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This article evaluates internal and external challenges to the control of Vietnam’s Com-
munist Party (VCP). The VCP presently retains a monopoly on power amid extraordi-
nary changes and challenges accompanying Vietnam’s transformation into a vibrant
trading nation, with a majority of its population born after the violent reunification of
1975. The VCP is coping with gradually rising demands for more political freedom and
pluralism while simultaneously seeking to deal with external challenges from China, the
United States, and the globalized trading system. Although Marxism in Vietnam is
steadily crumbling, Vietnam’s special form of Leninist authoritarianism, led by the VCP,
is likely to continue for many years to come.

Hostile outside forces cooperate with reactionary elements inside our
country. . . .

—Vietnamese senior officer to author, Hanoi, March 2005

Hanoi’s Fundamental Dilemma

The Communist Party of Vietnam’s (VCP) perception of the Socialist Re-
public of Vietnam’s (SRV) external security environment, although relax-
ing somewhat under the impact of globalization, periodically reverts to the
more familiar Communist Party refrain about foreign-instigated internal
subversion. Such is the background behind the epigraph to this article, a
statement offered to me in spring 2005 by an officer at the National Defense
Academy in Hanoi. Vietnam’s Ministry of Defense (MOD) formalized
these types of concerns in its 2004 white paper on defense: “Vietnam is fac-
ing the threat of schemes and ploys by external hostile elements in collu-
sion with internal reactionaries to interfere in Vietnam’s internal affairs
and to cause socio-political instability in Vietnam.”!

In truth, VCP authorities do have reasons to be worried—both about
how their rule is viewed by the Vietnamese population and about how long
the Party’s exclusive control of Vietnamese affairs can last. These worries
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have accumulated for a variety of reasons, not the least being that Vietnam-
ese society today bears little resemblance to that which emerged after Ha-
noi’s 1975 Communist “liberation” of South Vietnam.?In the thirty-two
years since North Vietnam’s Soviet-supplied tanks battered down the gates
of the Republic of Vietnam’s Presidential offices in Saigon, extinguishing
what remained of that country’s valiant, tragic defense effort and freedom
of choice, the population of unified Vietnam has grown from 40 million to
84 million. Despite resistance by Party conservatives, Vietnam has become
a robust trading nation where exports and imports combine to equal almost
the size of the GDP itself. And, not surprisingly, one finds a hard-working,
literate, and multilingual Vietnamese workforce, most of whom are too
young to have any memory of the Second Indochina War (1959-75), not to
mention much interest in it, either. Indeed, the majority of Vietnam’s pres-
ent population was born after the country’s violent reunification in 1975.

This article evaluates challenges to the control of the Communist Party
of Vietnam, both internal and external, as the VCP retains power amid ex-
traordinary changes and challenges accompanying Vietnam’s transforma-
tion into a vibrant trading nation. Hanoi’s fundamental dilemma is the
classic problem of reform Communism everywhere in Asia: How can
Communist authorities maintain exclusive, one-party political dominance
while opening the national economy to the forces of globalization, foreign
investment, and trade? Indeed, there is no guarantee that they will be suc-
cessful. Experimentation and policy zigzags, undergirded with substantial
corruption, have characterized Vietnam’s economic development and its
growing liberation from Communist orthodoxy.

Internal Security: More Demands for Freedom

As in China, Laos and—of course—North Korea, Communist authorities
in Vietnam worry about “social unrest” and “instability,” concerns
prompted, in part, by the corruption and arrogance of numerous Vietnam-
ese party functionaries and the business oligarchs who collude with them,
even as the country’s economy has dramatically engaged with the Asian
region and other areas. Public anger over state corruption in Vietnam peri-
odically boils over, and, in surveys of foreign businesspeople, Vietnam is
ranked among the most corrupt countries in Asia. Indeed, Transparency
International’s 2005 “Corruption Perception Index” rated Vietnam as close
to the most corrupt country in the world. The graft is particularly evident
in the collusion among senior Party members, state-owned enterprises, and
the larger state banks, where non-performing loans routinely underwrite
business deals, often of a speculative nature, amid a stock market that has
zoomed in recent years.?
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The clamor about these dealings, for example, has Party operatives
identifying threats from “dissidents,” “cyber-dissidents” (Internet activists),
ethnic minorities, religious activists (sometimes labeled “insane” or “delu-
sional”), and the usual criminal and gang elements—a shifting collage of
“difficult” people who keep popping up, people who have to be monitored,
detained, exiled, or—in extreme cases—made to disappear. Serious ethnic
minority demonstrations took place in the Central Highlands in February
2001, and reoccurrences broke out in April and December 2004. Hanoi’s
determination to control Vietnam’s ethic minorities prompts combinations
of secret-police activities and regular army presence. Harassment of Protes-
tant groups is notable. In the south, notorious crime boss “Nam Cam,”
whose reach had thoroughly compromised the Ho Chi Minh City Police
Department, was executed in June 2004, following a highly publicized trial
involving drugs, gambling, and bribery.> Labor strikes are also now preva-
lent in Vietnam, most recently at foreign-invested companies, such as Fuji-
tsu and Mabuchi Motor, which, in early 2006, saw an estimated ten thou-
sand Vietnamese workers strike.®

But undoubtedly the most worrisome development to Vietnam’s Com-
munists has been the surge of dissident activity, highlighted in 2006 by the
reform calls of “Bloc 8406,” a loose collection of reformers and dissidents—
led by doctors, lawyers, teachers, and some clergy—who launched the or-
ganization and its “Manifesto on Freedom and Democracy for Vietnam” on
April 8, 2006. Four months later, the Bloc publicly called for a phased
agenda of competitive democratic elections across Vietnam, a new constitu-
tion, establishment of independent political parties, and release of political
prisoners and prisoners of conscience.’

As Bloc 8406 activities surged in the buildup to Hanoi’s hosting of the
Asia—Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in November 2006,
the government cracked down. Simultaneously, perhaps as a concession for
desired U.S.-normalized trade relations, Hanoi also released other dissi-
dents and informed Washington it would relax its preventative detention
practices. In December 2006, the U.S. Congress voted for permanent nor-
mal trade relations with Vietnam.® Then, with World Trade Organization
(WTO) membership confirmed by January 2007, Hanoi cracked down
again in February and March, going after Bloc 8406 activists and others
calling for freedom in Vietnam—including groups like the small Vietnam
Progression Party. The incarcerated dissidents now face jail sentences of
eight to twenty years if convicted of “anti-state” charges.’

The Communist Party’s handling of these Vietnamese dissidents has
provoked human rights groups abroad and has hounded the brave individ-
uals inside who speak out. SRV internal security activities prompt contin-
uing difficulties with foreign governments and international organizations
from which Vietnam receives or lobbies for aid. First labeled in September
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2004 by Washington as a “country of particular concern,”® Vietnam’s offi-
cials seem resigned to foreign, principally American, criticism of their
handling of internal dissent. I witnessed a discussion in Ho Chi Minh City
in March 2005 as senior U.S. and Vietnamese diplomats addressed Ameri-
can concerns over Vietnam’s human rights record. A Vietnamese official
responded: “We are moving toward a more universal interpretation of hu-
man rights. But each nation has its own norms and values. In Vietnam this
can’t happen overnight. And we can’t risk disturbances. Our top priority re-
mains political and social stability. So we cannot accept other political par-
ties or individuals’ rights to bear arms. We can’t do that.”!!

Vietnam’s decision-making remains dominated by a triumvirate of
Party, bureaucracy, and the armed forces, although the current Party Gen-
eral Secretary, Nong Biac Manh (b. 1940), like Hu Jintao (b. 1942) in China
and Kim Jong-il (b. 1942) in North Korea, was not one of the original revo-
lutionary cadres. (Interestingly, college-educated Manh, who is a frequent
critic of corruption, is of Tay ethnic origin and has not sought to dispel
rumors that he might be an illegitimate son of Hb Chi Minh, 1890-1969.)
Three other principal Vietnamese leaders, all recently appointed, also count
in the power structure: Prime Minister Nguyén T4n Diing (b. 1949), who
replaced Phan Van Khai (b. 1933); President Nguyén Minh Triét (b. 1942),
who replaced Tran Puc Luong (b. 1937); and Nguyén Phi Trong (b. 1944),
Chairman of the National Assembly.!?

Significant overlap exists in membership between Politburo members
and serving cabinet ministers, and numerous senior Vietnamese military of-
ficers have also moved on to prominent political positions.!* However, since
the unsuccessful Party leadership of former General LLé Kha Phiéu (b. 1931),
whose 1977-2001 tenure was marked by political bickering, charges of cor-
ruption, and repeated zigzags on economic reform, formal military member-
ship in the upper reaches of Vietnam’s governing elite has been reduced.'

As Vietnamese society has changed and diversified, the Party has wit-
nessed the rise of civic and professional associations, groups which fill gaps
between the Party and the object of its persistent attention: the population.
These associations focus on issues such as social welfare, street children,
HIV/AIDS, community affairs, and women’s rights. Hanoi was slower to
accept these interest groups than was Saigon (renamed Ho Chi Minh City in
1976). Today the countrywide trend continues, with a slowly growing spread
of civic and interest groups that the Party, always zealous to impose order,
attempts to control.’® The Party remains entrenched, however, in other state
institutions and mass organizations like the Confederation of Trade Unions
and the Vietnam Fatherland Front, the VCP recruitment organ. Neverthe-
less, Vietnam’s economic transformation over the last fifteen years has com-
pelled important changes in the Party, as vigorous debates continue between
the economic modernists and the national security traditionalists.
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The youth issue in Vietnam also presents another challenge for the
VCP, as it has for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP): Young Vietnamese
do not seem particularly interested in becoming communists. Total VCP
membership is about two million, but possibly only 5 percent of Vietnam-
ese in their twenties apply for Party membership. Buying into the “vision”
of the still senior-dominated Party or the Vietnam Fatherland Front is not
rampant. Indeed, a 2000 poll in Vietnam showed that 90 percent of Ho Chi
Minh City youths considered Microsoft founder Bill Gates as their “role
model,” followed by Ho Chi Minh himself, at 39 percent.' In China, the
same sort of problem prompted the CCP leadership actively to court entre-
preneurs and youth."”

Although Vietnamese society has diversified and liberalized, and the
Party has partially relaxed, still no active alternative to the VCP is permit-
ted. Vietnam remains a one-party state: All senior government positions,
civilian and military, are filled by Party members. The government also
prohibits independent legal, labor, and social organizations.'® Vietnamese
citizens cannot change their form of government, and there is an oppressive
intrusion of the security organs, led by the Ministry of Public Security
(MPS), into people’s lives. As in other Communist regimes, Vietnam’s MPS
operates a system of household registration and block wardens to monitor
people, but the system’s effectiveness clearly varies by locality. Vietnamese
prisons are harsh and offer only minimal medical care.

Freedom of press, speech, assembly, and association in Vietnam are
significantly restricted. Television is a dominant communication medium
in Vietnam, and Vietnamese Television broadcasts from Hanoi to the entire
country. Provincial television programming is also subject to Party ap-
proval. Still, some foreign channels, like CNN, can be accessed in interna-
tional hotels via cable services.!” Another interesting variation on, or re-
laxation of, censorship is to see paperback novels—in English or French—
by notable Vietnamese dissidents or once-banned authors on sale in Saigon.
I have in mind Duong Thu Huong (b. 1947), Paradise of the Blind and Novel
Without A Name; Bao Ninh (b. 1952), The Sorrows of War; and Le Ly
Hayslip (b. 1949), When Heaven and Earth Changed Places and Child of War,
Woman of Peace.

Vietnam’s judiciary is not independent, the courts being leveraged by
the Party; and courts can sentence citizens up to five years of “administra-
tive detention” after completion of their original sentences—standard pro-
cedure, as well, in other Communist-ruled countries. Few lawyers practice
in Vietnam, and trial procedures are rudimentary. A growing backlog of
unsettled civil lawsuits in Vietnam has essentially overwhelmed the Minis-
try of Justice.”> Government organs routinely open and censor targeted in-
dividuals’ mail; and they likewise monitor telephones, faxes, and com-
puters.?!
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So far, only a few non-Party candidates have been permitted to compete
for elections in Vietnam at any level (a contrast to China, where numerous
independent candidates have run and won at the village level). Vietnam’s
National Assembly, as the highest organ of state power, has an increasing
voice on numerous issues. At times, the government-controlled media
shows fortitude on issues like corruption; but the National Assembly and
the media, like most other elements in Vietnam, serve primarily to legiti-
mate the power and policies of the regime.?? Party controls even appear in
higher education, where officials channel admissions to university open-
ings.? I believe the VCP exerts more penetration and control of Vietnamese
society than does the Communist Party in China, a country with a popula-
tion seventeen times larger than Vietnam’s.

External Security:
The Peculiarities & the Business of Vietnam’s Defense

Despite the VCP’s tendency to link the country’s internal difficulties to ex-
ternal mischief, the SRV does objectively have some valid external security
concerns, although Hanoi’s methods of dealing with them can seem curious
and are usually inefficient. Vietnam’s armed forces, especially the army,
remain the largest in Southeast Asia—currently about 455,000 troops.** The
military provides a visible way of employing young men, although the force
structure is down from nearly one million troops when Vietnam finally ex-
ited Cambodia in 1989, having lost some fifty thousand men during the ex-
hausting, eleven-year occupation to rid Cambodia of Pol Pot (1925-98). The
SRV’s defense budget, as a percentage of GDP, is the largest in Southeast
Asia.”

However, the trend in reductions of regular active-duty Vietnamese
troops continues, with the MOD placing new emphasis on local forces to
include border guards, part-time militia, self-defense forces, and badly
needed maritime police.” Hanoi has also indirectly identified some of these
units as involved in economic enterprises. My own interviews with senior
Vietnamese officers indicate that significant numbers of educated or other-
wise skilled military personnel are assigned to commercial operations in
state-owned enterprises (SOEs).”’ Nevertheless, Vietnamese Army doctrine
still reflects that of a developing country with insecure borders ruled by
Communist authority. Thus the army proclaims missions of “People’s
War,” “Protection of the Fatherland,” and “Development.””® The People’s
Army of Vietnam, originally established by H6 Chi Minh and Vb Nguyén
Giap (b. 1911) as the Party’s armed propaganda team, ranks in influence
just behind the Party and the state bureaucracies. And, as in China, Viet-
namese air force and naval personnel come under Army dominance, as does
Vietnam’s Air Defense Force, a different unit from the air force, which has
more manpower than the air force and navy combined.
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Hanoi is slowly modernizing Vietnam’s armed forces, given much of
the aging Soviet equipment with which the SRV is saddled, including anti-
quated jet fighters and huge numbers of main battle tanks (MBTs)—over
1,300, or over twice the number of MBTs in the rest of Southeast Asia.
Then again, Hanoi has never really taken it eye off China, and SRV armor
is undoubtedly Hanoi’s “equalizer” against Chinese manpower. Vietnam’s
Navy is woefully inadequate, given the country’s nearly 2,400 kilometers of
coastline, episodes of smuggling and piracy, and the large volume of
seaborne trade the SRV experiences. The Russians left Cam Ranh Bay in
2002, unwilling to surrender the reported $300 million annual rent the
Vietnamese demanded, but Moscow was giving up its major Pacific role
anyway. As Russian Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov (b. 1953) commented
in April 2003: “As for Cam Ranh Bay, in the past fifteen years everything
that could be stolen there was stolen and the rest broke down. The base was
actually used for refueling our ships but they called at it only two or three
times in the past ten years.””

Nevertheless, in something of a new look between Moscow and Hanoi,
a deal is underway for purchase of more surplus Russian and Czech SU-22
aircraft, with follow-on upgrades; and the Vietnamese are also receiving
delivery of twelve SU-27 and four SU-30 aircraft.® Both Finland and Po-
land are also apparently resupplying Vietnam. The Finns are sloughing off
a fleet of forty-year-old Soviet T-54 and T-55 MBTs, and the Poles have
offered Vietnam used T-72 tanks as well as new maritime surveillance air-
craft. In 2005 Vietnam was to have taken delivery of twelve Russian-built
SA-10c air defense systems.’! Vietnam also is strengthening its military ties
with India—advice on countering guerilla warfare in return for mainte-
nance of SRV MiG fighters—an interesting, and implicitly anti-Chinese,
hedging move.

Finally, as suggested earlier, one of the most striking aspects of Viet-
nam’s military is how deeply embedded it is in business operations through
SOEs—construction, manufacturing, mining, pharmaceuticals, gambling,
hotels, and restaurants: the same sort of approach as China’s People’s Lib-
eration Army. Some of Vietnam’s military construction projects are on the
country’s borders and in highland areas where security is indeed problem-
atic, serious poverty exists, and de facto martial law operates.>> I encoun-
tered estimates, but cannot confirm, that possibly up to 40 percent of the
budget of the Vietnamese armed forces is earned through these SOEs,
which are run by selected officers and senior non-commissioned officers.*
A particularly interesting example involved a visit to “Company No. 32,” an
SOE in Ho Chi Minh City that manufactures shoes, uniforms, and luggage
for both the MOD and for foreign export. A dozen Vietnamese army offi-
cers from major to senior colonel greeted us in a conference room and ex-
plained in detail how their SOE worked. Twenty military officers supervise
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the production of nearly 5,000 workers (mostly women) making the goods.
Financial incentives are available for both the officers (“bonuses for effi-
ciency”) and for the workers at Company No. 32. How were officers re-
cruited into Company 32? (“One can volunteer or the MOD can assign an
officer here.”) What about a loss of military professionalism after years in
an SOE? (“There has been a lot of discussion on this . . . but we have well-
educated officers here with skills unrelated to military requirements.”)*

Vietnamese generals with whom I have talked acknowledge the profes-
sional risks of an army in business; they are aware of the serious corruption
that has infected the Indonesian, Thai, and Chinese armed forces. But
Vietnamese commanders, some of whom obviously profit personally from
these state enterprises, seem content at this point—and not concerned in
public—about the loss of professionalism that accompanies Asia’s “business
soldiers.” This situation is striking, given Communist Vietnam’s previous
military defeats of the French, Saigon’s American-assisted forces, and the
Chinese. Undoubtedly, the primary reason is simply low pay: Vietnamese
military salaries are not high, and the opportunities to make money in off-
budget operations are too enticing. And, after all, in a country whose GDP
is growing at 8 percent, with a stock market that rocketed 145 percent in
2006 and was up another 40 percent by April 2007, soldiers naturally have
jumped into the speculative rush.®

Diplomacy: Dealing with Beijing & Washington

Despite globalization, Vietnam’s improving relations with the United
States, the SRV’s emergence as a robust trading nation, and SRV diplomats’
repeated trumpeting of diversification and “multidirectionality” in foreign
policy,*® Vietnam cannot escape geography or history. Thus China, its huge
presence next to—and its difficult history with—the Vietnamese, is always
evident in Hanoi’s security planning and diplomatic calculations. Streets
and boulevards in Vietnam are named for guerrilla fighters and legendary
commanders who fought Chinese invaders over the centuries. After the two
countries fought again in 1979, it took until 1991 to renormalize diplomatic
relations. Today, on the surface, the situation is fine: The two Communist
parties have “cordial relations”; long-negotiated land-border arrangements
were finalized in December 1999; and a Tonkin Gulf demarcation was
signed in December 2000. But Vietnamese children are still taught about
China’s historic invasions and pacification campaigns, and only twenty-
eight years have passed since China’s most recent incursion—which the
Vietnamese repelled with some help from Chinese military miscalculations
(and the limited, “teach-them-a-lesson” goals of Deng Xiaoping, 1904-97).
The more recent pattern of dispute resolution between China and Viet-
nam shows a relatively sophisticated and patient approach by both sides,
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although the Chinese have evidently required preliminary diplomatic “def-
erence” from Hanoi before sitting down with SRV officials.®’” Sino—Viet dis-
pute resolution has evolved through stages: the late 1978 Vietnamese inva-
sion of Cambodia and China’s counter-invasion of northern Vietnam in
early 1979; Vietnam’s gradual exhaustion in Cambodia and the army’s 1989
exit; China’s eventual softening toward the Vietnamese and their client in
Phnom Penh, Hun Sen (b. 1951); the sustained negotiations on territorial
disputes including the Paracel and Spratly archipelagoes; and, finally, the
discussions over other water and continental shelf claims in the South
China Sea and the Tonkin Gulf. These later disputes have come under an
extensive hierarchy of negotiations and discussions, and the results have
been impressive,*® despite persistent disagreement over final sovereignty
claims on portions of the Spratly and Paracel archipelagoes and the sur-
rounding sea beds,* as well as the incident of January 2005, where nine
Vietnamese—called “fisherman” by Hanoi but “pirates” by China—died in
a clash with Chinese security forces in the Gulf of Tonkin.*

Putting a high-level diplomatic stamp on the broader negotiations, and
showcasing more recent agreements between Hanoi and Beijing, were two
important state visits by former SRV President Tran Dirc Luong to Beijing
in July 2005 and a reciprocal visit by President Hu Jintao of China to Hanoi
in November 2005. The Luong visit was essentially a trade mission, with
Chinese and Vietnamese businesspeople signing fourteen deals totaling
slightly over US$1 billion. To the extent that it can be monetized, Viet—
Chinese trade may now be worth almost US$10 billion annually,* with
China sending machinery, telecommunications equipment, pharmaceuti-
cals, fertilizer, and vehicles, and the Vietnamese exporting crude oil, coal,
coffee, fish, and fruits and vegetables to China.** A road-and-rail economic
corridor is planned to revitalize the Kunming—Hanoi-Haiphong route as
an outlet for southwestern Chinese trade.*

Chinese President Hu’s November 2005 visit to Vietnam emphasized
joint exploration for offshore oil and gas. The lead Chinese offshore oil and
gas producer, the China National Offshore Oil Corporation, is being paired
with a major Vietnamese oil firm to explore oil and gas in the Beibu Bay.*
Thus economic interdependence, at least for now, seems to have eclipsed the
historic problems and suspicion between China and Vietnam. And Hanoi
publicly supports Beijing’s “one-China” policy on Taiwan.” But one won-
ders how long the cordiality will last once the Chinese push real naval power
down into the South China Sea and close to Vietnam’s offshore oil claims.*

Relations between Hanoi and Washington, Vietnam’s next-most impor-
tant foreign policy challenge after China, continue in what U.S. diplomats
call a “formative” stage. Meeting with a Vietnamese general in February
2006, I was told: “Our Party directs us to overcome the past, so we see
Americans as friends. We appreciate U.S. presidents coming to Vietnam, as
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we do U.S. veterans returning here.”* The year 2005 marked the tenth an-
niversary of the normalization of relations and the fifth anniversary of the
U.S.-SRV Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA). Nearly 1.5 million Vietnamese-
Americans have become U.S. citizens. Former South Vietnamese Prime
Minister Nguyén Cao Ky (b. 1930) visited the SRV on a January 2004
goodwill trip; and U.S.-Viet cooperation continues on POW and MIA is-
sues. Nearly 2,500 Vietnamese are studying in the U.S.; and about one
hundred NGOs have offices in Vietnam.*

However, the year 2005 was also the thirtieth anniversary of Saigon’s
fall, the sixtieth anniversary of Ho Chi Minh’s declaration of independence
from France, and the seventy-fifth anniversary of the founding of the Indo-
chinese Communist Party; so U.S.-SRV relations, despite pragmatism on
both sides, still show definite sensitivities.*’ Nevertheless, SRV-U.S. trade,
spurred by the BTA, grew nearly 10 percent in 2004, reaching $6.5 billion
(with a nearly $4 billion U.S. deficit). The United States now purchases
some 20 percent of Vietnam’s exports,”’ despite the fact that U.S.-organized
labor has charged Vietnam with dumping low-cost goods, especially seafood,
on the American market.’! Both sides saw the BTA providing valuable ex-
perience for Vietnam as Hanoi pushed for WTO admission, arguing that
the document was crafted “on the basis of WTO principles and regula-
tions,” with key contents focused on trade, intellectual properties, and the
service sector.’? Specifically, Hanoi agreed to reduce tariffs and non-tariff
barriers, ease restrictions on services such as telecommunications and bank-
ing, and provide better protection for foreign direct investment.** Further-
more, the June 2007 visit to Washington, D.C., by Vietnamese President
Nguyén Minh Triét revealed continuing differences between the two gov-
ernments on whether human rights or trade should be at the center of U.S.—
SRYV relations.>*

U.S.-SRV military-to-military relations are not close, although several
American navy ships have visited Vietnam, and more such visits may oc-
cur.”® So far, Washington provides no economic or training assistance to
Vietnam’s armed forces, although Vietnamese officials have suggested send-
ing officers to U.S. military schools now that an international military edu-
cation and training agreement has been reached. Vietnamese officers attend
courses at the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies in Honolulu, a facil-
ity of the U.S. Department of Defense; and delegates from two American
war colleges have visited Vietnam. However, any U.S. notion of drawing
Vietnam into some kind of U.S.-sponsored China “containment” arrange-
ment seems very unlikely, given Hanoi’s experiences with both the Ameri-
cans and the Chinese. Then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s early
June 2006 visit to Vietnam ended with carefully muted statements regard-
ing future U.S.—SRV military relations.® And as an SRV MOD white paper
stated: “Vietnam consistently advocates neither joining any military alli-
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ance nor giving any foreign countries permission to have military bases in
Vietnam. . . . Vietnam will not be embroiled in any arms race but needs to
build national defense might [that is] strong enough for self defense.””’

The mixed and evolving nature of U.S.—Vietnamese relations and the
challenge of managing differences without damaging the overall relation-
ship was addressed by the current U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam, Michael
Marine, in October 2005: “In fact—and to some extent counter-
intuitively—the closer the two countries become and the broader their rela-
tionship is, the greater the number of areas in which contention can arise. I
think this is where the United States and Vietnam now are, but it’s not
something we should seek to change.”?

Thus we see the Socialist Republic of Vietnam’s engagement with two
critical great powers. Presently that engagement, and the SRV’s overall
trade thrust, is based largely on economics, the inevitable concession to the
multifaceted impacts of “globalization.” Vietnam’s thrust into the global
economy, while the Party continues to monitor and police the population,
is prompting the emergence of a new kind of Vietnamese elite: the
entrepreneur—official. But public pressure for an equivalent political liber-
alization in Vietnam continues to meet resistance by the Communist Party
oligarchy. The “new Vietnamese citizen,” like his or her emerging Chinese
counterpart, is eventually going to dispense with much of the revolutionary
bric-a-brac of Communism—but it will be with a wink and a nod rather
than a through a formal burial. Although Marxism is steadily dying in Viet-
nam, Vietnam’s own form of Leninism, conditioned by the deep authoritar-
ian traditions in that country’s difficult history, will persist for years to
come.
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