatives to rejuvenate Vietnamese science (Vns 2008f, 2008i, 2008k, 
2008l).

That controversies such as the performance of Vietnamese science 
are aired in the media cannot be taken for granted in Vietnam. The media 
are, to a significant degree, controlled by the Vietnamese Government 
and the Vietnamese Communist Party. Media outlets are expected to fa-
cilitate the building of public support for government policies (Kerkvliet 
2003; Marr 2003; nguyen 2008a; sidel 2008). During interviews i car-
ried out with journalists and editors in late 2008 and in 2012, i learned 
that at weekly ministerial meetings newspaper editors receive guidelines 
regarding which issues should be covered with a particular perspective, 
and which issues should not be mentioned at all (and, by their absence 
from the discussion, which issues are not sufficiently politically sensi-
tive to merit special oversight). When media debates do arise, such as 
the debate on the role of science in development, it may be a reflection 
of disagreement among actors at higher levels of government who are 
also using the media to gather support for their different positions. Or, 
it may be a reflection of the low political sensitivity assigned to the topic 
at hand by government decision-makers.

One initiative to promote science that was both controversial 
amongst scientists at large and at the highest reaches of the involved 
ministries was the establishment of a national science foundation.10 The 
foundation was intended to stimulate Vietnamese scientists to carry out 
research at international standards and to help boost the production of 
international scientific publications to levels in accordance with govern-
ment goals (Vietnam 2006a). nevertheless, five years after the establish-
ment of the foundation by decree of the Prime Minister in 2003, the 
foundation had only a handful of inexperienced staff members, and it 
had not yet awarded any research grants. swiss, German, swedish and 
american science foundations had been consulted and a number of 

10. The national Foundation for science and Technology Development (naFOsTED).
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study visits and local workshops had been carried out. nevertheless, 
negotiations were still ongoing between the foundation, the Ministry 
of science and Technology and the Ministry of Finance regarding the 
appropriate methods and incentives that would be used to stimulate a 
new wave of high-quality scientific work. 

‘international science’ is published primarily in English-language 
internationally peer-reviewed journals. The Vietnamese scientists 
who can publish in English and who are experienced with modern 
research methods are generally found amongst the younger generation 
of scientists who have trained abroad and returned home. This was the 
implicit target group for the national science foundation, and this posed 
a tremendous problem. 

The financial incentive structures proposed to motivate this group 
to produce new scientific knowledge conflicted with more far-reaching 
patterns of social organization. The national science foundation’s sup-
porters proposed that research grants should be accompanied by a sal-
ary increase for the lead researchers. This increase should be sufficiently 
large to allow them to set aside time from their regular livelihood ac-
tivities (e.g. consultancy) to actually carry out the research. Meanwhile, 
scientists and bureaucrats alike were divided over whether or not it was 
appropriate to award this group of scientists, who are generally junior 
in both the hierarchy of scientists and the hierarchy of civil servants, 
with salaries that would be far beyond the normal amount awarded to 
persons of their rank (approximately USD 100/month), or even very 
senior scientists or officials for that matter. such an increase was a threat 
to some of the patron–client relationships that are important for the 
maintenance of hierarchy within science and higher education. 

Other intractable practical problems were related to how an unbiased 
peer-review of grant applications could be ensured when the domestic 
scientific actor-networks within each scientific discipline are both small 
and already tightly integrated in a range of economies of exchange.11 
Patrons would be needed to neutrally evaluate their client’s (or potential 
client’s) research proposals. Furthermore, these same senior scientists, 
due to generational differences in their training and approach to science, 

11. This problem is not unique to Vietnam or to developing countries in general. a study of sci-
entific peer-review in sweden (Wennerås and Wold 1997) found problems that are similar 
to those described here.
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might not be able to judge the applications based upon their relevance 
to the current state of the scientific field. 

This brief review of government policy, media debates, and science 
programs offers a taste of the complexity of the context that young sci-
entists return to following studies abroad. in the following pages i fur-
ther elaborate on the themes introduced above, and highlight additional 
contradictions and challenges encountered by young scientists. i have 
chosen to illustrate these using the stories of five scientists who in 2008 
had recently returned to Vietnam following the completion of their PhD 
studies abroad.12 These cases were selected to represent a spectrum of 
the experiences that I encountered among the other scientists that I met 
during fieldwork. The accounts offered below are from three women and 
two men who obtained PhD degrees in australia, Japan, and northern 
Europe, and returned to Vietnam between 2005 and 2007. at the time 
that i met them, they were living and working in Central or northern 
Vietnam.13 

Dr. Dzung and powerless money

i first met Dzung in Ho Chi Minh City in 2007. He had just returned 
from abroad and was on his way to his home institution at a regional 
university located to the north. He had not been home for almost a year, 
and he was looking forward to seeing his three month old son for the 
very first time. Between connecting flights to and from Ho Chi Minh 
City, he had dropped by a local research institution to visit friends and 
scientific colleagues. i had arrived in Vietnam the day before, and was 
at the same research institution to carry out interviews with grantees of 

12. names, institutions and some personal details of the researchers have been changed or 
concealed to maintain their anonymity and thereby avoid any negative impacts that tell-
ing their stories might otherwise incur. nevertheless, the substance of these ethnographic 
snapshots is accurately based on interviews and, in some cases, participant observation in 
their scientific work.

13. The issues highlighted in the stories of these researchers closely resemble issues raised 
in my interviews with scientists in the southern parts of Vietnam. However, i spent less 
time with scientists in the south, and have chosen to highlight these central and northern 
Vietnamese stories for which i have richer ethnographic material. Readers familiar with 
Vietnam will be aware that there are significant differences between the manifestations of 
Vietnamese culture, economy and history in the north and the south of the country, and 
this doubtless has implications for the work of scientists as well.

Zink_book.indd   197 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

198

the international Foundation for science (iFs).14 at the request of the 
director of the institution, i was also to inform his younger staff about 
how to apply for iFs research grants. 

after my presentation i was invited back to the Director’s office 
together with Dzung and one other researcher, an iFs grantee, to drink 
green tea and continue the morning’s discussions. The atmosphere 
was pleasant and i was intrigued by the Director and the two younger 
scientists who spoke in what seemed to be a frank and open manner 
about what they felt were the problems associated with being a scientist 
in Vietnam. During the meeting, the Director spoke highly of the two 
younger scientists, pointing out that they were the future of science 
in Vietnam. He encouraged Dzung to apply for an iFs grant, but also 
explained to me that the demands of family life, scientific politics, and 
the negligible rewards (financial and symbolic) for carrying out scien-
tific research projects meant that there were few incentives for young 
scientists to actually carry out scientific research in Vietnam. since 
the research grants that the iFs awarded were not accompanied by a 
salary supplement or an honorarium, the Director regretted that not 
many Vietnamese scientists would apply for them. His concerns were 
confirmed by the young scientist present, who had been awarded an 
IFS grant, when he explained that his research project had been unsuc-
cessful because he had not been able to devote sufficient time to it. The 
Director went on to explain that most young scientists require between 
six months and two years to adapt to working in the Vietnamese way 
after returning from PhD studies abroad. These themes of lack of time, 
family obligations, few financial incentives, and the importance of the 
passage of time would recur in many of my meetings to come.

as our meeting came to a close, Dzung invited me to visit him in 
his home town, where we could speak more about the conditions that 
a young scientist encounters when he or she returns home. it was one 
week later when he picked me up from a barren university guesthouse 
in his hometown, and i seated myself behind him (xe om) on his aging 
Honda motorcycle. Dzung offered to take me to a small restaurant in the 
city center with good local specialties where he occasionally ate before 

14. The results of this work for iFs are available in a report published by iFs (Zink 2009b). i 
extended the IFS-sponsored trip using research grants from other sources to collect data 
for this book. My subsequent field visits to Vietnam were not sponsored by iFs.
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leaving for studies abroad. The weather and Dzung’s long absence from 
his hometown would, however, play tricks with our plans. autumn and 
early winter 2007 was a time of exceptionally heavy rain in the central 
parts of Vietnam, and that dark evening on the back of Dzung’s moped, 
the heavens opened up, unleashing torrential sheets of rain upon us as 
we cruised the streets and alleys of the modest city center looking for 
the restaurant. The rain did not stop (and would not stop for days), the 
streets filled with water and the flimsy plastic ponchos that we wore 
soon ceased to serve a purpose. after some time, Dzung gave up looking 
for the restaurant, and we plowed our way through the high waters of the 
increasingly submerged town to a larger and fancier restaurant where 
we were the only guests on this wet night.15 Dripping in our chairs, 
Dzung began to talk about the situation of young scientists in Vietnam, 
a conversation that we would continue from time to time during the 
following two years.

For young scientists wishing to study abroad, it is often difficult to 
balance one’s desire to be close to one’s family with the necessity that 
one spends a number of years at a foreign university.16 Dzung was no ex-
ception. Born in 1974 and married to a school teacher, he was employed 
at a biology department at a Vietnamese university. Taking a leave of 
absence from his university, he went abroad to study for a PhD. Dzung 
and his wife had at first relocated together. But his wife had not enjoyed 
life in the new country, finding herself both isolated and longing for her 
own work as a school teacher. in the end, she had returned to Vietnam 
while Dzung continued with his courses and laboratory work abroad. 
The time away had been difficult, and it was with great happiness that 
Dzung returned to his family.

This return, however, would not be easy. Dzung’s failing memory 
and our fruitless attempt to navigate a labyrinth of streets and alleyways 
to find a restaurant are symbolic of another, much more important, navi-
gational challenge that he confronted upon his return to Vietnam. He 

15. The heavy rain from this and several other days and nights and the ensuing floods and loss 
of life were among the physical events incorporated into the production of climate change 
during 2007 and 2008.

16. Many of the scientists that i spoke to preferred a so-called sandwich program whereby 
the student makes several visits of a few months duration to the university abroad to take 
classes, but spends most of the time in their home country to carry out research and to 
write.
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was returning to Vietnam with new knowledge, the prestige that a PhD 
degree from an internationally known and respected university conveys, 
and a strong desire to use these assets both to improve agricultural 
production in his home country and to teach undergraduate-level uni-
versity students. Much to his disappointment, however, he found that 
he had little power to act on his impulses. instead, he would find that 
re-establishing oneself in a Vietnamese university and practicing science 
required much more than the official papers that are the evidence of an 
international degree. During his time abroad, focusing upon his narrow 
field of research, Dzung had lost some of his flexibility to work in a way 
appropriate to a Vietnamese institution. Without this flexibility, and 
with a changed scientific habitus, he experienced his return to his home 
institution as a frustrating dead-end.

in a scientific institution, close kin relationships with senior persons 
in the institutional and political hierarchy can be used to create some 
space for working as a scientist. Over our first dinner together, Dzung 
explained that while he came from a family of scholars and scientists, 
and he followed in the footsteps of previous generations in his family, 
he had not followed them closely enough. His father was a chemist and 
Dzung had studied biology. Furthermore, he had found a position at a 
regional university in a different city from the one where his father had 
worked. at this university, Dzung lacked strong kinship connections to 
the leadership in his department and faculty. 

During our second meeting nine months later, Dzung explained that 
the lack of strong kinship relations in his university was a significant 
problem for him to work as a scientist since his return. While the Dean 
of his faculty was successful in securing government research grants for 
his department, these projects were exclusively delegated to a colleague 
who was also a close relative of the Dean. Dzung, along with other dis-
connected colleagues in the department, were scrambling to find short 
term commercial or development consultancy work, or extra teaching 
and tutoring assignments, just to make ends meet financially for them-
selves and their families. Upon finding such work, they tended to keep 
their activities secret from each other and, especially, from the university 
leadership. Dzung found that in such a work environment, there was little 
incentive among his colleagues to work together to achieve longer term 
goals and that his scientific training had little value and served no purpose.
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i asked Dzung why he did not simply apply for international sources 
of funding instead. He found my question rather naïve. He explained 
that money alone, be it from national or international sources, does not 
convey sufficient power to work as a scientist in a university or research 
institution. The power to work as a scientist in Vietnam comes from the 
social relationships that one maintains with one’s colleagues in Vietnam. 
assuming that he authored a successful grant application, in order to 
actually receive the research funding from international sources to carry 
out scientific projects at his university, Dzung would still need to obtain 
official signatures and stamps from key individuals in the university 
hierarchy. He felt that obtaining these permissions would be too costly, 
with the result that he would in any case not be able to carry out the 
scientific work for which he received funding. in order to understand 
the monetary and other costs of doing research, one must consider the 
broader context of the informal economy of a university. Like the trans-
actions between donors and research project leaders, working within a 
scientific organization also entails the making of multiple equivalencies. 
This economy was described to me by Dzung, as well as by researchers 
in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and elsewhere. 

University authorities are often academics who are members of the 
ruling Vietnamese Communist Party. A Dean, for example, is usually a 
member of the party17 who has been nominated to the position by the 
party, and has been subsequently elected to the position by his univer-
sity colleagues. To be successful in such a venture, a candidate must 
actively engage in complex economies that resemble two pyramids bal-
anced upon their points. One must make payments upwards to a range 
of actors in the university/party hierarchy. These sums are many times 
greater than the annual salary of the position for which one is applying. 
The debts incurred (or investment made) by a successful candidate, will 
be turned into dividends by accepting payments from people in junior 
positions. These chains of economic relations begin at the lowest levels 
of education, and they stretch up to the higher reaches of government 
authority.

17. There was some disagreement among scientists whom i met in the southern parts of 
Vietnam over whether or not party membership was an absolute necessity for achieving 
higher ranks. Furthermore, it appears that membership of the communist party is less im-
portant for the attainment of honorary ranks within the university (e.g. Professor) than it is 
for positions that are formal seats of administrative power (e.g. Dean or Rector). 
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Dzung explained to me that in order to secure permission to carry 
out a research project, his scientific work must also pass through this 
extractive university machinery. Before applying for a grant, one should 
get university permission. This carries a cost that is often paid in cash, 
but can take other forms. if one applies for international funding with-
out first seeking this permission and the application is successful, then 
the Dean or the Rector would want to know why he didn’t come to them 
first. This increases the cost of getting permission to receive the research 
grant at the university. in addition to demanding a significant percentage 
of the grant’s value, the Dean or the Rector can demand that the scientist 
change the focus of his or her research to a different topic or different 
location that fits their interests. These interests could be scientific, or 
they could be the result of the Dean or Rector’s own obligations to bring 
benefits to his own social network.18 For example, a scientific research 
project that involves carrying out field trials will bring economic benefits 
and attention to one or more farmers, as well as to the local authorities 
that will issue the permissions to carry out the research in that particular 
place. it is also an opportunity for a junior relation in the institution to 
be assigned to a funded project. 

according to Dzung and other young and old scientists whom i met, 
persons who have risen in the university hierarchy are fully occupied 
with the enormous task of satisfying the demands of their superiors 
and the expectations of junior members of their own social networks 
(be they kin or others that can make a claim), while at the same time 
planning for their next attempt to move upwards in the system. In this 
context, a scientific argument about the importance of a particular 
research topic, the necessity of a particular array of newly purchased 
scientific tools, or the inclusion of specific junior staff in the research 
team that have appropriate scientific competencies for the project, does 
not carry much weight. and, in any case, what Hess (1977) observed in 
south Vietnam in the early 1970s remains the case today: it is difficult 
for younger academics to maintain a properly respectful behavior and at 
the same time directly question, debate or object to the instructions of 
their seniors in the academic hierarchy. 

assuming that the permissions are secured and the necessary sacri-
fices of funding, topic, staffing and location are made, the international 

18. This issue is also raised in nguyen 2010.
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money can be received by the university. But, even at this stage, the 
scientist is not free from the extractive machinery of his or her institu-
tion. in order to discourage corruption, the university will demand that 
the scientist show receipts for the scientific material and research ser-
vices that he has purchased with the remaining grant money. Without 
the receipts, university administrators may refuse to release the grant 
money to the researcher. This puts the researcher in the position that 
he must manufacture receipts for purchases and payments that he has 
made when no receipt is available (e.g. buying agricultural supplies in 
a village for field trials that will be carried out in that village). Having 
traveled through this machinery and carried out some kind of scientific 
work, the researcher then has the individual responsibility to report on 
his or her research results to the international funding agency. The latter, 
if it is not located in Vietnam, is likely to have little or no insight into 
the details of the local politics of science. if the funding comes from a 
government agency, it will still demand detailed receipts and a formal 
audit (for which the auditors demand fees for which they can issue no 
receipt!).

Readers are by now correctly wondering what, in fact, the tens of 
thousands of scientists in Vietnam are doing if they are not working as 
scientists and producing new scientific knowledge. The answer is that, 
with some notable exceptions, they are working as scientists often work 
in Vietnam.19 They are chasing consultancies, they are trying to squeeze 
the small resources that survive the extractive institutional machines 
to do original research, they are recycling old scientific knowledge and 
research results to meet expectations of being scientifically productive.20 
As one Vietnamese colleague explained it to me, one can always take 
old research results and “cook them in a new and delicious way for the 
donor”.

Dzung is not interested in practicing the kind of flexible science 
that he sees his colleagues practicing. He made a distinction between 
the work of his colleagues, and an international scientific habitus that 
produces new scientific knowledge. The latter is the result of many years 

19. and in many other developing countries. see Gaillard 1991 for a still timely discussion.
20. in my interviews with both junior and senior level Vietnamese researchers, they claim that 

a large proportion of these articles is the result of the recycling of research results, and thus 
is not itself evidence of the practice of original scientific research.
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at universities abroad consuming theories and methods of scientific 
research. This scientific habitus, which science and technology studies 
have accurately shown can contribute to a myriad of other political, 
cultural and economic projects (e.g. Latour 2004), is nevertheless also 
tuned to the production of scientific knowledge that can be published, 
debated, confirmed or rejected according to the institutions and rules 
(more or less) followed by an international community of scientists. 
This disciplined practice of producing scientific knowledge is not eas-
ily made compatible with the extractive machinery of the Vietnamese 
university as it is described above. 

as Dzung and his colleagues digest this scientific habitus (and we 
remember that not everything that is digested is embodied), they also 
think of ways to use it to realize their own will to improve Vietnam.21 
Dzung believes that the scientific training he acquired abroad is a 
precious resource that can be used to improve and develop his home 
country. He was particularly pleased, for example, when he met an Asian 
scientist at a conference who mentioned the possibility of including 
Dzung in an international team modeling the effects of climate change 
on ecological systems. Dzung felt that working directly for a foreigner, 
outside his university hierarchy, was one of the few options available to 
him whereby he could do good for his country using his learned skills. 
such an arrangement, he felt, would potentially loosen the grip of the 
university.

When we discussed future plans, Dzung was undecided about what 
path he should try to follow. He wanted to remain in Vietnam, to do 
research in the field of agriculture, and to make a contribution to im-
proving his country. Vietnam was the place where he and his wife felt 
at home, and they did not like the idea of leaving again. However, there 
were strong incentives to go abroad that neither could ignore. in addition 
to the concern that his scientific competence would quickly evaporate 
in a virtually nonexistent local research environment, there were other 
quality-of-life matters to consider. The combined total of his wife’s sal-
ary as a school teacher and his salary as a lecturer was approximately 
UsD 220/month. They found that this was not sufficient to provide for 
their son, let alone for themselves. in fact, upon our second meeting, 
he explained that they were both exhausted from working days at their 

21. Tania Li (2007) discusses the will to improve in indonesia.
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regular jobs and working during the evenings privately as teachers and 
tutors to earn supplementary income. 

This said, Dr. Dzung was a member of a privileged group and he had 
options for mitigating his problems. He explained to me that one option 
he was weighing was to move to australia. a close relation of his wife’s 
had recently moved there and found work. if they were to move, Dzung 
felt that while he had little chance of continuing with his scientific work 
at an australian university or research institute, his technical laboratory 
skills and English-language skills would likely enable him to find a job 
with a reasonable salary at a private company. another option would 
be to remain in Vietnam for some more months or years while looking 
for a position with an international project related to his field of study 
(the modeling project mentioned above did not materialize). in Dzung’s 
opinion, this was one of the few alternatives available to a Vietnamese 
scientist who would like to use his training to contribute to the well-
being of his country. However, not being located in one of the major 
cities of Vietnam, Dzung was pessimistic about his chances of landing 
a position with an international project. Meanwhile, one of the ironies 
of his situation was that he needed his position at the university (whose 
politics and economics he was trying to escape) in order to have any 
chance to get a position with an international project. Moving to Hanoi 
or Ho Chi Minh City where there are more businesses and international 
donors would entail giving up the university position that gives him 
scientific legitimacy in the eyes of many international organizations. 

Thus there were no simple solutions for Dr. Dzung. By 2009, he and 
his family had settled upon the option that involved leaving Vietnam, 
again. Despairing of finding opportunities to use his scientific training 
and worrying that his knowledge would become obsolete, he left for a 
European post-doctoral position. Whether or not he and his family will 
again return to Vietnam, stay in Europe, or move on to australia is an 
open question. 

Dzung himself realized that the way he would like to carry out sci-
entific work, his scientific habitus, which was strongly influenced by 
his participation in foreign university training, was incompatible with 
the expectations and opportunities at home. He had changed his mind 
when he was abroad. The technologies of empowerment had endowed 
him with an altered scientific subjectivity. But, rather than bringing 
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change to the way science or higher education is carried out in Vietnam, 
he was convinced that the only acceptable alternative for him and his 
family was to leave Vietnam, again.

Dr. Mai and the economy of success

if Dr. Dzung’s story illustrates a case of the brain drain, then Dr. Mai’s 
story is quite different. Born in the early 1970s and returning from 
her PhD studies abroad during 2006, she appears to be an example of 
a scientist who has had little trouble navigating and producing new 
knowledge in the Vietnamese context. Her story is one of a scientist 
who returns to Vietnam to carry out scientific research and publishes 
her research results in both English and Vietnamese. Furthermore, her 
research findings have often challenged the conventional wisdom that 
Vietnam is a success story in poverty alleviation. she seeks to reform 
and improve university education practices, while at the same time ask-
ing government actors to reconsider their approaches to development 
among ethnic minority groups. Meanwhile, Dr. Mai, like Dr. Dzung, is 
also struggling to navigate the extractive machinery of university poli-
tics. However, there are important differences between their situations. 
Dr. Mai draws on different kinds of social relations to engage in the 
labyrinthine politics of science, and as a married woman and a mother 
leaving Vietnam is a much more difficult option for her.

Dr. Mai returned to Vietnam in 2006 after completing her interdis-
ciplinary PhD in agricultural sciences at a prestigious foreign university. 
as of 2010 she was working at the same regional university where she 
has worked since the 1990s, and she expected to continue to do so for 
many years to come. she did not intend to leave the university partly be-
cause she felt that she owed a debt to her country for the opportunities 
that it had afforded to her. she was also contractually obligated to stay at 
her university for a term of more than six years according to the condi-
tions of her government scholarship to carry out PhD studies abroad. 
Breaking that contract would obligate her to repay the government the 
money that it had invested in her training. This would not be the only 
nor the most important cost, however. Her husband had said he would 
leave her if she again went abroad for an extended amount of time. And 
if he did then it is not certain that Dr. Mai would be able to maintain her 
relationship with her child. With all of these ties binding her to Vietnam, 
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she still regretted that she could not go abroad to work at a foreign uni-
versity, perhaps through a post-doctoral program, to write, do research 
and generally engage herself in what she saw as a more collaborative and 
scientifically productive research environment.

nevertheless, Dr. Mai has been able to do scientific research, both 
at her university and in the field, and she has published and presented 
her results both nationally and internationally. This is partly because 
she is an accomplished scientist who is able to win research grants from 
international organizations, and partly because she and her family are 
financially well-off, if not affluent by foreign standards.22 During lunch, 
in the beautiful kitchen of her newly-built four-storey home, i learned 
that her family is politically influential with at least one close relative 
holding a significant national office (although she herself proclaims 
no such political career aspirations). she also had the support of her 
mother, siblings and husband, which allowed her to travel away from 
home. These factors begin to explain why she had more freedom within 
her university department to do what many new PhDs have difficulty in 
doing upon returning home: to remain an active researcher. 

When asked about her future plans at her university, Mai explained 
that she wanted to avoid administrative positions within her department 
and faculty. Confirming the claims of other interviewees, she clarified 
that these positions are costly in time and money. and, when one begins 
to climb up the hierarchy in the university, there is little opportunity for 
doing further hands-on research. Rather, Mai would like to stay active 
in research and cultivate her international and national sponsors until 
such a time that she could start her own semi-independent research 
centre, either as an nGO or under the umbrella of her university. in the 
meantime, she hoped that by building good relations with her senior 
colleagues in the university administration she would slowly be able to 
persuade them to include concepts and teaching styles that she learned 
abroad in the university’s own curriculum. she saw the reform of teach-
ing curriculums with inspiration from the West as important for the 
future of Vietnamese higher education as well as for its socio-economic 
development.

22. She is not sending her child to expensive private schools taught by foreign teachers, and 
while they have access to a vehicle, their everyday transport is by motorcycle. 
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Dr. Mai sees herself as a scientist who can make a difference in the 
quality of life of poor people in her country, in particular by working 
for the rights of traditionally discriminated-against groups. For her, re-
search results are essential for achieving improvements in development 
and natural resource use. she said, ‘if i can talk for the disadvantaged 
people, that is what i would like to do. But, if i do not have the [scien-
tific] knowledge, how can i argue and make change?’ 

For Dr. Mai, scientific knowledge carried more than one kind of 
power. in addition to its ability to describe how national policies and 
practices systematically disadvantage ethnic minorities and exacerbate 
their poverty and inequality (a topic on which she has worked), it has 
power as an object of exchange in the university’s knowledge economy. 
To be more precise, she told me ‘if i am good at research and have 
knowledge, then powerful people in the university ask for advice and are 
even willing to accept criticism.’ She went on to explain that the power 
of her scientific knowledge was a result of the university administra-
tion’s desire to compete for national and international grants. Dr. Mai, 
through her understanding of recent findings and trends in her field, 
was a valuable asset to university leaders who would like to win more 
projects for their regional university. By exchanging her knowledge and 
ability to write project proposals with university leaders, she was able to 
reach an equivalency of exchange that included new degrees of freedom 
for her own work. For the leaders, additional grants and projects to the 
university brought a wide array of benefits for the institution and for 
them personally.

What specifically did Dr. Mai receive in return? One can say that 
she received political protection and more independence in her 
work. she also argued that her ability to satisfy the needs of high-
level university staff had allowed her to introduce new concepts of 
sustainability into a training course for future policy-makers. By af-
fecting the educational content consumed by the next generation of 
leaders, she saw herself as an active agent in the creation of a future 
leadership that has different values. But to do so, she needed protec-
tion from leaders in the political hierarchy that might question her 
innovations. as a general rule curriculums are set by political com-
mittees and not subject to innovation by teachers. in addition, she 
explained that one must also have protection from students taking 
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the course who have their own political networks and can also be 
critical to changes in course plans.23

Dr. Mai was one among those scientists i interviewed who was most 
successful in remaining active in ‘international’ science upon her return 
to Vietnam. she was also a member of the minority who were still opti-
mistic about opportunities to use their skills learned during their PhD 
studies to create opportunities for improvement in their country. she 
was hopeful that she could help to bring positive changes to the way that 
students were trained in Vietnam, and the way that research was being 
done. She explained that it was important to remain flexible and gener-
ally work within the university science systems, all the time remaining 
vigilant for opportunities to bring positive change. This approach means 
that one must be a scientist as well as a clever politician. in her words: 
‘You can’t just be a scientist in Vietnam. if you are [only] a scientist you 
will have no control over the money, and no power.’ as the case of Dr. 
Dzung also showed, these elements are both important, but they are not 
the same.

Mai’s situation was not one that could be easily copied by other 
young scientists. she had advantages that included political and social-
economic networks that enabled her to maintain a level of independence 
within the university system that a less well-connected scientist, such as 
Dr. Dzung, would have little hope to imitate. and while other interviews 
indicated that being female was a clear disadvantage in Vietnamese sci-
ence, for Dr. Mai her own strength and the support of her husband and 
family helped her to overcome the considerable challenges. in her deter-
mined pursuit of a scientific career in Vietnam, she also demonstrated a 
remarkable ability to disregard many of the cultural expectations placed 
upon women that often limit their ability to remain an active scientist. 

This said, despite her particular advantages, the politics of science 
are not risk free, and Dr. Mai is not always successful in negotiating the 
political landscape. i learned of one of these instances when i met with 
her and her foreign friend and colleague, Mr. singh, over coffee in an 

23. Changes in curriculums are significant inconveniences both to teachers who have pre-
prepared lessons from previous years, and to students who have access to earlier student 
cohorts’ notes from the lessons and the examinations. In the context already described, 
where both teachers and students are engaged in a wide range of livelihood activities, and 
have limited time to devote to teaching/studying, changes in curriculum incur a significant 
personal short-term cost.
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airport in 2008. Together and separately, they related to me the story 
of their recent collaboration, which i subsequently investigated further 
through public documents available from the project funders.

Mr. singh, a senior biologist working for a scientific agency in an in-
dustrialized country, was a colleague and friend of Dr. Mai from the time 
when she was part of an overseas PhD program. While studying abroad, 
Dr. Mai had sought to persuade Mr. singh to carry out a joint project 
with her in Vietnam after she returned there. although Mr. singh had 
reservations about working in Vietnam, in the end he was convinced 
by her persistence together with his own wish to support a friend and 
colleague working in what he considered to be an isolated scientific 
environment. 

Together they designed an interdisciplinary agricultural project 
to take place in several villages in a rural area that is more than a one 
day drive from Dr. Mai’s university. The project was funded by the 
bilateral development cooperation agency in Mr. singh’s home country, 
and formally hosted by a government department in the Vietnamese 
province where the project would take place. Dr. Mai was hired to be the 
coordinator of the project, and Mr. Singh expected that Dr. Mai would 
be actively involved in the preparation and execution of the project in 
the villages. Meanwhile, junior staff from Dr. Mai’s university as well 
as staff of the provincial office would carry out many of the day-to-day 
activities. 

at the time of our meeting, Mr. singh was regretting his decision 
to partner with Dr. Mai and her university. Over their coffees in the 
departures lounge, they mulled over their frustrations and Mr. singh 
vowed that he would never again place one of his projects at Dr. Mai’s 
university. The problems began when, unbeknownst to Mr. singh and 
Dr. Mai, the project funding was moved from the provincial govern-
ment office to Dr. Mai’s university administration as result of internal 
negotiations between the university and provincial authorities. Once 
the money was transferred, the university staff refused to allocate travel 
funding to Dr. Mai so that she could actually travel to the site of the 
projects and fulfill her role as coordinator. neither did she have author-
ity over, or insight into, what, if any, work the junior staff was carrying 
out at the far removed site. Dr. Mai’s university leadership made clear 
to her that her role was to keep Mr. singh well (mis)informed that all 
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was going according to plan, and that she herself should ask no ques-
tions of the university authorities. Given the balancing act that Dr. Mai 
was performing to maintain some independence as a researcher under 
normal conditions, and her personal debts of loyalty to her colleague, 
this put her in a very uncomfortable position.

When i met them at the airport, Dr. Mai had already revealed the 
predicament to Mr. singh and they were discussing strategies. it was 
obvious to them both, however, that they were in a very weak bargaining 
position. The international development agency was expecting a clean 
audit of the finances and a success story about economic empowerment 
in rural agricultural villages. The university administrators were keen to 
protect the slippery space that they had successfully created, as well as 
the flow of foreign funds into their informal economy. In this context, 
there was relatively little scope for Dr. Mai and Mr. singh to carry out 
their project together. Furthermore, there was the risk that the trust and 
professional partnership between Dr. Mai and Mr. singh would also 
become a casualty.

This said, they were not without any options. Together they were 
able to creatively satisfy the expectations of both the foreign funding 
agency and the university administration. although they knew very lit-
tle about what the project money was being used for, they drafted a pro-
gress report declaring that ‘excellent progress has been demonstrated’ 
in their joint project. The entirety of the 16-page document, written 
under a Vietnamese ministry and international development agency 
letterhead, is available on an official Vietnamese website sponsored by 
the international development agency that funded the work. in this 
document, none of the battles being waged on the ground between Mr. 
singh, Dr. Mai and the university administration reach the pages of the 
confident and optimistic anti-politics text. In 2010 Mr. Singh’s project 
was recognized as the most excellent project in its field and awarded a 
prize by the foreign funding agency for its contribution to sustainable 
livelihoods and environmental conservation in the villages where it was 
operating. 

Here we find another example of actor-networks sustained by the 
slippery spaces and willful misunderstandings amongst actors, and by 
the production of documents and prizes that on the one hand have 
an anti-politics quality, and on the other are the products of deeply 
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politicized negotiations. These objects and spaces facilitate the contin-
ued actions of an actor-network spanning two continents and working 
towards an array of very different goals. in this case, the economy of the 
collaboration was, to Dr. Mai and Mr. Singh’s dismay, inextricable from 
the kick-back economy of Vietnamese science and development. at the 
same time, the collaboration rested on Mr. singh’s economic transac-
tions with Dr. Mai, which affirmed and reproduced their friendship and 
mutual respect.

More broadly, the case of Dr. Mai presented here is the story of a 
researcher who returns to Vietnam and is well connected, both at home 
and abroad. She is an example of a scientist who is able to manage 
two sorts of scientific habitus simultaneously. However, even in this 
case, the movement of the scientist from the site of her training in an 
industrialized country back to Vietnam is not the same as the simple 
transfer of new scientific subjectivities or habitus. Dr. Mai’s connection 
makes possible a partial transfer, but one that must be done carefully 
and with sensitivity for the expectations of her Vietnamese colleagues 
and students. Her capacity to work in this way is closely related to the 
particular situation of her family, with a relative in an important national 
political office, a husband working for an international organization, and 
an extended family that has exempted Dr. Mai from many of the usual 
duties and responsibilities of a wife, mother, daughter, and daughter-in-
law in Vietnam. This case, which is the most successful case that will be 
presented here in terms of being scientifically productive upon return-
ing to Vietnam, strongly argues for the qualification of our understand-
ing of the power of the internationalization of higher education and its 
implications for a developing country such as Vietnam.

Dr. Phuong and the fading of a promising future

in contrast to Dr. Dzung who left Vietnam and Dr. Mai who has 
remained and ably if not easily negotiated the political landscape, Dr. 
Phuong remains in Vietnam but has lost much of her hope. During an 
interview in 2008, she told me bluntly that she was ‘a failure’. 

Despite this claim, her CV and background are impressive. she is 
a scholar and a social scientist specializing in rural development and 
natural resource management. She has excelled as a Masters and PhD 
student at well-known universities abroad. Dr. Phuong has been a pro-
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ductive researcher on topics related to natural resource management in 
Vietnam, and is well respected by scientific peers on several continents. 
she has worked in highly respected institutions both at home and 
abroad, won research grants and been an active and reliable contributor 
to both Vietnamese and international research groups. she is co-author 
of a handful of international journal articles and book chapters, and 
has presented her research at conferences in Europe, asia and north 
america. During the time of our meetings, Dr. Phuong was mother to 
a school-aged child and employed by a research institution in one of 
Vietnam’s major cities. With this record, i was surprised by her claim 
that she was a failure.

Whereas a few years earlier she had felt young and promising, in 
2008 and 2009 she had edged past forty years of age and the promise 
that others saw in her was not something she felt herself. instead she was 
disenchanted and wondering if her generation of scientists was a lost 
one. not lost in the sense that generations were lost during Vietnam’s 
military struggles, but lost in terms of being able to make a difference in 
contemporary Vietnam. she felt this way despite being well-educated, 
idealistic, and committed to her country’s goals of sustainable develop-
ment and poverty alleviation. 

To begin to explain these feelings, Dr. Phuong told me about how she 
became a scientist. Many years ago she had joined a trip to the country-
side to assist in a foreign-funded project to help people with handicaps 
resulting from the poisonous herbicide campaigns waged during the 
Vietnam–american war. she saw firsthand how an nGO was providing 
assistance including wheelchairs and medical attention to persons suf-
fering the physical effects of Agent Orange and other dioxin-containing 
poisons. For Dr. Phuong, this charity seemed like a very short-term 
solution. she too wanted to contribute to improving the lives of the 
less fortunate, but she wanted to do something that had more long term 
consequences. she said, ‘it’s my own belief that scientific work can result 
in more long-term help,’ and continued, ‘if i know something, then i 
should get to know that thing thoroughly, not just on the surface. if i just 
go with my heart and have sympathy, or empathy, it is not enough.’ Dr. 
Phuong argued for using science to achieve specific development goals. 
Not unlike Donna Haraway’s (1991) call for an explicitly positioned 
science, she argued for a science that explicitly incorporates into its 
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knowledge production specific normative political positions alongside 
the power of scientific methods and technologies. 

During our conversation, i learned that during the late 1990s Dr. 
Phuong was employed at the same research institution as in 2009, and 
at that time she was an active partner in a number of research projects 
being carried out in Vietnam. She remembered this as an exciting time 
to be a scientist, and the high point of her career thus far. The direc-
tor of her research institution was an innovative and interdisciplinary 
scientist who could mix social science and natural science approaches, 
and had established a productive research group that produced and 
contributed to both books and scientific journals for national and inter-
national readerships. as was the case with many other groups described 
in these pages, this one was bound together through pre-existing kinship 
and other social relationships. its scientific productivity was a result of 
the cohesiveness of the group as well as the individual strengths of its 
members. That the leader of the group had consistent financial support 
from foreign donors, and a number of well-respected international 
researchers regularly partnered with them, was also a clear advantage. 

Dr. Phuong’s position in this group, together with her sharp intellect, 
opened the door to a PhD program abroad. Over the course of five years 
she carried out her PhD, and she split her time between Vietnam where 
she carried out her dissertation research and her university abroad 
where she took classes. she felt that being able to maintain her contacts 
in Vietnam even while engaged in PhD studies was an advantage to her, 
allowing her to maintain her both professional and private social net-
works to a degree that would not have been possible if she had remained 
abroad for the entire time. This is a strategy that many other young 
scientists used, and one that is often considered preferential to spending 
long periods of time abroad away from colleagues and family. 

However, despite her continued investments in her social and scien-
tific networks in Vietnam, Dr. Phuong would find that upon her return 
to Vietnam in 2005 the basic conditions for her scientific work had 
changed drastically. Male civil servants must retire from formal leader-
ship positions when they reach the age of 55,24 and Dr. Phuong’s director 

24. Women retire at the age of 50. Women (and men) who have reached advanced positions in 
the university or research hierarchies can continue to work for 5 additional years, although 
not in leadership positions.
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had reached that age. Hence, as a newly trained scientist Dr. Phuong 
returned to an institution where a new Director with a differently con-
figured social and kinship network had taken the reins. The research 
group that Dr. Phuong had previously been a part of had evaporated with 
only a few members tenuously hanging on and finding occasional work 
at the institution. For Dr. Phuong, there was no research environment 
to return to and there were no institutional projects where she could 
apply her skills from her newly completed training. But there were other 
employment opportunities available to her.

When i came back from doing my PhD i got offers to work for nGOs. 
But i don’t think i can do things like going to the village with ten thou-
sand dollars and give people loans for development. i don’t think that it 
is effective in the long run.

in short, her ambition to use science to understand the underlying, 
systemic causes of poverty in rural Vietnam also informed her decision 
to stay in science rather than take a job in development upon her return 
to Vietnam. 

not giving up, after some months in an administrative role she was 
able to use her scientific strengths together with relationships with in-
ternational colleagues and overseas universities to win research funding 
that could support her work in Vietnam for the first two years upon her 
return. This funding was a lifeline from abroad that gave her sufficient 
independence and maneuverability to continue to do research, write 
and present her work at scientific conferences. ‘During that time i actu-
ally worked more with professors from north america and Europe than 
i did with Vietnamese. But after that research stopped i did not find any 
other research support to work here.’ The foreign funding had allowed 
her to continue to do research at her institution, but when that funding 
dried up so too did her opportunities to be an active researcher at her 
home institution.

since 2007 she has been continuing her research surreptitiously and 
independently of her institution, and she asked me not to mention it 
to any of her colleagues whom i might meet. ‘i started looking around 
and i did things like consultant work and joined with other teams to 
do research. But basically i tried to follow the field that i am interested 
in.’ Dr. Phuong’s research activities must remain a secret, to maintain 
her position at the research institution, and to avoid a public insult to 

Zink_book.indd   215 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

216

the director of the institution. at the same time, the secret is a rather 
open one. Dr. Phuong’s name appears on the website of a local nGO 
where she is listed as a staff member, together with several other col-
leagues from her research institution, and she appears as a partner on 
the website of at least one international organization where she has a 
funded research project on climate change. in addition, since she is 
rarely present at the institution unless there is some short-term work 
for her or a meeting that she must attend, it is not a secret to any of her 
colleagues that she is working elsewhere. But, in using this strategy, Dr. 
Phuong is not alone at her institution, or among the various scientists 
that I interviewed. As other examples have shown, researchers maintain 
a careful balance between the necessity of an institutional affiliation 
for winning a research contract and the flexibility to carry out the work 
under other social and institutional rules. This also demonstrates that 
there is an important difference between knowledge and practices that 
are openly acknowledged, and those that are understood but not pub-
licly expressed.

Despite her success in carrying off this balancing act, Dr. Phuong still 
sees herself as a failure. indeed, the promise that science held for her 
when she was carrying out her PhD is largely gone. in her words: ‘You 
do research, but who listens to you, and what good does it do? it is bit-
ter… nobody listens to the results of your research, and nobody cares.’ 
as a result of her disappointment in the results of her research, she is 
no longer writing scientifically or presenting research results at confer-
ences. ‘i don’t even try’, she says. The scientific subjectivities and the 
scientific habitus that she spent years learning both at home and abroad 
in order to achieve a deepened understanding of rural development and 
natural resource management have no reception in the national context 
that she returned to. instead, Dr. Phuong was beginning to think of in-
formal ways of communicating research results upwards to government 
decision-makers to try to influence policy-making.

But this optimism was waning. ‘after i have been back several years, 
my belief [in science] is weakened.’ The potential that she previously 
saw for positioning scientific research in the service of addressing rural 
poverty, sickness and inequalities was diminishing. Meanwhile she per-
ceived that inequalities were growing in her country. at a lunch when i 
sat with Dr. Phuong and two other researchers, she agreed with her col-
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leagues that ‘Before everyone was poor and corruption had to do with 
very small things, now there is lots of money and the range from poverty 
to wealth is enormous.’ At another meeting, Dr. Phuong explained in a 
voice that began to quiver with emotion:

The system is not ready to change. We came back convinced that we 
could make a change, but the system is not ready. Maybe we just got 
disappointed. some of us, like anh Hong [a colleague], he is more 
optimistic. Many times he has told me: ‘Just go along with things. Wait 
until the right time to make a change.’ But i’m not so convinced.

When Dr. Phuong talks of making changes, she is referring not only 
to the research system in Vietnam but also to the overall political and 
economic system where she sees growing inequalities in wealth together 
with environmental degradation. 

Dr. Phuong no longer sees herself as an agent of change in Vietnam, 
or as a producer of scientific knowledge. Her experience is illustrative of 
a scientist who returned to Vietnam with a scientific subjectivity shaped 
by her studies abroad, and tuned to solving development problems in 
her home country. Like Dr. Mai, she sought to manage her international 
and national networks in such a way that she could continue to produce 
new knowledge using a habitus strongly influenced by her time spent 
abroad, with the purpose of creating change at home. However, unlike 
Dr. Mai, Dr. Phuong’s networks of social relationships and access to 
international organizations and their flows of research funding were not 
sufficient to maintain a space where she could practice her science and 
use it to influence people around her.

Dr. Hang and trials of a straight line

sitting under a tree among the shouts and mostly joyful screams of 
daycare children at play, i had the opportunity to interview Dr. Hang 
who less than a year earlier had returned to Hanoi after almost five years 
of PhD studies abroad. Too young to remember the Vietnam–american 
War first hand, Dr. Hang’s inspiration to study for the PhD arose from 
her experience of rural poverty and seeing the lingering consequences 
of American Agent Orange and other dioxin-bearing chemical warfare 
agents. at the time of our meeting she was married, had an infant at 
home, and a child in preschool. Professionally she was affiliated to 
both a Ministerial research institute and a university, but she was on 
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leave from work to take care of her baby. as we sat outside her child’s 
preschool, Hang explained to me why she saw little hope of using the 
research skills that she had learned while doing a PhD abroad in a field 
of natural sciences with applications in forestry and agriculture. 

One reason for her pessimism was her gender. ‘i want to do some-
thing related to the field that i studied, of course. But i’m a woman, and i 
have a baby.’ She explained that if one wants to work for the government, 
then one has to be at the office during office hours. This is difficult for 
a woman with a baby of less than one year. On the other hand, if one 
works for an NGO, then one can work more flexibly during evenings 
and weekends. However, nGOs often require employees to travel for 
extensive periods of time. This is something that mothers with young 
children usually find very difficult. The result is that the structure of the 
working day both at nGOs and government organizations is a challenge 
to young mothers like her.

These problems are, however, only temporary, while her baby is 
small. But other problems are more persistent. if one wants to work in 
a government institution, she explained, then the research environment 
and the salary are both lacking. With five years working experience and 
a PhD she would expect to earn approximately USD 100/month at a 
government research institution. Meanwhile, her expenses for sending 
one child to a public preschool alone would consume more than one 
half of her salary. if one also deducts insurance and other incidental 
costs incurred by a working mother, she would have virtually nothing 
left of her official salary. in Hang’s opinion, the low public salaries also 
contribute to the poor working environment at research institutes. ‘it 
doesn’t matter whether i work while i am in the office or not, i have to 
be there from 8 until 5.’ in response to my question about why scientists 
work for the government rather than nGOs, Dr. Hang tells me that 

People do it because in the government office they can get projects. 
They sit in the government, but they do the projects [independently]. 
Most people do that. at first when i entered the government, i also 
thought that i would work in this way.

The projects may originate from international or national sources of 
funding, as well as private enterprises. The scientists’ affiliation with 
the research institution functions as a calling card in their interactions 
with the purveyors of projects. Meanwhile, the scientists’ interests are 

Zink_book.indd   218 18/06/2013   18:13



tHe ScIence of comIng Home

219

to maintain the greatest degree of independent control over the project 
that is practical by minimizing the actual links between the project and 
the research institution. As a result, scientists become extremely indi-
vidualistic in their scientific work. 

In Dr. Hang’s experience, the splintered working environment, the 
subterfuge among colleagues (also mentioned by Dr. Dzung and Dr. 
Phuong), and low scientific productivity compared to other countries 
(Hien 2010), is a result of specific hierarchies within Vietnamese sci-
ence. national sources of research funding are primarily made available 
to very senior members of the institution. sometimes these senior sci-
entists are formally retired and unfamiliar with contemporary science, 
but they nevertheless dominate the direction and the content of the 
institutional work. 

The way [of doing research] in Vietnam is different than it was 50 or 70 
years ago. if you want to do research, you still have to be willing to do 
the research, of course. But you cannot do it by yourself. You have to 
work in a team and have the support of the government. … You need 
the funds, the equipment, the team work, and many, many things. if 
you are alone you cannot [work]. in Vietnam now the good projects 
do not belong to the younger [generations]. There is not time for them 
to try to be the leader of a research project. That is why the younger 
scientists in Vietnam are not so active. not like in other countries.

Here Dr. Hang is implicitly drawing a comparison with earlier gen-
erations of agricultural and biological scientists who did their work 
barefoot, often only with pencil and paper to record their observations 
and relying on the contributions of shelter and food from people in the 
countryside to sustain themselves. The method of carrying out science 
today, which emphasizes collaboration and capital investment in equip-
ment, she argues, is not the model of scientific practice in the minds of 
the real decision-makers in universities and research institutes.

When i asked Dr. Hang why the young scientists cannot utilize their 
knowledge in their work as scientists and educators, she returned to the 
dominance of the scientific hierarchy and its old knowledge.

assume that i enter the university and they give me a chance to be a 
lecturer. in the faculty they have a leader of the faculty and many very 
old teachers. some of them are even retired, but they still sign short-
term contracts to be a teacher in the university. and then, [i have to 
ask their permission] for everything. if i want to give a lecture in the 
university, i have to ask them. 
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Permission must be sought to make alterations in the content of the lec-
tures (recall Dr. Mai and her efforts to alter the curriculum). However, 
the very senior persons in the hierarchy, often well past 60 years of age, 
were trained in a different era and may not be experts in the field at hand. 
Dr. Hang continued:

You ask them [for permission]. He is a professor and he cannot use the 
computer, and he never accesses the internet. i am not saying that he 
doesn’t have good knowledge, but now [scientific knowledge] changes 
every minute. The professor cannot access the internet, he reads books. 
But the books in the university library are from Russia or they are very, 
very old English books. in the meantime, every minute every second 
[scientific knowledge] is changing. But those [old books] cannot 
change. They are fixed. Nevertheless, you have to follow the professors 
and ask them if they agree or disagree so that you can give the lecture. 
if they do not agree, you cannot give the lecture. if you do something 
different than what is written [in the curriculum], you are punished.

These differences in background and training that Dr. Hang described 
create a situation where it is difficult for younger scientists to appreciate 
the value of their elders’ knowledge, and vice versa. Whereas Dr. Dzung, 
in the pages above, found the money and power-maximizing strategies 
of persons in the hierarchy most challenging, Dr. Hang raised issues 
with what she saw as their lack of up-to-date scientific knowledge. But, 
like Dr. Dzung, Hang had not found a way to negotiate with persons 
above her in the scientific hierarchy, and she discovered that the only 
realistic alternative for her was to accede to their demands. This was 
a common complaint among young researchers whom i met. They 
found that they had few opportunities to be active discussants with 
senior Vietnamese colleagues. and whereas the concept in science 
of open debate and the unbiased testing of facts is an ideal that the 
realities of scientific communication cannot live up to in any national 
or international context, young Vietnamese scientists trained abroad 
found that the culture of respect for elders in Vietnam posed addi-
tional challenges to the stimulation of critical scientific debate. such 
challenges can manifest themselves as a feeling that it would be inap-
propriate to challenge a questionable position held by someone who is 
senior, but they can also dissuade a younger scientist from asking the 
advice or support of a respected senior scientist with whom one does 
not have some other social relationship.
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i asked Dr. Hang to elaborate on the consequences for a young scien-
tist who employs a habitus in teaching or research that is not compatible 
with the expectations of the supervisors. To illustrate, she told me a 
hypothetical story about what can happen to a university lecturer if she 
teaches something other than what is on the curriculum.

if i return to the university, then i will have a short contract for one year. 
During that one year, if i don’t obey their curriculum, then i cannot 
extend the contract. Or, if I already have a permanent lecturer position 
at the school, they can refuse to promote me. They can also stop me 
from getting projects. But if i obey them i must work differently than i 
was taught [abroad]. i don’t say that it is completely different, but it is 
very different. 

Like Dr. Phuong, Dr. Hang has also been advised to become more flexible:
i don’t know how i can start working like that. Then my husband says 
to me, ‘if you keep thinking like that then you can’t do anything.’ so, 
maybe i need time to get used to these conditions.

after studying abroad, Dr. Hang and the other scientists met in these 
pages would like to change the overall methods of teaching as well as the 
content of the knowledge delivered. The curriculum that Dr. Hang is 
referring to is one that is criticized both inside and outside of Vietnam 
for emphasizing rote learning of facts, without encouraging students to 
develop critical problem-solving skills (World Bank 2006; Doan 2004; 
Duggan 2001; Ha 2008a; Juma and Yee-Cheong 2005). Many scholars 
inside and outside of Vietnam point to the heritage of Confucian educa-
tion as the origin of these teaching methods, but it is also worth noting 
that parallels to this style can be found in teaching institutions across the 
world, and not only in developing countries. in any case, another young 
scientist summarized the problem with this style of teaching succinctly: 
‘Your brain is like a UsB [memory stick], it can be full.’ 

Despite the challenges and the fact that many of her friends and 
colleagues have left Vietnam, Hang told me that she was committed to 
staying. she intended to continue to search for opportunities to use her 
training. In the broader context of changing the way science is done and 
contributing to the development of Vietnam, she said:

if we do not come back, Vietnam cannot change. if we come back, face 
to face, then we can do something. One person cannot do anything, but 
if my generation cannot make change, then the next one may be better. 
If we do not come back, then the next generation cannot be better.

Zink_book.indd   221 18/06/2013   18:13



Hot Science, HigH Water

222

This wish to see, and be a part of change, was common to many of the 
young scientists whom i met during my different stays in Vietnam. 

i had focused our discussion on the politics of science, but towards 
the end of our meeting Dr. Hang moved our conversation to national 
politics. This shift was commonly made by scientists whom i met with-
out prompting from me, and early in my research this openness would 
catch me by surprise. in Dr. Hang’s case, she found the limitations in 
Vietnamese science to be only one symptom of a broader inflexibility of 
the political system as a whole.

We have only one political party and everything goes in one straight 
line. if you are from the other part [of Vietnamese society] it is very 
difficult. … i think that maybe that is the main problem with Vietnam 
right now. if we had two parties, then we would have competition 
between both, and both would be better. But we have only one. so, we 
don’t know if it is good or bad, but we have only one straight line. You 
cannot make a cross or turn a corner or anything. 

Dr. Hang’s statements were both open and provocative. she felt 
strongly enough to make them while speaking to me in a public place 
with a voice recorder running. Her words are also reflective of a com-
mon belief that i found among Vietnamese scientists. While the degree 
and direction of the reforms that they would like to see come to pass 
vary from person to person, they find that the problems of Vietnamese 
science are inextricable from Vietnamese national politics. Their stories 
and their concerns reveal a general condition where political economies 
and cultural economies are intertwined with the possibilities and 
purposes of scientific knowledge production. as was the case with Dr. 
Phuong, Dr. Hang found her scientific training to be of marginal use to 
her and to her country at the time of our meeting. However, she was 
optimistic that her skills and her perspective would eventually become 
relevant to the politics of science, and the national politics of Vietnam, 
when a younger and more numerous generation entered the scene and 
an older generation exited.

Dr. Thao returns home and catches a small case of the flu

This last brief vignette from the life of a scientist returning home brings 
us to a medium-sized university where i met Dr. Thao. During the visit 
to his university, the Dean of the animal sciences faculty asked Dr. Thao 
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to give me a tour of the university’s well-equipped laboratories. such a 
tour was a common element of my visits to universities, and walking 
around with a scientist in his or her work environment was oftentimes 
more informative than a formal sit-down interview. 

Usually on such tours i would be shown an ageing laboratory with old 
equipment in various stages of disrepair. The poverty of the laboratory 
and the age of the equipment would then be used by the Dean or other 
university staff to bolster an argument for the need for greater invest-
ment in science at their university. They would equate more equipment 
and more science funding with greater development impact. Less fre-
quently, but still not uncommonly, i would be shown a laboratory filled 
with newly purchased equipment, some still in boxes or not yet plugged 
into the newly wired electrical sockets on the wall. These laboratories 
were generally built and equipped with national grants sourced from 
international development loans, and were intended to create new cent-
ers of excellence in fields of science that had been established as national 
priorities. Biotechnology is one example of such a priority (Tran et al. 
2007), and i had the opportunity to visit impressive biotechnology re-
search laboratories equipped with expensive new equipment from Can 
Tho in the south to Hanoi in the north.

Dr. Thao’s laboratory was of the well-equipped variant. He guided 
me through several rooms of shiny new countertops and brand new 
scientific equipment including PCR machines, incubators, freezers, 
refrigerators, microscopes and many other items. During our walk, Dr. 
Thao explained to me that the Head of his department had secured a 
grant of more than UsD 700,000 from the government to equip the 
biotechnology lab. The Head of Department, however, was from a 
generation of Vietnamese animal scientists that was more familiar with 
simple scales for weighing animals and their rations, together with pen-
cil and paper to record the results, than it was with modern scientific 
research equipment. at the same time that the grant arrived, Dr. Thao 
also returned from abroad with a PhD in the microbiology of digestion 
in large farm animals. The Head of Department asked Dr. Thao to take 
the job of outfitting the laboratory. in a role reminiscent of Dr. Mai’s, 
Dr. Thao had used his recent training to enable the university to fulfill 
the requirements of its grant. When i met Dr. Thao, he had been build-
ing the lab for more than two years. in addition, he had assisted in the 
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writing of a new funding proposal that would bring a second grant of 
roughly the same size to the university. Dr. Thao explained that it was 
quite common for senior persons in the university hierarchy to ask for 
his advice on and input into their funding proposals. 

strangely though, as we walked through the laboratory i found that 
nobody was working there and that many of the machines showed no 
sign of having ever been used. i asked Dr. Thao about this situation, and 
he became serious and described his great frustration at being surround-
ed by equipment that he had little possibility to use. Here was a scientist 
whose actor-networks had no shortage of machines for inscribing 
biological facts, but lacked other key allies for producing new scientific 
knowledge. For more than two years his scientific knowledge had been 
gathering dust and fading because he had no money to buy the expend-
able supplies that he needed to carry out research in his field. national 
grants were only available to very senior people in the university, and 
most of his free time was spent chasing foreign consultancy projects in 
order to financially support himself and his family. The only research 
that he had been able to carry out since returning to Vietnam was a very 
small project on Avian Influenza. While he had no expertise in birds or 
their diseases, the massive foreign fears of pandemic avian influenza 
during the mid-2000s created an opportunity for him to secure a very 
modest grant of UsD 4,000 from an international donor25. 

i asked Dr. Thao about the importance of his avian influenza research. 
His response was that his grant was not enough for him to carry out 
experiments and achieve results that could be published internationally. 
neither was it a significant livelihood opportunity. He supported him-
self and his family by working as a consultant for foreign organizations. 
More broadly, he did not see avian influenza to be a dangerous problem 
for human survival in Vietnam26. From his point of view the general 

25. While the cost of carrying out a research project varies according to a large number of 
factors, not least discipline, time scale, and number of persons involved, young scientists 
whom i surveyed in 2007 generally estimated the cost of a research project that could 
produce internationally publishable results in the vicinity of UsD 15,000 – 20,000 (Zink 
2009b).

26. according to the World Health Organization (WHO), in 2007 there were 5 confirmed 
deaths due to avian influenza in Vietnam (and 59 worldwide). By comparison, during the 
same year at least 12,800 persons died in traffic accidents in Vietnam and more than 20,000 
died as a result of polluted water and poor sanitary facilities. These figures are retrieved 
from the WHO website (www.who.int) and a WHO report (Prüss-Üstin et. al 2008). 
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interest in avian influenza arose from international fears of the disease, 
combined with the Vietnamese government’s concerns that wealthy 
countries would impose economic and trade restrictions on Vietnam if 
its outbreak were not contained. For Dr. Thao the primary importance 
of avian influenza was that it had created a small opportunity for him to 
practice his scientific skills by using some of the equipment in his newly 
built laboratory. it did not, however, present a meaningful opportunity 
to produce new scientific knowledge.

Scientific returns

Tangles of competing political, economic and scientific agendas 
characterize the context for scientific production in Vietnam. In con-
trast, money and scientific equipment, like science capacity-building 
programs, are only modestly influential factors explaining the nature 
of scientific productivity in contemporary Vietnam. Even as young 
Vietnamese scientists’ habitus are changed and hybridized in overseas 
universities, they return home to Vietnam where their habitus is not rec-
ognized as a productive one by their colleagues, students, and superiors. 
The international PhD degree itself is valuable only to the degree that it 
is accompanied by a habitus that is relevant to the local context and can 
be performed for one’s colleagues. The ability to work as scientists is a 
result of the social and technological architecture that scientists are able 
to construct or reconstruct upon their return home.

The ethnographic sketches presented above highlight themes 
that recurred frequently in my interviews and discussions with other 
Vietnamese scientists. in general returning scientists were strongly 
committed to using their scientific skills to improve opportunities for 
sustainable development and poverty reduction in Vietnam. Despite 
these intentions, they encounter many obstacles. Dr. Dzung and Dr. 
Mai both found that social and kinship networks are of significant 
importance if one is to mobilize funding for research in their university 
departments. Dr. Hang showed how low basic salaries and strong hier-
archies within institutions in combination discourage the formation of 
research groups. She also found that the gendered expectations placed 
on female scientists when they return home are challenges to remain-
ing active scientists. Dr. Phuong was discouraged by the fact that the 
scientific habitus that she had cultivated abroad was not highly valued 
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within the research community or among policy-makers in Vietnam. 
Hang’s persistence and perseverance were evidence of the potential for 
young scientists to be agents of change, not least in the medium and long 
term, at the same time that they bode a more nuanced view of the power 
of internationalization projects in higher education. Most researchers 
summarized these different challenges in terms of the absence of an 
encouraging research environment. 

With different levels of success, each of the younger scientists pre-
sented here attempted to access international sources of support for 
their scientific work after their return to Vietnam. While international 
sources of funding carry their own cultural and ideological baggage 
(Zink 2009a), they are seen by returners as a rare opportunity to es-
cape some of the constraints to doing science in Vietnam. They offer a 
limited-time opportunity to use the scientific habitus acquired abroad 
in the Vietnamese context. But, as we saw above, the duration of this 
opening is closely tied to the duration of outside support and they are 
not immune from attempts by rivals to capture their resources for com-
peting purposes.

Each of the cases illustrates the challenges posed to internation-
alization projects that intend to strengthen scientific capacity in 
developing countries and help them to leap-frog into what is called 
the modern knowledge economy ( Juma and Yee-Cheong 2005; Tran 
2006; Tremblay 2005). They also show that despite the presence of 
neo-colonial governmentalities in internationalized higher education 
(Crossley and Tikly 2004; nguyen et al. 2009; Tikly 2004), these are not 
likely to find easy transfer via the minds and bodies of travelling young 
academics. Even Dr. Mai, the most successful of the returners discussed 
here in terms of scientific production, was engaged in complicated 
relationships with her superiors and students that limited opportunities 
to reproduce discourses and scientific subjectivities acquired abroad. 
Her internationally influenced scientific habitus, her PhD degree, and 
her research publications were not her strongest allies in the context of 
science and higher education in Vietnam. 

Complementary to ngo, Lindgard and Mitchell (2006), who found 
that global education policies became hybridized in local Vietnamese 
contexts, I find that the introduction of new practices and subjectivities 
via the persons of internationally mobile Vietnamese scientists is de-
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pendent upon the social, economic, political and cultural relationships 
that they can mobilize when they negotiate with their local colleagues 
upon their return. More generally, the science of returning home suggests 
we should not take for granted the power of internationalization projects 
in higher education, be they capacity-building or imperialistic, without 
first examining the degree to which it articulates with higher education 
and scientific practice in the local context.

The science of returning home reaffirms that the methods of science 
are social methods. The work of Vietnamese scientists is to compose 
manageable assemblages of people, money, equipment, and knowledge 
in the often slippery spaces that articulate actor-networks stretching 
across space and generations. Dr. Mai’s development project with an in-
ternational colleague, and Dr. Thao’s research on avian influenza, show 
clearly that the assemblages composed need not be free from internal 
contradictions for researchers to produce new scientific knowledge. 
However, the degree to which researchers can be successful in achieving 
their goals is dependent upon the degree to which they can mobilize 
actor-networks that transcend local and global categorizations and knit 
science and economy to their projects.

sometimes these networks are made possible by the making of 
equivalencies that trade scientific knowledge and capacities to write 
project proposals for protection by persons higher in the scientific and 
political hierarchy. in other cases they are made possible as a result of the 
inclusion of politically powerful agents linked through kinship or other 
close social relations in one’s own actor-networks. The creation of such 
alliances is as important to the politics of science as are the completion 
of scientific training and the award of degrees abroad. The flexibility of 
these alliances, and their potential to span different spatial, temporal, 
and material domains, challenge the idea that there in fact exists a 
Vietnamese scientific community that national projects can mobilize 
without a prerequisite project to achieve their composition. Hence, 
initiatives like the establishment of a national science foundation en-
counter difficulties precisely because the populations of scientists that 
they would motivate are divided and different. 

as Dr. Phuong and in particular Dr. Hang showed, the empowerment 
of scientists abroad also has implications for scientists’ engagement in 
the wider political context of a one-party state. This development comes 
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as no surprise given the ways in which the work of scientists is otherwise 
intertwined in the broader politics of the nation via international aid, 
industrial modernization, scientific capacity-building and the reform of 
higher education.
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8. Conclusion

S
cientists are architects of actor-networks transcending local and 
global places whose work is inseparable from the social, cultural, 
historical and economic relationships in which it is entwined. 

Their individual stories and strategies challenge the notion that science 
and development are best understood in terms of centers and peripheries, 
or developmental stages, where power is concentrated at the top-most 
rungs of hierarchical ladders. These notions are otherwise commonplace 
in development, science policy, and international relations. 

Hot science amongst the high waters of coastal Vietnam illustrates the 
work of Vietnamese scientists as it connects, produces, and reproduces 
nature and society together. Vietnamese scientists attempt to realize their 
goals through the creative assemblage of diverse actor-networks. These 
link allies and actants that are nearby and distant, contemporary and 
historical, human and non-human. With differing degrees of success, they 
strive to achieve their goals through the production of scientific knowl-
edge, but also through their engagement in science economies that trade 
in material, political and symbolic values. in order to arrive at productive 
equivalencies of exchange, they avail themselves of boundary objects that 
coordinate their efforts with those of other actors in different social con-
texts. And, as importantly, they engage in the creation of slippery spaces 
that smooth exchange and preserve the continuity of actor-networks, 
while permitting the frictionless coexistence of fundamentally different 
actions, intentions and meanings. Here, power to act and influence is 
not stable and it does not reside at fixed positions in the actor-network. 
Rather, it is distributed and fleeting. One consequence is that Vietnamese 
scientists’ use of their influence is felt in both local and global spaces. 

Fighting for nature

During 2012 some of the slippery spaces that sustain the economies of 
Vietnamese science, development and aquaculture seemed to be col-
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lapsing into friction and conflict. in June the Danish Foreign Ministry 
made a splash in Vietnamese newspapers when they announced a sus-
pension of aid payments to climate change research projects overseen 
by Vietnam’s Ministry of science and Technology. This development 
followed upon an independent audit suggesting that up to 23% of the 
project funds (approx. USD 560 thousand) had been used and ac-
counted for improperly (Thanh nien news 2012). One project in the 
Red River Delta alone was accused of misusing more than UsD 200,000. 
according to Vietnamese newspapers, the improper practices included 
paying double salaries to project staff and financing university training 
abroad for staff that were kin to project leaders (sGGP 2012). John 
nielsen, the Danish ambassador to Vietnam at the time, responded 
to the revelations by saying that ‘Denmark cannot and will not accept 
misuse of development assistance, and we have a clear, consistent way 
of responding to all suspicions of irregularities. This is our position 
towards any suspicion of irregularities in Danida-financed programmes 
in any country’ (Denmark 2012).

Despite the ambassador’s statement, the redirection of nearly one 
quarter of project money to purposes not intended by the foreign 
sponsors is hardly sensational. in fact, it is a smaller percentage than 
what is considered normal and fair praxis by many of the foreign and 
Vietnamese science and development professionals that i interviewed. 
Furthermore, by comparison to other, larger foreign financial commit-
ments to climate change activities, the reported transgressions could be 
ironically construed as evidence of fiscal restraint. During my follow-
up meetings with representatives of two key bilateral and multilateral 
development organizations in 2012, they explained to me that of the 
approximately USD 200 million in preferential loans and grants that 
would be transferred to Vietnam in 2012 to support the country’s im-
plementation of the national Target Program to Respond to Climate 
Change, they expected that only a small fraction of the total sum would 
be spent on climate change. Possibly as little as 10%, and much of this 
was at that time targeted at large infrastructure projects such as dyke-
building. They expected that the bulk of the USD 200 million would be 
directed to government budget deficits and informal economies. 

also during 2012, the normally slippery politics of nature in the 
intertidal zones began to screech, throw sparks, and even generate 
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gunfire. Mr. Doan Van Vuon and his family were fish and crab farmers 
living north of the Red River Delta near the city of Hai Phong. in 1993, 
and during the midst of the aquaculture boom, Mr. Vuon had obtained 
a 20-year lease for a plot of mangrove forest which he then cleared and 
put into aquaculture production. The same trends of environmental 
degradation that are evident in the Red River Delta also had nega-
tive consequences for Mr. Vuon’s farming. These resulted in reduced 
aquaculture production, narrowing profit margins, and according to 
Vietnamese journalists whom i interviewed in 2012, shrinking capacity 
amongst aquaculturists to service their formal and informal debts to lo-
cal government officials. Mr. Vuon’s situation became a sensation when 
it culminated in a nationally televised armed confrontation between 
his family and the police in January 2012.1 During the conflict several 

1. Recording of the news reporting can be found on the internet. See, for example, http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YjANBX77E8 (last accessed June 24, 2012).

Figure 8.1: A dyke protecting against storm surges from the gulf of tonkin is being 
reinforced in the red river Delta
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persons, including police, were wounded and Mr. Vuon’s home, gardens 
and ponds were bulldozed. 

What is most interesting in both the case of the Danish-sponsored 
climate change research projects and Mr. Vuon’s conflict with police and 
government officials is not the corrupt or violent actions themselves. 
Rather, it is most interesting to know why these two relatively small and 
routine events were reported in the media, became issues of concern 
amongst the general public, and as a result demanded public reaction. 
That one-quarter to one-third of project funds should travel uncharted 
paths is normal and widely understood. Likewise, violent conflict 
between aggrieved Vietnamese and government forces is well known 
in Vietnam. During my april 2012 visit to Hanoi a peaceful farmers’ 
protest at the unfair confiscation of their land for an up-scale real estate 
development was violently dispersed by police. However, for this much 
larger event much closer to the central government there were no re-
ports in the Vietnamese media (despite the fact that journalists knew of 
the events) and the general public remained unaware. 

Despite the publicity generated by Doan Van Vuon’s aquaculture 
ponds and the suspension of Danish payments, they do not yet represent 
a significant change in the way that the politics of nature is conducted in 
Vietnam. The explanation for the friction likely lies beyond the specific 
event or problem that is publicly exposed. In the case of the aquaculture 
ponds, both journalists and a senior Vietnamese Communist Party of-
ficial suggested to me that the publicity for the event could be explained 
by a wish amongst some central government officials to show that they 
were aware of the economic hardships faced by agriculturalists, the 
immanent expiration of many 20-year land leases, and the overbearing 
economic demands of local government officers. The reporting of the 
conflict near Hai Phong City (but not the protest on the outskirts of 
Hanoi) was meant to impress the national assembly of Vietnam with 
the importance of these issues, and to demonstrate to the wider popula-
tion that key figures in national government are listening to their prob-
lems. another interviewee also speculated that the particular family and 
kinship networks of the university-trained Doan Van Vuon with central 
government figures could also help to explain why his case in particular 
was allowed to bubble to the surface of national public debate. Rather 
than undermining the importance of slippery spaces, these two cases are 
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indications of how specific articulations of actors have been allowed to 
enter a state of friction as part of strategic efforts to realign the politics of 
nature in Vietnam with new strategies and objectives.

Means to different ends

in their comparative study of biodiversity and forest conservation on 
the Caribbean island of Trinidad and in West african Guinea, James 
Fairhead and Melissa Leach found that ‘science becomes part of efforts 
to impose particular forms of governance, and to contest them’ (2003: 
223). They concluded that environmental conservation projects miss 
their intended marks because of the lack of sufficient connections and 
communication between local and global actors and institutions. at first 
glance one might also apply this same general conclusion to science and 
development in Vietnam. The nobel Prize, science histories, contem-
porary research funding, biodiversity conservation, the facts of climate 
change, and the mobility of young scientists are each incorporated into 
governmentalities that are promoted, resisted and co-opted in early 21st 
century Vietnam. 

However, in Vietnam, international governmentalities produce 
outcomes that are unexpected for foreign planners precisely because of 
the existence of global–local connections, not their absence. While the 
connections exist, local actors find that science and development are far 
more important for their potential to contribute to the (re)production 
of Vietnamese society, than they are as tools for the extension of foreign 
governance. Climate change mitigation is not always about greenhouse 
gas molecules, and biodiversity conservation is not always about saving 
birds. This holds true for actors in Denmark and switzerland, just as it 
does for actors in Vietnam. Human sociality, be it in the form of kinship, 
market exchanges, corruption, scientific habitus, remembered histories, 
or shared cultural beliefs, is not the only factor affecting the likelihood 
that science and development projects achieve their explicitly stated 
ends. These elements of human sociality are oftentimes themselves the 
intended ends of the projects. They are the point of the matter, and not 
only the context. 

science, conservation, and development projects are oftentimes 
labeled failures when the will to improve falls short and actual outputs 
do not match the goals of the project documents. if we accept that the 
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goals of the project are narrowly defined according to the intentions 
framed within the plan’s written documents, then they are indeed usu-
ally failures. However, if the goals of the project are multiple and het-
erogeneous, like the goals of climate- and nature-making projects that 
i have described in Vietnam, then a divergence from the written plan 
is not an indication of failure. Rather, the making of a particular nature, 
despite the rhetoric of project documents and the public performances 
by bureaucrats and conservationists, is simply not of the same priority as 
a range of other co-produced meanings and intentions. 

in other instances, projects can be quite successful in the eyes of a 
wide range of both national and international actors, even in the absence 
of achieving any of the goals that are stated in the official documents 
describing them. The collaborative work of Mr. singh and Dr. Mai is 
one example. The project was a success for both Mr. Singh’s employer 
and Dr. Mai’s university despite its fundamental failure in the eyes of 
the two protagonists. in the case of Vietnamese scientists’ work at Xuan 
Thuy national Park, some of the scientists’ goals were achieved and oth-
ers were not. Vietnamese scientists were able to create a national park 
and a site where international support could be mobilized to finance 
eco-tourism, sustainable agriculture, Vietnamese conservation, and 
biological research. at the same time, by 2009 the migratory birds that 
were intended to inhabit the Vietnamese version of a pastoral landscape 
were arriving in fewer numbers, local people did not know about the 
park, but crowds flocked to the mudflats and the mangroves inside its 
boundaries to harvest fish, clams, crabs, shrimp, worms, firewood, and 
honey. Here, improved methods of communication and more locally 
sensitive conservation norms will not result in better odds of realizing 
the objectives of the national park management plan, or the international 
Ramsar philosophy. Communication and procedural reflexivity are not 
what is lacking, they are in abundance and facilitated via the tangles of 
relationships that knit actors together. 

The findings of this book highlight the reflective and communicative 
actors that carefully manage their actor-networks in attempts to maintain 
the possibility for collaboration and exchange. They do this even where 
their explicit aims and objectives are contradictory and should logically 
generate friction and conflict. The concept of slippery spaces recalls this 
situation and brings to mind an association with the way that magnets 
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of the same charge can be used to articulate objects without friction. 
slippery spaces are as vital to science, conservation and development 
in and out of Vietnam as are explicit agreement, environmentalities, 
and technologies of empowerment. Different and complementary to 
boundary objects, development interfaces and brokers, slippery spaces 
maintain the global and local cohesion of the actor-networks even as 
they allow their members to work towards fundamentally different and 
often contradictory ends. 

Documents themselves are particularly useful tools for facilitating and 
maintaining slippery spaces. They work as anti-politics machines that deny 
competition and conflict, even as just below the paper surface they are 
everywhere evident. The UnFCC chairman’s letter to Dr. Dao, the World 
Bank poverty reduction strategy credit, the national climate change policy 
(nTP–RCC), and the report to an international donor co-authored by 
Dr. Mai and Mr. singh facilitated actions in Vietnam that challenge and 
undermine the intentions of international organizations, even as they make 
possible collaboration and exchange. These examples reveal the dual nature 
of their strength. They are physical and electronic objects containing facts 
that do not change, even as their meaning varies widely. 

Theory, economy and history

There is a tendency in some anthropological and other social science 
research to explain empirical data through reference to social structures 
that are treated as de facto forces. actor-network theory continues 
to be a healthy complement (and a reality check) to strands of social 
science research that explain one structure with reference to another, 
making only slight detours through the world of thinking, working, 
and performing individuals. neoliberal governmentalities, the state, 
the Environmental Crisis, the Market, not to mention old favorites like 
Capital, Development and Colonialism are marshaled as self-evident 
forces to explain the existence of each other. Any one of these sum-
marizing totalities could have been used as a ready-made explanation of 
science, society and nature in Vietnam. However, the grand narratives 
of truth rarely fit nicely with the fine-grained empirical evidence that 
anthropology is so well suited to uncovering.

The concept of equivalency (Polanyi 1957; Halperin 1988, 1994) 
freed from its structural constraints is well adapted to the description 
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and analysis of cultural economies that co-produce nature and society 
in Vietnam. These economies overflow attempts to impose calculative 
market frames (Graeber 2001). The slippery spaces upon which they 
rest facilitate exchanges that do not add up to meaningful quantitative 
explanations. If our intention is that social science should be useful in 
explaining and learning from contemporary and past lives, then holding 
the economy artificially still in order to make a calculation that forces 
qualitatively different components of the exchange into a homogenizing 
quantitative formula should not be necessary (Graeber 2001; Latour and 
Lépinay 2009). attention to the making of equivalencies (Halperin 1994) 
allows one to bring economy into the politics of nature (Latour 2004). 
This focus enables the inclusion of different patterns of exchange, as well 
as different bundles of material and symbolic matters, into the analysis of 
economy. an important outcome is that while the manner in which ac-
tors themselves frame exchanges is of ethnographic interest, it does not 
demarcate the boundaries of our own understanding of where economy 
begins and ends. Development program officers’ impulses and incentives 
to move the money, a research institute director’s employment of a niece 
or a former classmate’s son, loyalty to a former teacher, the cash kickbacks 
paid out of a research grant, political support to change a university’s 
curriculum – these features are not necessarily present in the economic 
calculations of all of the parties to the exchange. Nevertheless, they are 
essential to the equivalency making process.

Together with economy, this book has sought to integrate history 
into the explanation of science, society and nature in Vietnam. Traces 
of history influence the architecture of contemporary actor-networks. 
Loosely speaking, scientific institutions resemble trees. Each year brings 
a new layer of growth around the dead but physically present heartwood 
of a tree. in the cross-section of a tree trunk dendrologists can read the 
rings to discern climatic and environmental conditions for each par-
ticular year. similarly, prevailing research conditions and traditions of 
training leave physical artifacts and ideas for each new generation of re-
searchers to interpret and use. Vietnamese culture, Confucian traditions 
of scholarship, colonial administrations, wars, and fluctuations in geo-
political alliances have all significantly influenced the rate and direction 
of change in contemporary Vietnamese scientific institutions. These 
factors are additional to the normal shifts in the research environment 
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due to the progressive accumulation of new scientific knowledge, shifts 
in paradigms (Kuhn 1973), and the social and physical co-production of 
new scientific fields of investigation ( Jasanoff 2004a).

Unlike a tree, where only the outermost rings are the living parts of 
the organism, the different generational rings of a scientific institution 
are very much alive, coeval (Fabian 1983), and active in influencing the 
work of the organization. scientists trained in the 1940s and 1950s and 
directly influenced by scholars and leaders born in the late 19th century 
continue to have active roles in the early 2000s. These formally retired 
but still influential scientists received their early training in French co-
lonial high schools in the late 1940s, and then graduated to Vietnamese 
universities hidden from colonial soldiers in the forests and hills. as 
opportunities presented themselves later, these (now) elder statesmen 
of science carried out PhD training at universities in allied communist 
countries during the 1960s and 1970s, and took up post-doctoral posi-
tions or other scientific exchanges in Western European countries or the 
Usa during the 1980s and 1990s. Their methods and purposes for do-
ing science are influenced by a morality and habitus that results as much 
from their accumulated experience and wisdom of being Vietnamese 
scientists during those turbulent and difficult decades as from scientific 
training in particular countries. 

Meanwhile, in contrast to the elder statesmen of science who have 
reached a point in their career where they have more time to reflect, to-
day’s directors of research organizations (including heads of university 
departments) are still busy advancing their own careers and engaged 
with the day to day administration of a scientific organization. Directors, 
Deans, and persons in similar positions commonly complain that they 
have little time to do scientific work because of the constant meetings 
that they must attend. These meetings stretch through working hours 
and continue into the evening at restaurants, bia hoi and other, mostly 
male, social spaces. They busily manage their diverse arrays of social 
and professional networks to guard their position, strive for further 
promotion, and accumulate wealth. at the same time, their networks 
are neither as dense nor as powerful as those of the elder statesmen 
of science mentioned above. This is partly due to their younger age 
(although they are not young), but also due to the fact that they were 
not born into a scientific community that was as tightly knit with other 
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top-level figures in the Vietnamese Communist Party, the government 
and the military. Furthermore, the personal career success of leaders is 
more dependent upon their ability to secure projects and money from 
outside than to stimulate their scientific subordinates to produce new 
scientific knowledge or to be innovative educators of students. While 
this rather bleak generalization certainly has its exceptions, it also helps 
to explain why young scientists find it difficult to create space to carry 
on using the knowledge and scientific habitus that they have acquired 
through participation in foreign training programs.

The international circulation of scientists described in this book is 
an important element of the continued unfolding of political, scientific 
and nature-making projects in Vietnam. By exploring historical patterns 
of scientific circulation, we are able to identify that the contemporary 
trends are the latest iterations of a well-established tradition. For centu-
ries the movements of scholars and scientists abroad and back again have 
been part of the making of collective futures in Vietnam. From scholars 
visiting Chinese institutions of higher education during the first mil-
lennium, to dissidents who escaped to Japan and Europe, to Cold War 
exchanges with the Soviet Union, international knowledge has figured 
largely in the making and remaking of the Vietnamese social. Recalling 
such histories should temper the novelty of contemporary fascinations 
with ‘international knowledge societies’ and ‘science for development’. 

That actors and places are simultaneously global and local is not new. 
and while new technologies have increased the speed and reach of human 
communication, it is less clear that they have changed the reasons people 
communicate or the difficulties to achieving mutual understanding. 

Constructing the social

i find the most interesting and appealing elements of actor-network 
theory to be the approach and method for explaining how humans as-
semble, or compose, common worlds from disparate objects, persons, 
phenomena and relationships. Looking back through this book, the 
reader will find a collection of ethnographic descriptions that together 
illustrate an array of instances of the composition of nature and society 
in Vietnam.2

2. One might fairly claim that the text itself also belongs to the actor-networks that bring 
these instances together. However, this text and its author are minor agents in a composi-
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Given the diverse positionings of our research subjects, it is no sur-
prise that the closer one looks into the making of nature, science and 
society, the messier and more unstable the facts become. But Vietnam 
(or developing countries, for that matter) is not a special case in this 
respect. The 2009 hacking of the University of East anglia computer 
servers and subsequent distribution of climate scientists’ private email 
correspondences (widely referred to in the media as ‘Climategate’) reaf-
firmed for a broad public what more than two decades of ethnography 
of scientific institutions in industrialized countries had already clearly 
shown. The work of scientists and the knowledge that they produce is 
not neutral, it is not free from the social, cultural, economic and politi-
cal contexts. It is political, positioned and gendered even when it is not 
widely recognized as such (Haraway 1991).

Does this mean that anthropological studies of climate change or 
other environmental crises are natural allies with the skeptics who would 
deny them? are the findings presented in this book supportive of cli-
mate skeptics’ attacks on climate scientists, the iPCC, and the facts that 
spur concerns about the global warming? Returning to Jasanoff ’s idiom 
of co-production (2004a) and Latour’s idea of assembling the collec-
tive (2004), the answer to these questions is clearly ‘no’. The messiness 
of science and the embroiled nature of its productive actor-networks 
result in facts that are constructions, but not purely social constructions. 
The physical still matters and actor-network researchers still wear rain-
coats when it rains. Changes in the weather and the measurements of 
meteorologists leave little reasonable doubt that historical shifts in the 
composition of the atmosphere are underway, and that these shifts have 
serious consequences for human (and other) life on the earth. These 
things matter. The argument of this book is simply that they do not mat-
ter by themselves.

approaching environmental crises with openness to understanding 
the ways in which they are co-productions of the natural and the social 
provides an opportunity for the development of new critically informed 
attempts to find solutions. The explicit goals of climate change adapta-
tion and mitigation projects are oftentimes admirable, and feelings of 
international solidarity that make them possible are valuable resources. 

tion that is held together by far more threads than the wanderings of one anthropologist in 
and around Hanoi.
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nevertheless, the architecture of international development projects 
frequently works at cross-purposes to their goals. The ‘will’ in the ‘will 
to improve’ (Li 2007) has a very short reach, and the solution to en-
vironmental problems will not be found in anti-politics machines (e.g. 
carbon credits or NTP–RCC). To the extent that they will be found at 
all, they will be found in explicitly political and moral machines that 
lend themselves to a new politics of nature, where the actors share 
norms, work closely and rely upon familiarity, rather than distance and 
technocratic audits. 

Vietnam’s hot science and high water reminds me of a recent anthro-
pological study of the water supply in Mumbai, india (anand 2011). 
To curtail water theft and water leakage from public pipes and achieve 
greater economic efficiency, a city program was under development to 
upgrade and rationalize the delivery of water. However, the researcher 
found that such rationalization could alter the entire hydrology of the 
city. Local wetlands might become dry, neighborhoods would suffer 
water shortages, and the most vulnerable people would suffer dispro-
portionately when the water stopped flowing through undocumented 
and unexpected channels. This book documents the leaky pipes of sci-
ence and development. Much financial support never arrives where it 
was originally intended to go and foreign goals are manipulated, revised 
or discarded. Nevertheless, the unintended and unexpected pathways 
travelled by nature-making projects contribute to surprising and some-
times important assemblages of nature and society. a climate scientist 
stands up for a greater Vietnamese say in how the challenge of climate 
change should be met. Vietnamese biologists harness international pro-
jects to achieve their own vision of nature in the Red River Delta. Young 
Vietnamese scientists slowly begin to challenge the politics of science 
and education in their own country.
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