
Time discipline, self- management, and status in Vietnam. Photo by Christina Schwenkel
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Guest Editors’ Introduction:  

How Is Neoliberalism Good to Think Vietnam?  

How Is Vietnam Good to Think Neoliberalism?

Christina Schwenkel and Ann Marie Leshkowich

While much of the world struggles to recover from the global economic 
crisis of past years, countries such as China and Vietnam are predicted to 
have some of the highest economic growth rates in the world.1 Though 
scorned by the US media for a hybridized “market socialism” that has been 
dubbed “autocratic capitalism” with “improper” state “meddling,”2 China’s 
and Vietnam’s continued growth more than twenty years after the “col-
lapse” of socialism unsettles teleological beliefs in capitalist social change as 
a marker of “progress.”3 The specter of a crash of market- based, “neo liberal” 
systems has prompted rethinking of axiomatic truths that free market capi-
talism is the most rational and ef�cient mode of political, social, and eco-
nomic organization and that government interventions in the marketplace 
inevitably hamper growth and ef�ciency. Ongoing apprehension about the 
impact of global capitalism on state sovereignty and social welfare in Asia, 
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Latin America, and elsewhere lends further credence to such critiques of  
neoliberalism.

Although these momentous global developments might seem to provide 
fodder for debating the merits of socialism versus neoliberalism, what they 
in fact indicate is that socialist and neoliberal regimes and processes are 
neither totalizing nor distinct. Whether one celebrates or bemoans the pro-
liferation of forms of governmentality, market logics, and technologies of 
personhood associated with “neoliberalism,” scholars increasingly recognize 
that neoliberalism is as much about partiality, incompleteness, and conti-
nuity with competing con�gurations and dynamics of power as it is about 
some kind of grand rupture or the global proliferation of a particular logic 
of late capitalism. Understanding neoliberalism as an uneven, contingent 
process, as Aihwa Ong argues, requires paying particular attention to con-
texts of exception, in two senses: �rst, where qualities of neoliberalism are 
perceived as new, unusual, or problematic, even as they may also be power-
ful, desirable, or ascendant; and second, where speci�c realms of life or 
types of people are explicitly excluded from neoliberal visions, either because 
they are deemed worthy of protection from market forces or because they 
are judged unworthy of exercising the techniques of self- management and 
self- discipline that are the hallmarks of a morally appropriate, neoliberal 
personhood.4

This collection examines the various articulations and contestations of 
neoliberal logics, knowledge practices, aesthetic values, and moral subjec-
tivities at sites where capitalist forms of globalization and market socialism 
intersect in contemporary Vietnam. Drawing from ethnographic �eldwork 
in contemporary urban spaces, contributors address the complexities and 
multiplicities of neoliberal reform agendas as they shape and are shaped by 
both global and national regulatory strategies and forms of governmental-
ity. We address “neoliberalism” not as a uniform project that signi�es the 
demise of national sovereignty, the retreat of government, and the triumph 
of a global market economy that fetishizes the “free.” Rather, we approach it 
as a globally diverse set of technical practices, institutions, modes of power, 
and governing strategies informed by cultural and historical particularities 
that continually work to reframe and at times recon�rm neoliberal technol-
ogies of mass consumption, acquisition of wealth, moral propriety, regimes 
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of value, and systems of accountability. Contributors employ a host of eth-
nographic methods to examine the lived social and cultural experiences of 
global capitalism in a postreform “market socialist” context, while question-
ing the particular meanings and forms of neoliberalism that have become 
manifest in recent years, as well as the extent to which one can even speak 
of Vietnamese economic reforms as neoliberal.

Given that socialism in Vietnam is deeply, though unevenly, woven into 
particular cultural forms, political practices, and historical legacies (in 
some regions more deeply than others), the collection asks, what is unique 
about “neoliberalism” in socialist Vietnam? How do people make sense of 
neoliberalism and its rami�cations and impact on their everyday lives and 
practices? In what ways do capitalist and socialist histories, as well as cur-
rent global market processes, shape local contexts that in turn both enable 
and limit the adoption of neoliberal practices and generate context- speci�c 
exceptions to neoliberalism? How do enduring socialist interpretive frame-
works, relations of power, and modes of socioeconomic organization contest 
or rework neoliberalism and its global techniques and technologies of reg-
ulation? Conversely, how might socialist continuities work in conjunction 
with neoliberalism to af�rm its basic tenets?

Readers will detect a marked ambivalence here toward use of the term 
neoliberalism, not only because the extent to which Vietnam can even be con-
sidered neoliberal motivates this special issue, but also because of ongoing 
confusion about the term’s meaning and implications. Tara A. Schwegler,  
for example, has pointed to the “slipperiness” of the term and concedes that 
it has “lost much of its analytical utility because scholars have neglected 
to carefully distinguish between its multiple, tangled meanings.”5 Andrew 
Kipnis similarly cautions against using the term neoliberalism as an uncriti-
cal and unspeci�ed framing device, particularly in contexts with histories 
of socialism.6 In this special issue, we understand and approach neoliberal-
ism as a term in contention, the existence and particular manifestations of 
which need to be established, not assumed. What counts as “neoliberal,” the 
essays show, is neither �xed nor wholly uncontested; it remains a partial, 
unfolding, and contingent project that is more discernible in some cultural 
and economic domains than others; and yet it appears as a pivotal social 
force that motivates particular desires, actions, and beliefs. For these rea-
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sons, following Donald M. Nonini, we refrain from speaking of Vietnam as 
“neoliberal” and from identifying neoliberal agendas or forms in Vietnam 
as hegemonic and a product of universal (and thus again inevitable) capital-
ist restructuring.7

Despite our reservations, this framing allows us to closely examine 
through ethnographic practice the multiple and uneven logics and ideologies 
circulating in contemporary Vietnam that might be identi�ed as “neolib-
eral.” Examples include market economic and free trade discourses proffered 
as a means to achieve a higher quality of life;8 discourses of privatization 
and self- regulation for optimization;9 and the moralization of logics of ef�-
ciency, quality, and accountability as models for correct, modern, or civilized  
personhood.10 These appear not as independent or spontaneous projects 
but emerge through complex interactions between state and nonstate —  
including transnational — actors. Neoliberal forms travel; they are neither 
organic to Vietnam, nor are they singular and uniform.

This collection thus considers two related questions: (1) How is neo-
liberalism “good to think” about Vietnam? (2) Why is Vietnam “good to 
think” about neoliberalism? Neoliberalism is good to think about Vietnam 
because, as the contributors to this special issue demonstrate, it illuminates 
several of the processes central to market socialism: the transfer of aspects 
of governance from state to private, corporate, or transnational entities; the 
proliferation of market logics of ef�ciency, ef�cacy, and pro�tability as the 
yardsticks for assessing health, aesthetics, or government performance; and 
the con�ation between market behaviors and appropriate forms of moral 
personhood. 

At the same time, entrenched socialist political visions and notions of per-
sonhood, as well as longer- standing cultural values and practices, mean that 
neoliberal logics and practices in Vietnam remain surrounded by auras of 
exception and novelty. This renders them both problematic and problema-
tized, even as they are also powerful in shaping current lives and past and 
future imaginaries. Although sometimes providing ground to oppose neo-
liberalism, these dynamics frequently work to enhance or normalize it: log-
ics of assessing and enumerating the ef�cacy of new technologies resonate 
with the socialist celebration of science; socialist self- criticism makes pro-
cesses of self- assessment in a market context seem logical and appropriate; 
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forms of divining order in landscapes, �nances, or physiognomy help one to 
navigate the uncertainty of capitalist approaches to business and property; 
family values and lifestyles provide a way of indexing the success of state 
agendas to achieve modernity, progress, and civilization. 

Vietnam is therefore good to think about neoliberalism because it pro-
vides a sense of the complexity and articulation of dynamics and processes 
deemed neoliberal compared with those that might otherwise be deemed 
other to neoliberalism, such as socialism. We thus contribute rich ethno-
graphic material on Vietnam to advance scholarly debates that in recent 
years have moved away from a classi�catory project of determining which 
post or late socialist societies are “neoliberal” and have instead called for 
more precise historical, ethnographic tracing of the emergence of neoliberal 
modes of governmentality, systems of knowledge and expertise, class sub-
jectivities, and technologies of self in speci�c social and cultural contexts.

Neoliberalism in Post and Late Socialist Contexts

This collection of articles aims to bring a critical perspective to the anthro-
pological study of neoliberalism in Vietnam, a country often marginalized 
in broader discussions of late and postsocialism in Eastern Europe and Asia. 
What insights does this rich literature offer for consideration of market log-
ics in Vietnam, and how might exploring speci�c ethnographic contexts 
in Vietnam address theoretical gaps in these discussions of socialism and  
neoliberalism?

The momentous and largely unanticipated liberal economic and political 
reforms that swept through Eastern Europe over the past two decades have 
triggered a �urry of ethnographic interest in the ways that populations have 
experienced socialist capitalist transformations in an era commonly referred 
to as “postsocialist.” Scholarship on postsocialism has been instrumental in 
rethinking conventional “collapse of communism” paradigms that obscure 
the diverse articulations made, and pathways taken, by state and nonstate 
actors. Questioning the de�nitive “post” in postsocialism, scholars of East-
ern Europe have transcended entrenched dualisms and grand narratives of 
transition by focusing attention on the plurality of intersecting economic 
and governing logics and practices that have led to novel recombinations 
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and rearrangements of power, subjectivity, social relations, and forms of 
property.11 For example, Elizabeth Dunn argues that small- scale Polish 
meat producers who cannot meet European Union (EU)- mandated quality 
standards — standards that purport to be international but in fact contra-
dict Polish cultural preferences for qualities such as higher fat content — are 
marginalized from formal markets and instead sell their products through 
a “networked and relational form of personhood created under the property 
regime of state socialism.”12

This latter point is particularly relevant to this volume, as new emer-
gent forms of neoliberal capitalism in Vietnam defy in very particular ways 
oppositions between public and private, and socialist and capitalist, to reveal 
spheres of mutual constitution, juxtaposition, and coexistence. Contrary to 
popular belief, “market socialism” or “market economy with a socialist ori-
entation,” as it is commonly called in Vietnam, need not be intrinsically 
paradoxical or contradictory — observations that tend to reify socialist and 
capitalist formations as fundamentally oppositional and uniformly �xed, 
rather than recognize the broad range of institutions and practices that have 
enabled culturally and historically varied forms of socialism, capitalism, and 
also neoliberalism.13 Akin to many cases in Eastern Europe, contemporary 
reform in Vietnam is sustained by particular continuities between past and 
present economic and cultural conditions that have engendered shifting and 
geographically variable recombinations of socialist and market initiatives.

The case of China similarly highlights continuities between socialism 
and capitalism and the unevenness of a presumed transformation from the 
former to the latter. Chinese state and nonstate actors have, as Aihwa Ong 
points out, recon�gured hegemonic capitalism by only “partially subordi-
nating themselves to the demands of major corporations and global regula-
tory agencies.”14 That this is occurring within an ongoing political commit-
ment to socialism makes China an even more apt point of comparison for 
analyzing the proliferation and consequences of neoliberal logics and forms 
of governmentality in Vietnam. Two themes are particularly instructive in 
this regard: (1) a growing concern with quality (suzhi) as a standard for 
assessing populations and individuals, and (2) the role of the Chinese state 
as an arbiter of market- oriented policies.

Recent scholarship on Chinese society has charted a growing discourse 
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about suzhi, or quality.15 Originally referring simply to natural characteris-
tics, suzhi in the 1980s acquired social overtones of self- distinction, cultiva-
tion, and national progress through its association with the government’s 
One Child Policy.16 During the 1990s, the term spread to other realms, such 
as the marketing of products and services that promised to improve one’s 
quality of life and body through consumption and other practices. It conse-
quently became important in hierarchical classi�cations of types of people 
and commodities as low versus high quality.17 On the one hand, this obses-
sion with attaining and ranking levels of quality seems the quintessence 
of neoliberal technologies of governance that, for example, monitor quality 
control performance standards, and of self- cultivating personhood in which 
“the self itself is to be an object of knowledge and autonomy . . . achieved 
through a continual enterprise of self- improvement through the application 
of a rational knowledge and a technique.”18 On the other hand, quality is 
not simply about the importation of market logics. In the case of China, 
the concept also indexes Confucian humanist concerns and later socialist 
state desires to uplift the population through application of scienti�c knowl-
edge.19 By intertwining cultural notions with market demands in ways that 
also advance national developmentalist projects,20 the wide semantic range 
of suzhi reminds us that neoliberalism travels precisely because it resonates 
with preexisting logics and cultural values and hence can be recon�gured 
in service of diverse agendas.

A second contribution of the literature on China has been to explore the 
strong role of the state. In contrast to the kinds of triumphalist claims men-
tioned at the beginning of this essay — namely, that socialism is withering 
in the face of capitalism — anthropological literature suggests that neo-
liberalism, in carefully delineated and delimited forms, has become a project 
of the Chinese state. What one sees is not so much a decline in state power 
but a diversi�cation of forms of governmentality — what Aihwa Ong and 
Li Zhang dub “socialism from afar.”21

Although instructive for its questioning of oppositions between the 
socialist state and free- market capitalism, this approach risks overstating the 
state’s power in effecting and containing neoliberalism. For example, atten-
tion to “graduated sovereignty,” in which the government “adjust[s] political 
space to the dictates of global capital,”22 suggests that the state maintains 
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the power to disperse and contain neoliberalism in service of its agenda. 
Similarly, Ong and Zhang describe the powers of the self that are often 
equated with neoliberal freedoms as being “regulated and framed within 
the sovereign power of the nation.”23 Such concerns perhaps substitute the 
omnipotent invisible hand of the market with that of the socialist state. 
For this reason, Andrew Kipnis has recently argued that generalizations 
about forms of Chinese governmentality as either socialist or neoliberal may 
obscure more than they reveal, and they should instead be studied ethno-
graphically and historically.24 Echoing these concerns, Nonini critiques the 
class, regional, and individualistic assumptions that have driven scholars 
to declare China “neoliberal” and to neglect both the importance of social 
networks (guanxi) in doing business and the frequency of popular protests 
against market forces.25

What lessons do these discussions of quality and the state have for stud-
ies of Vietnam? First, although no single term has achieved a popularity in 
Vietnam comparable to that of suzhi, the articles in this collection document 
how various state and nonstate actors have over the past decade become 
increasingly interested in projects of self- cultivation and value creation that 
resonate both with the needs and anxieties of the marketplace and with 
continuous socialist genealogies. Second, the possibility of a socialist state 
bene�ting from demarcated “neoliberal” domains provides a point of entry 
for considering particular con�gurations of, and challenges to, sovereignty 
in Vietnam. At the same time, the concerns about overemphasizing state 
power raised above are even more important to bear in mind for Vietnam, 
where the authors �nd the spread of neoliberal logics and forms to be much 
more variable and uneven, and involving a greater variety of transnational 
actors, as well as multiple layers of government actors who may be differ-
ently positioned as bene�ciaries of social policies and capitalist prosperity.

Put together, then, the insights and questions emerging from the study 
of Eastern European postsocialism and Chinese market socialism challenge 
teleologies and point to complex articulations between socialism and neolib-
eralism. They highlight neoliberalism as both “top- down” (state sovereignty 
and governmentality) and “bottom- up” (technologies of self and class subjec-
tivities) processes that rest on attempts to articulate, contest, or entrench par-
ticular forms of knowledge and expertise that may also carry complicated 
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genealogies. As we detail below, these three themes — governmentality,  
knowledge/expertise, and class subjectivities/technologies of self — similarly  
guide our contributors’ considerations of neoliberalism in Vietnam. At the 
same time, reservations about the term neoliberalism recently expressed by 
certain scholars remind us that ethnographic and historical particulars shape 
different engagements with and responses to neoliberalism in Vietnam and 
can involve a multiplicity of actors operating on a variety of scales that show 
that Vietnam is neither a smaller nor a later developing version of China. 

Modes of Governmentality

Although neoliberalism — or its US equivalent, neoconservatism — is com-
monly associated with attacks on big government and calls to transfer from 
the state to private entities control over services such as education, security, 
and social welfare, scholarship on neoliberalism emphasizes that such acts 
are nonetheless techniques of governance. Inspired by Michel Foucault’s 
analysis of governmentality,26 Nikolas Rose and other theorists of neo-
liberalism have de�ned the focus of contemporary governing as the “con-
duct of conduct.”27 Central to this is the sense that the government enacts a 
“will to improve” its population through the application of rational, scienti�c 
principles of management in service of concrete ends that can be measured 
and publicized as proof of the regime’s ef�cacy.28 To manage populations, 
diseases, institutions, and, most importantly, the economy, governments 
de�ne problems and devise technical solutions that can be implemented and 
assessed through modes of knowledge such as auditing, quality control, and 
safety standards.

These analyses remind us that what might be heralded as a retreat of the 
state that frees its citizens to pursue their own desires in the context of the 
marketplace may in fact represent an increase in state power in a techno-
cratic guise. In other contexts, however, the state may not be the primary or 
most powerful agent of neoliberal governmentality. As Ong observes, this 
may be particularly true for the developmentalist regimes of postcolonial 
states, whose dependence on infusions of transnational forms of knowledge 
and resources produces what she terms “graduated zones of sovereignty.”29 
In a similar vein, James Ferguson and Akhil Gupta have identi�ed mecha-
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nisms of regulation that take place alongside, outside, and below the state as 
representative of forms of “transnational governmentality.”30

Examination of cases from Vietnam provides further evidence that such 
forms of power and strategies of governing associated with neoliberalism are 
not only top down and state led. The Vietnamese state and its representa-
tives certainly appear as proponents or agents of particular policies, strate-
gies, and forms of knowledge, but, as the essays clearly demonstrate, interna-
tional institutions also play a role in managing and disciplining populations. 
Global intrusions into national interests by organizations ranging from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Trade Organization (WTO), 
United Nations (UN), and the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
grassroots nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), global corporations, 
and transnational social welfare agencies cut across familiar top- down 
and bottom- up spatial imaginings of statehood to undermine “the vertical 
topography of power on which the legitimation of nation- states has so long 
depended.”31 In Vietnam, international organizations have long pressed for 
broader neoliberal restructuring as a means to “civilize,” “modernize,” and 
privatize the landscape through minimization of state intrusion in the mar-
ket and expansion of foreign knowledge systems and capital investments.

The authors show how such demands have been accompanied by diverse 
global modes of neoliberal governmentality aimed at managing the popu-
lation through technical practices that are often based on Western univer-
sal standards of compliance, assessment, and accountability, even as these 
modalities of regulation are recon�gured and reworked in local contexts. 
Ken MacLean’s article, for example, identi�es corruption as a particu-
larly apt site for articulating debates nationally and transnationally about 
“accountability” as a mechanism to ensure good governance. It demonstrates 
how current auditing procedures that aim to institutionalize of�cial anti-
corruption measures have been in�uenced (though not dominated) by inter-
national accounting �rms and development agencies: strategic media leaks 
of a study coauthored by the Swedish International Development Agency 
and the Central Committee of the Communist Party signal the ruling par-
ty’s intent to govern others on the basis of this internationally sanctioned, 
techno- scienti�c knowledge, while also allowing it to manage how such 
techniques might be used to censure its own “corrupt” bureaucrats.
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Allison Truitt’s article explores what might seem the epitome of neoliberal 
domains: macroeconomic policies designed to manage in�ation and promote 
currency stability. This domain, however, is hardly discrete, for Vietnam 
navigates multiple forms of currency — đồng, US dollars, gold, bills, and 
coins — that encompass different, yet overlapping regimes of value associ-
ated as much with their material qualities as with their institutional back-
ing. Although the Vietnamese government has enacted reforms that are con-
sistent with IMF policies, the knowledge associated with these policies gets  
reinterpreted in a speci�c economic cultural context, as Truitt’s examination 
of diverse currency regimes and forms of value shows. This has led Vietnam-
ese economists, for example, to reinterpret high in�ation rates not as a sign 
of policy failure but as an early price to pay for increasing global integration.

The articles by Nina Hien, Melissa Pashigian, and Christina Schwenkel 
consider how state- sponsored notions of “quality” — in the realm of com-
modities, aesthetics, and knowledge practices — become aspirations for indi-
viduals and families, although often with implications for class and other 
hierarchies. Current regimes of beauty, for example, are linked in Nina 
Hien’s examination of photographic practices and aesthetic values in Ho 
Chi Minh City to Western liberal notions of self- transformation and beauti-
�cation that mark certain bodies as having more worth than others. Noting 
that beauty is something that must be culturally manufactured, Hien argues 
that the state has encouraged a rational calculation of self and body that 
leads to an interest in a beautiful self. Such projects are not solely individu-
alistic, for this idealized self is embedded in diasporic kinship relations that 
are being revitalized through technologies such as photo enhancement. As 
the article’s examples of the impact of photographic retouching and physi-
ognomy manuals suggest, however, self- enhancement and the kinship con-
nections that such projects foster are more readily available to af�uent urban 
consumers.

Focusing on medical technologies such as in vitro fertilization (IVF), 
Melissa Pashigian explores the role of enumeration and assessment in 
explaining the appeal of particular strategies of infertility treatment and 
management. Unlike other fertility treatments, the results of IVF can clearly 
be counted, as vividly shown on the website of the state- run Từ Dũ Hospital 
that developed this technology with the help of French scientists and cor-
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porate sponsor Organon, a transnational pharmaceutical company, among 
others. For a state eager to document its progress toward the goal of mod-
ernization, the formerly invisible and nonproductive bodies of infertile 
women become something worthy of documentation, as market, state, and 
individual goals intertwine. Assessments of the quality and effectiveness of 
international health- care procedures through statistical documentation of 
local IVF births advance national, pharmaceutical, and patient interests in 
the pursuit of infertility management and the promotion of middle- class 
“happy families.”

In its study of urban aesthetics, Christina Schwenkel’s article shows how 
international agencies and actors map notions of “low quality” and “infe-
rior standards” onto socialist design and architectural aesthetics that require 
urban reconstruction to meet new quality- control measures. Vinh City’s 
Quang Trung housing complex, formerly a showcase of socialist modernist 
design, international solidarity, and postwar recovery, is demolished partly 
because UN representatives and government of�cials deem the buildings 
unaesthetic and dilapidated, a claim that seems to have as much to do with 
the government- managed nature of the complex as with its actual material 
condition. But the public, with the exception of certain Quang Trung resi-
dents, greets these plans with approval because they have come to view the 
state goal of promoting “civilization” (văn minh) as best achieved through 
an urban spatial order based on middle- class respectability and private- 
property ownership.

Private property �gures centrally in Erik Harms’s analysis as well. Chal-
lenging arguments that Vietnam has pursued economic reforms because of 
popular agitation, Harms argues that most of the momentum to establish 
private- property regimes has come from state of�cials who have been favor-
ably positioned to acquire resources. Although Harms richly documents 
how private property acquires popular meaning through a reinvigoration 
of practices of geomancy (phong thủy) — a case that parallels Hien’s discus-
sion of physiognomy and Truitt’s mention of spiritual notions surrounding 
money — he also reminds us that the “local colors” of geomancy “cannot be 
detached from the structures of �nance and investment that generate winds 
and vital forces of their own.” Harms has structured his article to remind 
us that although the worlds of geomantic real- estate investors and high- level 
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of�cials may be interconnected, the perspectives and motivations of these 
individuals remain quite separate.

The global management of health and disease and the self- regulation 
of moral personhood are themes addressed in the articles by Ann Marie 
Leshkowich and Alfred Montoya. Leshkowich, for example, demonstrates 
how growing popular acceptance of the appropriateness of transnational 
adoption is, as in Pashigian’s work, rooted in state- sponsored ideas about 
happy and cultured families, which suggest that “family stability and qual-
ity have become increasingly linked to having suf�cient resources to ensure 
proper education and health” of children. These logics have gained currency 
through the proliferation of child and family welfare NGOs that sponsor 
the training of Vietnamese social workers, often abroad, who now assert 
their expertise in shaping the conduct of conduct. Gendered discourses 
about parental �tness and maternal failures have been reinforced in the 
media through “monster stories” about abandoning mothers that stigmatize 
young, poor women as backward and immoral.32

Montoya examines global health management and its intersections with 
biopolitical and technological logics of late socialism in efforts to prevent 
the spread of stigmatized diseases such as HIV/AIDS. Bolstered by interna-
tional acclaim for its efforts to contain SARS, the Vietnamese government 
has switched from branding AIDS a social evil to treating it as a technical 
problem to be managed with international cooperation in service of eco-
nomic growth. Particularly striking is the designation of Vietnam as a focus 
country for the US- sponsored President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
(PEPFAR) campaign, which views Vietnam as its new battleground in the 
�ght against HIV/AIDS. In contrast to China, which has been criticized for 
hiding epidemics or other negative phenomena, Vietnam is de�ned here as 
globally cooperative, yet with the disturbing implication that it is once again 
a �eld on which other countries wage their battles. 

In all these cases, we see that the Vietnamese government is generally 
receptive to neoliberal logics of accountability, enumeration, and quality that 
offer rational, scienti�c techniques to manage the population and inculcate 
values of self- management in service of state developmental goals. At the 
same time, the authors also highlight competing national and transnational 
agendas for regulating and controlling populations, as well as state ambiva-
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lence and apprehensions toward global integration and international inter-
ventions, as Vietnamese state and nonstate actors make new claims to power 
that contest and rework global regulatory regimes. 

Systems of Knowledge and Expertise

In her work on exceptions to neoliberalism, Ong explores how neoliberal 
technologies of governance have cultivated new systems of knowledge and 
domains of expertise to reconstitute state power and authority.33 The incor-
poration of “experts” and “expert knowledge” into governmental institu-
tions, scholars have shown, has opened new spaces for “expert judgments” 
to be made about the moral conduct of individuals in relation to prescribed 
and supervised norms.34 The authors in this volume are similarly concerned 
with the relationships among governance, knowledge, and expertise. They 
approach neoliberalism as a situated knowledge project — moral, economic, 
aesthetic, and scienti�c — that is dependent upon the production, circu-
lation, and consumption of expert knowledge by actors both within and 
beyond the state. Nguyễn- võ has argued that the creation of “social prob-
lems” that require sustained and specialized knowledge interventions into 
segmented areas of expertise, particularly in the �elds of health and medi-
cine, has been central to neoliberal recon�gurations of state governance.35

Likewise, in Montoya’s analysis of global health management and AIDS 
prevention programs, practices linked to “cultural poisons” and “social evils” 
become the target of global knowledge interventions that recon�gure social-
ist ideas of “the people” into self- regulating and virtuous “humans.” These 
circulating neoliberal logics, Montoya argues, “seek to inculcate a new 
understanding of individual personal risk, self- interest, and self- governance 
with respect to HIV/AIDS.”

Pashigian and Leshkowich both bring attention to the social “problems” 
associated with family and reproduction — key domains of Vietnamese state 
regulation and intervention. Pashigian raises the “problem” of failed repro-
duction, the circulation and negotiation of knowledge about infertility, and 
the successes of biotechnological treatment such as IVF. She shows how 
quanti�able numbers and expert- produced statistics are “indispensible to 
the complex technologies through which government is exercised,”36 and 
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how they shape individual and state perceptions of national scienti�c prog-
ress. Similarly, Leshkowich’s analysis of family planning and reproduction 
as a scienti�c knowledge project demonstrates how anxieties about proper 
parenting and expert assessments of “a child’s best interest” index particu-
lar class con�gurations that are mapped onto ideas about ways to produce 
and properly care for families. Like Pashigian and Montoya, Leshkowich is 
attentive to the impact of international discourses on local understandings 
and knowledge- making practices; in this case, international discourses of 
adoption and rights become part of an “authoritative system of knowledge” 
of Vietnamese social workers, while poor women are thought to lack the 
knowledge and character to be good mothers.

Schwenkel similarly examines hierarchies of knowledge, though she shifts 
to the “social problem” of urban decay and “improper” resident conduct. In 
its analysis of the role of international experts in planning and reconstruct-
ing aesthetic and ordered cities, the article demonstrates that neoliberal 
knowledge projects have invalidated prior forms of urban governance and 
socialist expertise in the demolition of socialist modernist cities. These com-
peting regimes of expert knowledge and aesthetic values reveal how new 
architectural standards and modes of urban planning are understood and 
at times contested by state, transnational, market, and individual actors. In 
a similar manner, Harms examines expert knowledge of geomancy within 
a history of land- use- rights reforms in the Ðổi mới era. Also concerned with 
urban planning and urban reconstruction techniques, Harms shows how 
“traditional” (i.e., superstitious) and “modern” scienti�c knowledge about 
geomancy intersect in the bustling real- estate industry that involves, like 
Schwenkel’s example, diversely situated participants that “move up, down, 
and sideways.” The scientization of knowledge formerly dismissed by the 
socialist government as backward superstition also �gures prominently in 
Hien’s article, where the techniques of photo retouching, plastic surgery, 
and self- improvement help people to alter their appearance in ways that will 
also change their fates for the better. In Hien’s and Leshkowich’s works, 
these newly circulating ideas and discursive knowledge about correct forms 
of moral personhood and presentation of self are communicated to readers 
through mass media such as newspapers, tabloids, and paperbacks.

Competing claims to expertise and the role of transnational knowledge 
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transfers also play a central role in the articles by MacLean and Truitt. 
MacLean explores how the “social problem” of corruption is addressed 
through audit procedures and other strategies to promote �scal account-
ability that are considered central to neoliberalism. Drawing from Kipnis, 
MacLean shows how socialist and capitalist forms of accountability are not 
entirely disconnected, but at times they compete and at other times intersect, 
thus demonstrating how neoliberal forms of professional expertise are based 
on inclusions and exclusions of particular knowledge. Truitt charts para-
digm shifts in the production of economic knowledge about in�ation and 
competing national and international interpretations of monetary instabili-
ties. Like the rest of the contributors, Truitt demonstrates how the knowl-
edge project of neoliberalism, which on the surface appears to valorize par-
ticular forms of scienti�c expertise, is contested and recon�gured in relation 
to competing regimes of value. 

Class Subjectivities /Technologies of Self

Neoliberal governing techniques and knowledge practices succeed to the 
extent that “free” citizen- consumer- subjects internalize particular desires 
and develop appropriate strategies of self- regulation (see �g. 1). Nikolas Rose 
has noted the central role that the media plays in educating neoliberalism:

The previously unfree subjects of these societies cannot merely be 
“freed” — they have to be made free in a process that entails the transfor-
mation of educational practices to inculcate certain attitudes and values of 
enterprise, changes in television programmes ranging from soap operas to 
game shows to implant the desire for wealth creation and personal enter-
prise, as well as the activities of marriage guidance consultants and a host 
of other psychological therapists to sort out the dif�culties that arise when 
personal life becomes a matter of freedom of choice.37

Lisa Rofel similarly highlights the importance of the media in transform-
ing human nature through “public allegories” that teach people “the art of 
‘longing’ ” (see �g. 2).38 

With these longings and desires comes considerable ambivalence. On 
the one hand, new forms of consumption might be critiqued as sel�sh and 
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materialistic. The new rich who indulge excessively in such pleasures can 
be derided as crass and degenerate. On the other hand, new longings and 
desires appeal because they index a vision of self, family, or social life that 
comes to be seen as virtuous. If neoliberal governmentality is a project of 
“rendering technical,”39 its companion in terms of individuals or groups is 
a process of creating new moral landscapes or, to use a phrase from Lesh-
kowich’s article on narratives of abandoning mothers, “rendering moral.”

In Vietnam, the neoliberal individual becomes a morally appropriate 
self in part because he or she is embedded in extensive social networks. 
The imbrication of the individual in a collectivity in turn involves multiple 
ideologies that work to produce subjects who are neither fully state deter-
mined nor liberally autonomous, neither public nor private (see �g. 3).40 The 
women seeking infertility treatment in Pashigian’s article evaluate the ef�-
cacy of various interventions so that they might achieve the individual status 
of mother, but also so that their families can be strengthened and perpetu-
ated. When residents of Ho Chi Minh City build an extra story on their 
houses, Harms tells us, they are engaging both in conspicuous consumption 
and in a geomantic project of propitiously elevating their ancestral altars. 
The focus of AIDS prevention efforts has shifted over the past decade, Mon-

Figure 1 Production of consumer knowledge and desire: 
the Thăng Long garment shop for introducing products. 
Photo by Christina Schwenkel

Figure 2 Role of media in inculcating new lifestyle 
practices and technologies of self.  
Photo by Christina Schwenkel
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toya relates, from exiling those with the disease to internment camps to 
treating them within their families and communities as part of a call to 
recognize the common humanity of those af�icted with disease. In Lesh-
kowich’s article, the social workers seeking to place abandoned children in 
appropriate homes are in a sense reintegrating them into social networks.

In rendering particular types of individuals, families, or social collectives 
moral, expert interventions and technologies of self focus on providing order 
through improving the quality of life. Just as rendering technical depoliti-
cizes issues,41 however, rendering moral conceals the fact that the modes of 
being and con�gurations of family touted as proper, acceptable, and appro-
priate are also middle class. Not surprisingly, the new forms of private prop-
erty (Harms) and beauty regimes (Hien) that appeal to urbanites in Ho Chi 
Minh City are most readily available to those with privileged con�gurations 
of social, cultural, and economic capital. The rhetoric of morality natural-
izes middle classness as somehow re�ecting desirable personal qualities, 

Figure 3 “Residents in Ward #4: United to Build a New Life.” Photo by Christina Schwenkel
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rather than a privileged position in an environment of increasing structural 
inequalities. This is particularly striking in a late socialist context, given 
the prior emphasis on promoting class equality in the name of the masses 
or people (nhân dân). Or perhaps it is the lingering suspicion of individual 
wealth that lends particular urgency to these moral renderings.

Several of the authors in this collection ask what happens to the poor in 
the face of these new visions of moral and social order. Who is included and 
excluded, and how? Schwenkel reminds us of the working- class residents of 
Quang Trung who are displaced to make way for proper middle classes who 
can afford to purchase private property. Pashigian considers how the pos-
sibility of IVF transforms the desires of infertile women who cannot afford 
the technology. Leshkowich shows how poor women get de�ned as morally 
un�t to mother socially the children they produce biologically. Although the 
poor are generally consigned to discrete, marginalized social and geographic 
domains, their paths occasionally intersect those of the newly rich in ironic 
ways. Từ Dũ Maternity Hospital in Ho Chi Minh City, the heralded center 
of IVF that carefully enumerates its success in delivering biological children 
to the middle class, is also the most popular site for poor women to abandon 
their infants, at a rate of nearly one infant per day. These essays remind us 
that there is a very real difference between socialist and capitalist modes of 
measuring “progress” and the level of “civilization.”

Continuity and Change

Rather than con�rm the unchallenged dominance of neoliberalism and the 
inevitability of capitalism, the essays in this volume highlight the ways in 
which the socialist “past” is integral to the present in Vietnam, even as it 
is remade and newly con�gured. Instead of making broad general claims 
about the “newness” of certain logics and practices that assume profound 
breaks with former expressions and manifestations of socialism, the con-
tributors are attentive to continuities, recurrences, intersections, and cross- 
fertilizations across the domains of public and private, state, nonstate, and 
transnational.42 To give just one example, MacLean’s consideration of the 
audit cultures of transparency and veri�cation deployed to address allega-
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tions of corruption suggests that they often assume very socialist forms: a 
self- criticism session or a venerated war hero’s public call for party of�-
cials to “count the points” and reveal their own weaknesses in service of 
the masses. Such recognition thus complicates claims that the presence of 
neoliberal forms on the landscape signi�es an end of Vietnamese state- led 
welfarism and developmentalism. The authors show how both the state and 
market allocate resources, and how both are actively involved in privatiza-
tion, similar to claims made in academic studies of European postsocialism 
and Chinese late socialism. Through urban ethnography, the authors ques-
tion claims that government regulation has shifted from state to individual 
by showing the new state practices and “new intrusions” that are at once 
“global” and “local” to manage the population.43

Together, these essays show that Vietnam is good to think neoliberalism. 
They demonstrate how the power of the socialist state can bene�t from neo-
liberalism without being the guiding force behind its uneven spread. They 
also further understandings that governmentality need not be accomplished 
only through actual technologies of rule but also through other nonstate 
actors (local or transnational) and their variable modes of self and global 
regulation in order to maintain economic, social, aesthetic, and scienti�c 
order. The authors show that as neoliberalism works through exceptions, 
global institutions, and newly con�gured public and private relations, the 
Vietnamese state has neither wholly receded nor rei�ed its power as priva-
tization moves unsteadily across the landscape. The persistence of socialist 
notions of personhood, claims to morality, and ways of making sense of 
radically different forms of socioeconomic organization complicate ideas of 
neoliberalism as transition, victory, and endpoint not only because of state 
rhetoric about socialist continuities but also because they represent visions of 
the world that people �nd familiar and compelling. At the same time, these 
visions are not opposed to neoliberalism and its potential “rewards” but may 
in fact make neoliberal processes translatable and exchangeable, that is, able 
to integrate into social worlds and practices that “�t” with Vietnamese past 
and future imaginaries.
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Notes

Sections of this introduction were presented at the Symposium on Transnationalism at the 
Chao Center for Asian Studies, Rice University, and at the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology, College of the Holy Cross. The authors would like to thank Tani Barlow, 
Meagan Williams, and Rachel Ross for their efforts to bring this special issue to fruition. 
We also gratefully acknowledge the valuable feedback received from Melissa Pashigian and 
two anonymous reviewers. 
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