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ac Lé Thi Thu, aged 60," met me and my research assistant at her home,
which stood at the end of a narrow residential lane. The little residential
area, like other working-class Ha No¢i neighborhoods, was composed of
houses crowded into a small footprint, with individual dwellings adjoining
so closely that they were almost continuous with one another. Inside, Bac
Thu’s house was really just a room, a few meters by a few meters, with an
annex for cooking outside the front door. A barred window looked onto the
neighboring lane; mid-interview, a neighbor shouted in to scold Bac Thu’s
granddaughter Thuy, who was fourteen, for having spilled rice out there.
The interview had gotten off to an unusual start. Like many of the other
women that we had interviewed, Bac Thu burst into tears as she began telling
us her story—but unlike our other interviewees, she had begun weeping
almost before we had asked any questions. As Bac Thu’s crying subsided,
she explained that she cried all the time—in fact, whenever anyone visited
her house, she cried. I wondered why the ward health station had “guided”
us to interview this particular family, as it appeared that Bac Thu was a little
unstable and perhaps the ward’s health cadres had known this.
As Bac Thu recounted, she was born in 1949 or 1950 in Hai Ba Trung
District’s Quynh L6i Ward, not far from her current home. Her father was

the head of the local council [ly trudng], and she grew up in the richest family
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in the village. Her mother, the second of three wives, had worked as a small
trader. Her three siblings had grown up to become intelligent and highly
ranked, but Bac Thu had only had the opportunity to study to second grade.
Later in life, her husband and parents died of cancer; none of her four
daughters had succeeded much.

As a result, Bac Thu had been on the ward’s list of officially poor house-
holds for years while she worked informally paid jobs. She sometimes earned
money from helping neighbors wash clothes, shop at the market, or carry
out the trash. She explained that she even washed gloves at a hospital,
though I wondered how this could be, given that disposable gloves are
standard in Vietnamese health-care settings, as they are in any other. Grab-
bing my knee for emphasis, Bac Thu said she had sold her blood for money
“a billion times” and that she earned money as a paid mourner at funerals,
too, where she cried “just like a family member.”

As Bac Thu talked, she pointed out individual household possessions in
the room, telling us how they’d come into her possession. Beyond providing
a simple inventory, she sketched out her relationship to extra-family social
networks, including state agencies, as she told us the story of how she had
come by this cabinet, that mat. Official reports and policy documents in
Vietnam often provide an organizational chart in which administrative
hierarchies of responsibility and subordination are drawn. Bac Thu’s history
of her household belongings accomplished something similar—a map of the
state and civil society agencies to which a vulnerable citizen could appeal

when attempting to secure her welfare:

That fan, the women [Women’s Union, Héi Lién Hiép Phu N Viét Nam]
gave; this cabinet, the ward People’s Committee asked me to bring home.
Everything is completely given to me by other people. This furniture is from
the ward, the rice cooker we also went to request. We are completely begging
[for whatever we have]....It’s just me and my granddaughter. It’s been
completely the school buying her books and notebooks; I haven’t bought

a thing. The women’s association gave this, the health [department] of the
district recently bought me this new pair of mats....The ward pities [thuong]
me very much. When they come down to visit, I cry, and they say, “That’s
enough, don’t cry anymore.” I even curse the police; ’'m not afraid. The police
really pity me....I have the neighbors, the ward, the district all pitying me....
Anything I like, I ask for.2
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Bac Thu’s home seemed exceptionally materially deprived for an urban
family. There was no indoor toilet; the window lacked glass. She didn’t own
a telephone, a motorbike, or even a bicycle—durable goods that the Vietnam
Household Living Standards Survey (VHLSS), a poverty survey conducted
every two years from a large representative sample of the Vietnamese popu-
lation, uses as proxy measurements of poverty.> But despite her lack of
formal employment or the support of relatives, Bic Thu was provided with
food, clothing, and other life necessities. She made appeals to the ward
police, the Women’s Union, the People’s Committee, shopkeepers, neigh-
bors, and the nearby pagoda, and this diverse assemblage of benefactors had
collectively supplied her with a small color television, clothing, a cabinet, and
a good amount of rice, noodles, coal, and cooking oil. After a police officer in
the area died, his family gave her his deathbed, which we were sitting on.
Evidently, some of these “gifts” had been given under duress; where family
relations typically revolve around mutual aid, requesting assistance from
non-kin requires a more assertive approach. Rather than projecting the
deferential, subdued, and policy-savvy qualities of a “cultured family” [gia
dinh vin hod], Bac Thu cursed and berated her neighbors. When people
refused, she stole. Once when the ward removed Bac Thu’s status of official
poverty, she sat outside her house half naked and cried for three days until
they relented and reclassified her as poor.

Work, blood, curses, threats, tears, nakedness: Bac Thu’s body was her
capital, though her proprietary form of “bio-capital” didn’t resemble the
rarefied technologies that this term usually describes.# Nor did it resemble
the ingratiating repertoire of “soft skills” or protocols for globalization-
friendly corporate etiquette that everyone in English-language-education
circles was adding to their curriculum during my fieldwork in Ha Néi in
2009 and 2010.

Other Hanoians I interviewed also described challenging circumstances,
such as deaths and serious illnesses in the family, asking neighbors for loans,
and working dead-end jobs to stay afloat. But by contrast, Bac Thu’s com-
mentary revealed an adversarial dimension of surviving poverty that had, in
other interviews, surfaced only in much more subtle and face-saving ways.
When our respondent accompanied us out into the lane to say a cheerful

goodbye, a neighbor looked uncomfortable at our approach and appeared
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reluctant to let Bac Thu greet her baby. My research assistant was very
unnerved by the interview, and my transcriber returned the interview tran-
script with a memorandum at the top of the page that indicated, “Intervie-
wee’s nerves are unstable” [Ddi tuong phong vin thén kinh khong on dinh).5

It would have been easy enough to conclude that Bac Thu’s heterodox
approach to provisioning was caused by a mental health anomaly. Medical
anthropologist Allen Tran has shown that in the post-reform period, many
Vietnamese “have benefited from a vastly increased standard of living yet
reported worrying more now than ever before.”® However, in this discussion
I pursue a less psychologically focused explanation for Bac Thu’s behavior
and instead contextualize her experience and the experience of other poor
Hanoians in terms of society-wide transformations in the way poverty is
conceptualized, explained, administered, and lived in Vietnam. Over the
past three decades, Vietnam has experienced rapid economic growth,
claimed great gains in poverty reduction, and, at the same time, overseen
a significant diminution of state entitlements and social services available to
individuals and families in need. Bac Thu’s testimony highlights the “per-
manent emergency of self-reliance” that poor urban families often described

confronting.”

Biopolitics and Poverty

I characterize these shifts in terms of biopolitics—a construct that has
proven generative in social science and humanities scholarship since Michel
Foucault first presented it in a lecture in 1974, subsequently expanding upon
it in a series of lectures at the Collége de France.® Centrally, Foucault con-
tended that a new form of state power arose in the modern era, replacing
earlier iterations of sovereign authority that rested on coercion through
force. This new type of power was informed by the recognition that a group
of living subjects, taken together, formed a “new body, a multiple body”
whose collective health, longevity, fertility, morbidity, and mortality could
be measured and managed.® Foucault termed this pivot to the governance of
populations biopolitics and posited the concomitant rise of biopower: a form
of power aimed at “improving the life, health, and welfare of the individual
and population”® through a program of selectively “making live”—

amplifying the vitality of some individuals or groups—and “letting die,”
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or allowing some parts of a population to suffer the effects of disinvestment
and neglect.

Caution is warranted in applying theoretical constructs with European
provenance to the non-Western world. As Amy Borovoy and Li Zhang note
in a recent essay on biopolitical governance and health in East Asia, “certain
critique and rethinking are in order” for applications of Foucauldian theory
to non-European settings to bear fruit.'* However, as the authors also note,
“we continue to find [Foucault’s theory of power and governmentality]
useful in helping us understand the changing biopolitical regime in East
Asia.”** Judith Farquhar and Qicheng Zhang further suggest the broad
potential for applications of Foucauldian theory worldwide, observing that
“to some extent modern biopower has traveled with the nation wherever it
has been established.”*3 Indeed, scholars have applied the concepts of bio-
politics and biopower in a wide array of global settings outside the indus-
trialized West.*4

Poverty represents a significant—if less frequently theorized—site for
research on the exercise of biopower and its consequences. Though poverty
is not an embodied state per se, states and nongovernmental organizations
often nonetheless behave as if it were, measuring and forecasting poverty via
statistics—the “critical modality of biopolitics”*5—as well as surveilling the
poor actuarially in initiatives to measure, manage, and reduce poverty. Fur-
ther, across global settings, poverty is also frequently constructed as an
indicator of vitality, welfare, and potential, with socioeconomic status
described in terms of quality of life or even life worth living. In these ways,
poverty in modern settings is always already biopolitical, and efforts to
explain and remediate poverty can be seen as expressive of the biopolitical
imaginaries and priorities of their authors. For example, in the People’s
Republic of China, discourse around suzhi—the “quality’ of individuals,
groups, and populations”*6—illustrates how poverty has assumed bio-
political stigma in a late socialist setting, a phenomenon that I suggest is
also taking place in Vietnam.”

As this article argues, Vietnam’s hybrid political economy—a one-party
state and a free market—has impelled a type of life politics in which the
state’s theoretically tight (but sometimes, in practice, loose) administrative

control over the population operates in conjunction with the exigencies of
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a highly dynamic national economy. The competing ideological ends of
a “market economy with socialist characteristics” [kinh té thi trudng theo
dinh hudng xd hoi chii nghia] are, in ways, incompatible. As the ethno-
graphic cases that I discuss below illustrate, the exigencies of the market
economy and the state’s withdrawal from universal social protection conjoin
to create a form of governmentality in which poor individuals and families
must pursue what the policy literature terms “informal coping strategies™—
scrappy, injury-prone agency from below—or accept a kind of inertia. They
inhabit a predicament in which “there is very little ability to absorb risk at

the same time that one is forced to undertake highly risky activities.”*®

Defining Poverty in Ha Noi

From 2009 to 2010 I conducted fourteen months of fieldwork in Ha Noi to
study outbreaks of cholera—an enteric infection spread by fecally contam-
inated food or water that is often considered a “disease of poverty.” These
outbreaks, which occurred in northern Vietnam over four waves from 2007
to 2010, constituted a source of political difficulty for the Ministry of Health;
as a result, it took months of bureaucratic navigation to be permitted to
conduct interviews with city residents. I adjusted my research emphasis to
focus on how poor families in the city sourced their food and water, how
they accessed health services, and what their household finances were like.
Essentially, this research allowed me to ask, How do poor Hanoians live,
work, and care for their family members?—a question that enabled insight
into the way that poverty is defined, governed, and experienced in post-
market-reform Vietnam.

At the outset of data collection, I had incorrectly assumed that the process
of identifying poor neighborhoods, households, and individuals would be
relatively self-evident, as comparative lack of access to cash, commodities,
and other indicators of socioeconomic status would be readily apparent.
However, this turned out not to be the case—not least because poverty
describes a multifactorial experience that cannot be easily defined as the
possession of a given amount of money over a specific amount of time or
even the absence of a specific set of material possessions.?® The potential
complexity of defining poverty was brought to my attention during a con-

versation at Ha No6i School of Public Health. My interlocutor, a senior
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scholar in public health, inquired how I planned to measure poverty in my
research, and I noticed that she seemed uncomfortable at the thought that I
might take the claims of prospective interview participants at face value. “If
you go into a village to interview people, you shouldn’t ask, ‘Are you poor?,”
she pointed out, “because they’ll all say, ‘Yes.” You have to ask if they are
officially designated as a poor household.”

I was a little nonplussed by the impression that my colleague didn’t trust
poor individuals to represent their situation honestly. Forgetting that high-
ranking university personnel in Vietnam are also members of the Commu-
nist Party, I was also surprised to hear a professor advocating for state
bureaucracies as the proper arbiters of a social fact. As I reasoned at the
time, Wouldn’t a family know best that they were poor?

However, where poverty was once so ubiquitous as to require no formal
definition, Vietnam’s economic transformation—alongside its new integra-
tion with global financial entities and humanitarian aid organizations—has
compelled the formalization of poverty lines, poverty metrics, and new
procedures for identifying poor individuals and households. As Deniz Kan-
diyoti notes in an article on post-Soviet Central Asia, the “shift from uni-
versal welfare provision under the Soviet system to targeted assistance and
poverty monitoring has stimulated a new interest in the measurement of
living standards”—an insight that is generalizable across the post-socialist
world.>® As a result of poverty’s apparent confinement to increasingly smal-
ler and “harder to reach” parts of the Vietnamese population, a sophisticated
actuarial apparatus with broad surveillance capacity is now required to
define, identify, spatialize, and remediate poverty. The work of targeting and
eradicating poverty requires the articulation of specific categories of risk or
deviance: “vulnerable” subjects like “female-headed households,” “ethnic
minorities,” and “remote” communities. And it also requires determinations
about objective features that are held to certify “poverty”—a term that is
notoriously difficult to define.

My access to interviews with city residents was shaped by these determi-
nations, as my study participants were drawn from local administrative lists
of officially poor and near-poor households [h¢ gia dinh nghéo va cdn
nghéo]. Household poverty status is the artifact of a process of categorization

that some observers have critiqued for its imprecision, and indeed I noted

G20z Alenuep 2| uo sasn 869]100 Imely ukig Aq Jpd y0L Z-1 8L '€202 MY LOLLLIYOL/Z-LIL/Pd-a[oIe/SANpassaidon"auljuoy//:dny wouy papeojumoq



BIOPOWER IN TRANSITION: THE POLITICS OF POVERTY IN VIETNAM 111

instances of significant variation between households that had officially been
classified in the same category. My respondents were also likely not the very
poorest in their communities, as none of them was an unregistered rural-to-
urban migrant—a status that is typically imagined to occupy the lowest
socioeconomic rung in Vietnam’s big cities. Further, as ethnic-majority
residents of a lowland province as well as residents of the national capital,
they also belonged to populations that are usually perceived as least at risk of
poverty in Vietnam.?* Nonetheless, the families I interviewed described
experiencing complex forms of deprivation and shared stories about their
difficulties in qualifying for state assistance.

In the following discussion, I suggest the tensions around the project of
defining and managing poverty in contemporary Vietnam and sketch the
administrative and social predicaments that confront deprived individuals
and families as a result of changes in poverty policy. Vietnam has seen
significant success in its national efforts in poverty reduction, largely as
a result of macroeconomic growth—but these accomplishments have
entailed new forms of inequity, some of which are exacerbated by the irreg-
ularities in systems for social welfare. In addition, as a result of the intro-
duction of poverty lines and poverty metrics in the post-reform period, only
some forms of deprivation ultimately qualify as deserving official recogni-
tion: poverty has become a scarce statutory resource that families with
challenged circumstances often pursue agentively. At the same time,
market-led economic growth, desocialization in the public sector, and the
end of the subsidy economy have shifted official and collectively shared
sensibilities around poverty, such that the poor tend to be represented—in
biopoliticizing fashion—as innately deficient. Hence, individuals and fami-
lies who experience deprivation are formally and informally compelled to
demonstrate their deservingness at the same time that public assistance has
become normatively much more limited as a result of shifting national

priorities in resource allocation.

Poverty under Socialism

While the claims that poor Hanoians put forward regarding deservingness,
moral norms, and personhood were out of step with the bureaucratic

requirements around poverty determination, they resonated with historic
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narratives underscoring the rights and prerogatives of the poor. In the
colonial period, “discourse on poverty became a rallying call among Viet-
namese intellectuals for patriotism, nationalism, and for some, anticolonial-
ism.”>> Social realist writers such as Nguyén Cong Hoan and Nguyén Hong
deployed fictional depictions of poverty to critique the colonial order,
expressing “bitterness and outrage about the injustice and misery to which
they bore witness” and portraying Vietnamese society under colonialism as
“a merciless place for those without power or money.”?* These authors
“portrayed the poor as hardworking and morally upright,” led astray owing
to swift social change and “the collapse of the precolonial moral order”; they
represented poverty as “a dignity-destroying process in which the destitute
person was stripped of self-respect.”>4

During Vietnam’s socialist period, mass cultural representations depicted
poverty as a shared social problem to be eliminated via political struggle,
comparable to other burdens on popular welfare like illiteracy and disease.
Public culture of the socialist period also valorized certain kinds of low-
income subjects—particularly industrial proletarians and the rural peas-
antry—as members of a vanguard class. As state messages emphasized, their
collectivized labor was a critical resource for agricultural and industrial
production and was to be rewarded—at least in theory—with equitably
distributed goods and social services. As such, the social contract supported
expressions of a state socialist biopower that aimed to cultivate, improve,
and channel the productive power of the population in toto, facilitated by
programs such as mobilizations for education, sanitation, and public health.

By contrast, the “backward” conditions or practices often associated with
poverty were ascribed to the influence of formerly prevailing political eco-
nomic circumstances—precolonial “feudalism” or colonial occupation. A
1967 article published in Vietnamese Studies, profiling a village in Ha Tinh
Province, retrospectively related the community’s past experience with pov-
erty in a triumphalist idiom—describing scarcity and infectious disease out-

breaks as the difficulties of a bygone time:

In the past, the local people suffered constant shortage of food. The low living
standards, the proximity to malaria-infested swamps and mountains, the
sand-carrying winds, the lack of wells for drinking water, the most thorough

ignorance of hygiene rules—all contributed to the rampage of disease and
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epidemics.... Typhoid fever, cholera, smallpox, typhus...took a heavy toll at
every epidemic outbreak....It wasn’t until 1955 that K.13 was able to set up
a rudimentary health service, with a few volunteers. It now comprises a 58-

member staff serving a population of 5,000 belonging to 6 farm co-ops.>

This report establishes a teleology in which poverty is eradicated by the
provision of health facilities and services by the state: elsewhere in the text,
the local party secretary is quoted as acknowledging that though K13 is
“lagging behind other villages economically,” the leadership has “given pri-
ority to medical work, without which we wouldn’t even have the necessary
manpower.”?® Public health interventions are described as giving rise to
economic development and, in turn, the capacity to participate in military
activities.

Beginning in the 1950s, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam established
the beginnings of a subsidy system in which citizens, as the clients of state
redistribution, were provisioned with the necessities of life—albeit according
to tight limits.?” Under the subsidy economy, citizens, “classified by their
occupations and needs, were allotted goods to buy at fixed prices.”?® Initially,
rice and cloth were rationed; later, the system included other types of goods,
and citizens required tickets and coupons as well as cash to make purchases
from government shops.?® Though state-provided goods and services were
probably neither equitably distributed nor of very high quality, rationing
nonetheless improved the quality of life of the general population.3® Anthro-
pologist Hy Van Luong has argued that “[i]n North Vietnam, ideologically,
war footing facilitated at least a temporary acceptance of a shared poverty
and the ideological emphasis on relative equality in both rural and urban
communities.”3*

However, while the socialist state’s approach to universal subsidy aimed
at a comprehensive “making live” for the population of the reunified coun-
try, in practice those ambitions were often stymied. Through the Second
Indochina War and the postwar period, the joint effects of war legacies,
international embargo, and the “padding of budgets and hoarding of mate-
rials” endemic to socialist settings shaped a national “shortage economy.”3>
Vietnam’s domestic economy was highly dependent on imports and foreign
aid, and in the 1960s spontaneous marketization began to circumvent the

inefficiencies of the subsidy system, with officials tolerating these deviations
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from dependence on central planning.33 The proliferation of black markets,
a consequence of scarcity, in turn contributed to further shortages.34

Household-level poverty—reflected in high levels of malnutrition and
low levels of consumption—remained widespread in the post-reunification
“subsidy period” [thdi bao cdp] (1975-1986), with fifteen million people
“either severely malnourished or on the edge of starvation due to insufficient
calories.”?s By the end of the Second Indochina War, in 1975, 70-80 percent
of the population was said to be poor by international standards, and almost
60 percent of all children under age five were stunted by malnutrition.>® By
the 1980s, Vietnam was one of the poorest countries in the world, with per
capita annual income at the end of the decade estimated at US$200.37 In
a 2007 memoir, a Hanoian who had been a “mid-ranking cadre” at the end
of the 1980s recalled how commodity shortages shaped common aspira-
tions: “In that time, what did people dream of? A ‘Unification’ bicycle. An
‘elephant ear’ fan. A pair of plastic ‘Pioneer’ sandals.”*® Anthropologist Ken
MacLean suggests that material aspirations among Hanoians in this period
were even more limited than this account suggests: the average city resident
“considered themselves lucky if they could eat three small bowls of rice a day
and owned two sets of clothing.”39

Despite the widespread prevalence of deprivation, a biopolitical hierarchy
of entitlements permitted party members and political officials more com-
modities than ordinary workers,** with rations allocated to state employees
on the basis of occupation and rank.#* Policies of the socialist era further
sought to “make live” in some populations by improving the welfare of
politically qualified subjects—for example, via the wartime recognition of
“hero mothers” who lost multiple sons in war, the provision of financial
support to families of martyred soldiers,** and the priority for overseas work
in other socialist-bloc countries afforded to meritorious people [ngudi cé
cong vdi cdch mang]: “war veterans, family members of martyrs and war
invalids, former service members, ethnic minorities, and workers and cadres
with excellent work histories.” Demographer John Bryant argues that dur-
ing Vietnam’s socialist period, generous foreign aid allowed the ranks of
state-sector workers to expand, conferring benefits to cadres who “received
guaranteed employment, sick pay, maternity leave, retirement pensions, and

subsidized housing, education, and health care. They ate cheap rice, which
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the government procured from agricultural cooperatives at artificially low
prices.”#4 And in the postwar period, North Vietnamese Army veterans were
eligible for social programs whose benefits “exceeded those commonly avail-
able in the general population,” including early pension.*5

Repressive dimensions of socialist biopolitics operated in tandem with
the system of provisioning. Beginning in 1964, citizens were required to
register their residence [h¢ khéu] with local authorities in order to be eligible
for subsidized goods and services like education and health care.#® These
resources were available only in the locality where a household was officially
registered, such that the resources for “making live” could be accessed only
within fixed administrative and geographic coordinates.4” By tying entitle-
ments to residence, the 1 khdu system both limited the population’s mobil-
ity and facilitated state surveillance.+®

In socialist Romania, Katherine Verdery has argued that surveillance and

welfare functioned as opposite sides of socialist governmentality’s coin:

If surveillance was the negative face of these regimes’ problematic legitimation,
its positive face was their promises of social redistribution and welfare. At the
center of both the Party’s official ideology and its efforts to secure popular
support was ‘socialist paternalism,” which justified Party rule with the claim
that the Party would take care of everyone’s needs by collecting the total social
product and then making available whatever people needed—cheap food,
jobs, medical care, affordable housing, education, and so on.#?

While Verdery describes the harms of surveillance as balanced against the
benefits of redistribution in Romania, these dual aspects of socialist biopo-
litics in Vietnam—surveillance and the state project of “making live” via
subsidies—actually interoperated in the system for provisioning. Though the
system of state-subsidized household provisioning has ended, this system
remains in place in the present day, albeit with some modifications—and

continues to restrict access to many rights and resources.>°

Welfare as Biopolitics

Following market reform, Vietnam’s overall national poverty rate declined
steadily, falling from 58 percent in the early 1990s to—according to the most
optimistic metrics—8.4 percent in 2014.5* Though socioeconomic inequity

has increased in the post-reform period, absolute material deprivation has
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become increasingly exceptional in Vietnam, with significant national
benchmarks in poverty reduction reported by international agencies as well
as the state. Over recent decades—in part because of Vietnam’s importance
as a case study supporting narratives about economic liberalization—the
country has been “often cited as a leader in terms of global integration,
growth, and poverty reduction.”s?

The background to these shifts in the depth and distribution of poverty is
the macroeconomic transformations that began in the mid-1980s, when
Vietnam embarked on a market transition disestablishing many of the erst-
while institutions of the command economy. The Dbdi Méi [Renovation]
reforms legalized private ownership and entrepreneurship, decollectivized
communal landholdings and state-owned property, opened avenues for for-
eign trade and investment, and injected cash into an economy that was,
during some parts of the postwar period, growing at an annual rate of only
0.4 percent.53 Ddi Méi caused rapid and resonant changes to everyday life
and living standards nationwide, with Vietnam’s subsequent annual rates of
GDP growth ranking among the fastest in the world. The accumulation and
circulation of wealth in Vietnam today can be readily observed in built
environments,5* consumption patterns,>> and the proliferation of private
medical facilities.>®

However, Vietnam’s post-reform macroeconomic growth has not
resulted in a robust system of social protection—in fact, quite the contrary.
In a relatively short period of time, the terms of Vietnam’s social contract
have shifted from a program of (ostensibly) egalitarian provisioning to
a market economy of (ostensibly) self-responsible individuals and families,
with government support for education, health services, and other entitle-
ments significantly reduced.>” Over the past two decades, the state’s alloca-
tion to social services has decreased: In the 1990s, Vietnam’s annual
spending on social benefits ranged from 4 to 8 percent of the country’s GDP,
a low rate by international standards.>® In 2015, public spending on social
assistance programs dropped to 1.02 percent of GDP.59

The services supported by these state expenditures, while more extensive
than in the immediate post-reform period, remain far from comprehensive.
While this limited ambit for state assistance is often defended on the basis of

Vietnam’s successes in reducing the overall prevalence of poverty, some
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scholars have argued that such significant rates of poverty reduction may be
illusory, resulting at least in part from systemic problems in the state’s
approach to defining and measuring poverty.®® For example, the setting of
Vietnam’s national poverty lines has remained quite low by international
standards,®* meaning some groups with relatively low income may not be
counted as poor. The poverty measurement process is also complex, poten-
tially leading to “haphazard implementation.”®* Further, at local levels, pov-
erty determinations are limited by local budgetary constraints—meaning
that the amount of poverty that can be recognized is essentially preset; local
officials are also incentivized to report poverty reductions, which may inter-
fere with objective reporting.®3 Access to cash transfers assisting needy
individuals with expenses like education and electricity is contingent on
income, with no recognition of family circumstances such as illness or
disability.54 These issues may serve to reduce the identification and reporting
of poverty, hence compromising opportunities to respond to the needs of
families who are administratively prevented from qualifying for assistance.

Vietnam’s state social protection programs have consisted of “social
insurance and social welfare schemes, the latter including targeted benefit
programs and special schemes for war veterans and invalids among
others.”®s Types of assistance provision include cash transfers (such as pen-
sions for retired state workers and cash assistance for some disadvantaged
populations) and benefits in kind, such as education and health care. In the
health sector, a system of compulsory health insurance, providing free and
reduced-cost health services, was introduced to serve initially “(a) formal
workers (both state and private sectors) and civil servants; and (b) retirees,
dependents of military and police officers, members of Parliament, Com-
munist Party officials, war heroes, and meritorious people.”®®

As this suggests, Vietnam’s system of welfare allocation has historically
conferred privileges to recipients whose occupational or family backgrounds
reflect the goals and values of the state. State institutions for social protection
continue to be “dominated by a legacy of the socialist period that provided
a large range of...provision to employees of the state—both in civil service,
party, police and armed forces and in state-owned enterprises.”s” Individuals
designated “meritorious people” for their military or other service to the

state receive entitlements, though they may not be materially needy.®
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Of further concern, Vietnam’s post-reform social assistance system is
marked by overall regressivity, or a failure to distribute entitlements in
proportion to need. As poverty specialists Martin Evans and Susan Harkness
note, a large percentage of Vietnamese social welfare is captured by groups
who are not poor, and while “the poorest have a high probability of receiving
a transfer, the amounts they get are a lot lower than those who are entitled
and richer.”®® As scholar of social welfare Qin Gao and colleagues found in
2009, “the poorest income quintile enjoyed 6.6 percent of all social benefits
while the top quintile received almost 40 percent of all social benefits.”7° A
study of poverty determinations made by the Ministry of Labor, Invalids and
Social Affairs (MOLISA) found that “more than 50 per cent of the poor
households identified by local authorities are not poor in terms of income or
expenditure measures.””*

Similarly regressive trends have been noted in the education and health
sectors, in part as a result of privatization and deregulation. The national
health-care system was privatized in 1989;7* fees for services were intro-
duced in the education and health sectors the same year.” This took place as
part of a national policy reorientation toward “socialization” [xd héi hod]—
a term that counter-intuitively denotes the transfer of responsibility for
formerly publicly funded services from the state to individuals and fami-
lies.”# Socialization policy is marked, in the words of anthropologist Minh T.
N. Nguyen, by the “contradictory goals of maintaining legitimacy while
unloading responsibilities onto ‘all the people.”””> As health policy experts
and other observers have noted with alarm, public services in Vietnam are
increasingly financed by individual out-of-pocket expenditures, with some
80 percent of the total cost of health care paid by users at the time of my
fieldwork.”® In addition, health-system reforms permitting self-referral
mean that patients are free to go to the health-care facility they prefer; as
a result, wealthier groups are more likely to seek services at hospitals, where
care provision is believed to be superior to care at lower administrative
levels. This tendency in the consumption of health-care services also creates
a regressive bias in public health spending, such that “the average public
health subsidy received by the richest quintile of the population is more than

twice as large as that received by the poorest quintile.”””
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In these ways, some of the nation’s social, economic, and health inequities
are exacerbated by the very mechanisms that administer social welfare.
Social assistance in Vietnam particularly fails to serve moderately poor
households, households above the poverty line, and, because they are more
likely to be informally employed, women.”® It also misses the nation’s
uncounted but large population of rural-to-urban migrants, many of whom
are not formally registered in the h¢ khdu system and are thus ineligible for
social benefits.”® By systematically favoring certain social groups over others
instead of recognizing and relieving poverty universally and equitably, the
Vietnamese state establishes a hierarchy of deservingness in its processes for
poverty designation and welfare provision; these inequities have endured
since the socialist period. State processes for poverty management thus
inscribe both de jure and de facto biopolitical priorities. However, these tacit
priorities are mystified by state and non-state representations of poverty and
the poor: as I will suggest in the following section, official depictions of
poverty advance a naturalizing and essentializing perspective that empha-

sizes the pathos and incapacity of poor individuals and groups.

Representing Post-Transition Poverty

Where poverty was previously framed as the result of colonial occupation
and foreign exploitation, state agencies, media, and nongovernmental orga-
nizations in Vietnam today tend to describe poverty not as an outcome of
underdevelopment by outsiders or even as a consequence of the history of
foreign wars, but rather in biopolitical terms: as a deficit of social groups
whose atavistic or unimprovable qualities prevent them participating in and
benefiting from national economic growth. Along these lines, MacLean has
observed a “quiet repudiation of class-based forms of analysis” in state
accounts of socioeconomic dynamics, writing, “Official discourse now uses
‘socioeconomic differentiation’ rather than class to measure changes in
absolute income inequalities, which have increased considerably over the
same period. The category is a descriptive one, however, and thus fails to
provide critical insights into the structural causes behind this accelerating
trend.”8° This essentially technocratic approach to framing poverty suggests
an unwillingness to acknowledge how the arrangements of the post-Ddi

MGi period create and perpetuate vulnerability in some parts of society.?

G20z Alenuep 2| uo sasn 869]100 Imely ukig Aq Jpd y0L Z-1 8L '€202 MY LOLLLIYOL/Z-LIL/Pd-a[oIe/SANpassaidon"auljuoy//:dny wouy papeojumoq



120 vLiNcoOLN

Along these lines, a shift to depoliticized discourse about poverty is visible
in national policy documents—sometimes even in individual documents.
For example, Vietnam’s 2002 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP),
a government-drafted document central to the securing of World Bank and
International Monetary Fund financing,®* opens by situating the project of

poverty reduction as central to the nation’s historic socialist ideals:

Even as Vietnam seized independence in 1945, President Hb Chi Minh
emphasized that poverty is an ‘enemy, just as illiteracy and foreign invaders
are considered enemies. He therefore defined the nation’s mission: strive to
enable working people to escape from wretched poverty, to be gainfully

employed, and to enjoy a prosperous and happy life.3

However, this textual commitment to a socialist account of poverty is aban-
doned within pages as the document proceeds to discuss the successes of
economic reform to date and the new national strategy for reducing poverty.
Outlining a program of “rapid and sustainable economic growth,”®¢ the
document describes accelerated market activity, facilitated by deregulation
and structural reforms, as the central means for eliminating enduring forms
of poverty and socioeconomic inequity.

This pivot illustrates Celine Tan’s critique of PRSP documents as a new
form of biopower, one in which “the discourse and methods of resistance
against the injustices of the international order have been appropriated to
distil such dissent through qualified operationalizing of contestable notions
of ‘participation,” ‘ownership,” ‘partnership,” and ‘poverty reduction,” dis-
abling the resurgence of any emancipatory politics in the international eco-
nomic order.”® Tan suggests that the rise of the PRSP framework, which
holds nations solely responsible for addressing the consequences of uneven
global development, reflects “shifting modalities of power at the global level,
marking the transition from what Foucault terms a ‘disciplinary society’ to
that of ‘a society of control.”86

The tone struck by Vietnam’s PRSP underscores how perspectives on
poverty’s significance have transformed in the post-reform period. While
written in a thoroughly technical idiom, the PRSP document comments that
“[ploor health, low education attainment, and degrading sanitation and

environment make it difficult for the poor to improve their situation in
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order to escape from poverty” and casts doubt on economic policies that
“redistribute income in a passive manner” instead of allowing the poor to
“take their own initiative.”8” Though this text was developed for an inter-
national audience and thus may not perfectly reflect the views of its authors,
Vietnam’s PRSP document is strongly consonant with a general shift in
public culture toward a depoliticizing, individualizing view of poverty, one
that marks poverty as an attribute of “backward” social groups.®®

Along similar lines, official accounts tend to reify the vulnerability and
disadvantage of social groups who are overrepresented among the poor,
presenting these in terms of static demographic descriptors and framing
poverty as a form of social deviance. Whereas public culture of the socialist
period valorized certain kinds of low-income subjects and contextualized
their predicaments dialectically, the Vietnamese state of the present day
tends to frame poverty in terms of a biopolitical deficit. Ethnic minority
groups are often figured as culturally and behaviorally deficient: given to
spending money on religious or “superstitious” traditions and disposed to
abuse alcohol or engage in criminal behavior.® An article excerpt by the vice
director of a provincial office of MOLISA illustrates how ethnic minority

status, superstition, and poverty are constructed as mutually entailing:

To support the reach of the services for environmental hygiene, culture, and
justice: State/social workers with their knowledge and skills will, with the local
administration, mobilize [vdn dong] the people in general and poor ethnic
minority people specifically to be self-reliant [tu luc, ty cudng] in protecting
their living environment: keeping villages hygienic, planning living quarters
and livestock areas suitably clean for each family in order to protect the living
environment for the entire village. Keep environmental pollution at the lowest
possible level in villages belonging to ethnic minorities in which poor

families live....

Regarding culture, [state workers will] help them sustain, preserve, and
promote the cultural character of every ethnicity by helping them to regularly
organize communal cultural activities in an effort to unite the community and
protect their cultural patrimony. At the same time, [state workers will] advise
and help them avoid backward traditions [cdc hil tuc lac hdu] and
superstitions [mé tin di doan] and not listen to the inciting words of hostile
forces [10i xti duc ciia cdc thé lc thii dich] making efforts to subvert

national unity.®°
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As I have written elsewhere, media portrayals often advance comparably
disparaging or hostile representations of poor individuals and populations.®*
In 2009 and 2010, official journalistic accounts of the rapid transmission of
cholera through city populations prejudicially implicated the careless, “sub-
jective” [chii quan], and profit-motivated actions of small traders and other
working-class actors®>—figuring poor people, or certain kinds of poor peo-
ple, as a negative biopolitical presence; a threat to public health and public
order. The effect of these representations is, among other things, to explain
poverty in terms that distract from state failures to ensure the welfare of

all citizens.

Embodying Biopower in Transition

As I came to understand from my conversations with Hanoians, in a “market
economy with socialist characteristics,” the prevailing imperatives of con-
temporary Vietnamese biopolitics place pressure directly on the body, such
that individuals experience these imperatives physically when they travel,
labor, and care for loved ones. This was illuminated by my conversations
with many city residents of diverse ages who had retired from factory work
or state employment early owing to “lost health” [madt siic]—illness or, in
some cases, an on-the-job injury—and then continued to work informally as
self-employed small traders or motorbike taxi drivers to supplement the
limited pension they received. In some cases, these prematurely retired
workers had received no support at all. One 49-year-old man told us he had
retired from the Thugng Dinh factory, which made shoes, owing to poor
health. That was in 1974, when he was 23; he received a lump sum and went
on to repair bicycles and motorbikes in his small apartment. Nguyén Thi
Xuan Thom, 56 years old, the mother of a teenage daughter completely
incapacitated by Japanese encephalitis, had retired from construction work
after an injury. She discussed selling flowers at a nearby market to afford her
child’s hospital bills:

Bac Thom Tve sold flowers for nearly twenty years, I retired and had to work
extra [lam thém] to live. With the child like this how can we have
enough to eat? Every bout of illness [trdn 6m] can be 500,000
[ddng; approximately US$25] for the medicine. And just the last
day, her sickness took all of 160,000 [d@)ng].
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Is selling flowers enough to take care of her?

I have to sell to make more than 800,000 [ddng] a month. It’s
a million [ddng per month] to take care of her. That’s for her to
eat. From selling flowers, I get 20,000 or 30,000 [déng] a day; that

with the pension, we have to try to give her enough to eat.9

In an interview with an 81-year-old man caring for his 84-year-old wife, I

was struck by how limited state aid provided to officially poor families really

was. We sat in the biggest room of the house, approximately two meters by

three meters, while our host Ong Viét, a retired tailor and the father of six

grown children, sat on the edge of the benchlike bed where his wife Ba

Phugng lay motionless, wrapped in a quilt. Though the mood in the neatly

kept room was pleasant and welcoming, the couple was struggling to manage

the costs of health care and their other modest expenses on a budget that,

excluding gifts from their children and occasional charity from the state,

amounted to about US$1.15 per person per day.®* It seemed apparent that Ba

Phugng was approaching the end of her life:

Ong Viét

ML
Ong Viét

She’s very weak and thin, before she was 40 kilos and now she’s 25
kilos. She just eats a little bit of rice every day. If I buy a bowl of rice
porridge for 4,000 [déng; US$0.25], she can’t eat all of it, I tell her
to eat it up but it’s as if it’s bitter. Often when she’s eating rice,
she’ll swallow it and then choke. The other day I went to go to the
hospital and the people said they would have to take an image of
her back; it costs 1,600,000 dc“)ng [US$80]....I said no, that’s
enough, and asked to return home. We don’t have any money. The
people [ngudi ta, referring to ward authorities] say that when my
wife turns 85, the state will give her a pension of 250,000 [déng; US
$12.50; per month). But now she’s just 81 and so she hasn’t gotten
anything.

With an additional 250,000, would you have enough to live?
Yes, it’s so hard like this. Right now, my pension is 1,400,000 [US
$70; per month], shared out [between various family members,
including adult children]. If there’s a guest, I turn on that light
[across the room], but if not, I just use this little light bulb.95

The couple had been told to rely on their children for support, but their

children were unable to help much; one of their sons had died and another

had a liver condition; as Ong Viét said, “There’s no child who’s earning
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money well.” That 85 was the age permitting more significant entitlements
seemed absurd, especially given Ba Phugng, at 81, appeared so frail already.
As we spoke, Ong Viét produced a variety of documents—the bill for the
refuse collection, for the electricity, for the water—to establish to us, his
young interlocutors, how the household was faring. Indeed, the only time
that Ba Phugng joined the conversation was to correct her husband about
the monthly charge for getting the garbage collected.*®

For particularly vulnerable families like Ong Viét’s, the pressures of a market
economy, coupled with lack of recourse to state welfare, create predicaments
that lack even the hope of a more secure future. Whereas periods of economic
growth are typically represented as inspiring fantasies of new opportunity,
imaginaries of globalized connectivity, and aspirations to material success, what
struck me about the accounts of poor families was their almost universally grim
appraisal of the futures that they and their children were facing. In an effort to
end interviews on a positive note, I included a closing question about what
respondents hoped for. These discussions most frequently led to exchanges that
struck me not only as extremely sad, but also as a jarring contrast to the jauntily
optimistic ambiance that was palpable in wealthier urban neighborhoods and
in mainstream popular culture. Family—posited by the state as the solution to
economic limitations—appeared for some to be a dead end.

The below conversation with one elderly woman, Nguyén Thi Gai, is one case
in point. Her parents died in 1949, when she was just ten, and so her early life had
been particularly miserable and difficult; she had worked as a live-in maid since
childhood. Now aged 80, she and her 87-year-old husband were recognized by
the ward for their advanced age and given a token sum of 200,000VND (US$10)
at Tét, but their family didn’t qualify for official poverty status:

Ba Gdi Many homes have more than us and are considered poor, but we
really are poor and can’t [be considered so officially]. They say we
have a lot of children and a house, at Tét they come and wish us
happy new year and we receive a few tens [of thousands of dng],
that’s all; otherwise, we don’t have anything. Now we don’t have
a pension and we're old, sick. They tell us we have a house and
something to nibble on, but can we really eat? They say, “Lean on all
your children and grandchildren [dua vdo con chdu],” but the
children don’t have anything for us to lean on....
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ML How is the health of your children?

Ba Gai Ijust have a 47-year-old [daughter] who has a kidney problem, and
my son fell and so his leg is crippled [b; tdt]. Now he sells sandals
[from a wagon].

ML Do you have any hopes for the future of your children?

Ba Gai They’re also very poor, they can’t help at all. I don’t hope for
anything. The boy got slashed in the leg when he went to
a mountainous region. He had to come back and have his tendon
reattached. Now he just sits and with his leg stuck out straight
[implying that he is going nowhere].57

Considering that Ba Gai had lived through some of the most challenging
periods in recent Vietnamese history, it was remarkable that her sense of her
family’s current circumstances appeared so dark and discouraging. How-
ever, Ba Gai was not the first person who told me she didn’t hope for
anything better. Many individuals I interviewed, including quite young peo-
ple, expressed their conviction that their lives would not improve. They
refused to entertain faith in even the affect of “cruel optimism” that is
particular to neoliberal societies.®® Such expressions of resignation registered
a sharp contrast to the image of Vietnam as an economically dynamic and
forward-looking nation and to the narrative of market transition as advanc-
ing national prospects for human development and material security.

Instead, what poor families emphasized as certain was the need to work
for a living. This theme was constant: everyone in a low-income household,
unless they were a school-age child or incapacitated, worked at least one low-
wage informal job—as farmers, motorbike taxi drivers, security guards,
child-care providers, recyclers, handicraft producers, small traders, maids,
construction workers, vendors of produce, or food preparers at local mar-
kets. This highlights another aspect of the biopolitics of poverty in Vietnam’s
post-transition period: the tight relay between bodily and monetary expen-
diture in poor households. The pressures of the political economic order are
experienced physically, particularly by lower-income subjects: the body is
the ground of life and subjectivity, a source of animate capacity for laboring,
and a repository for depreciation, exposures, and injury. Under these cir-
cumstances, bodies are survival strategies, not accumulation strategies;®

they supply the resources for their own renewal, but always require food
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and care. In this way, the biopolitical order of the post-transition period
endorses the selective production of debility among individuals who are
compelled to labor without robust social and legal protections or other
economic recourse.°

One interview participant stood out as a particularly clear example of the
embodied experience of poverty and work, in part because her home situ-
ation was marked not only by the experience of serious illness but also by the
urgent need to balance paid work with care for dependent family members
and appeals for state entitlements. Poan Thi Kim Lién, age 37, had worked
as a security guard and janitor at the parking lot of a state-owned enterprise
for fourteen years. The mother of two boys, ages five and nine, Chi Lién had
gotten married at 27 to a man whose mental illness—which manifested in
ways that the family found very disturbing—had caused him to be hospi-
talized on and off for over twenty years, including much of their marriage.

Both of Chi Lién’s parents-in-law had been state employees [cdn bd] at
the March 8 Weaving Factory [Nha May Dét 8-3], and accordingly, in 1986,
they had been given an apartment in a collective building [nha tdp thé]; it
was still the family home. The apartment, twenty square meters in total, was
on the second floor and consisted of two rooms, a small living room and
a bedroom where Chi Lién’s mother-in-law was resting. The front room was
simply furnished with inexpensive metal chairs, a tiny table, and a plastic bag
of documents and supplies hanging from the wall.

Chi Lién confessed that she had married her husband despite knowing of
his illness, because she pitied [thuong] him and his parents’ poor circum-
stances.*®* The neighbors despised her—looking down on her for having
married a man who was so unwell, gossiping that her first child was fathered
by another man, and speculating that she would attempt to take the title to
her in-laws’ very small house when her mother-in-law passed on. She also
informed us that her husband’s parents had adopted him, possibly before
knowing of his illness, because they had no children of their own and hoped
for the support that a son could provide.

This had not gone to plan, but it seemed that the family had once been
more stable. When Chi Lién’s mother-in-law retired, she was given a pen-
sion. As an in-marrying daughter-in-law, Chi Lién had held an extra job

cleaning houses, part-time work that she found easier than her current work.
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Prior to his long-term hospitalization, Chi Lién’s husband had worked
repairing spinning machines. In his absence, Chi Lién was responsible for
caring not only for her two sons but also for her 79-year-old mother-in-law,
who had become paralyzed from a stroke the previous year. Her father-in-
law had died of throat cancer some years ago. The family was now surviving
on Chi Lién’s wages, which were—given the deskilled, feminized position
she held at a company that had once provided good livelihoods for workers
—quite low, less than 1,000,000VND a month (US$50). Chi Lién received
a pension for her husband’s occupational disability [mdt siic], 850,000VND
a month (approximately US$44), and she also had her mother-in-law’s
pension, but it wasn’t enough to relieve her caretaking and work obligations.
The family had been on and off the list of poor households in the ward—an
experience that was not related with any sense of pride or satisfaction at
“escaping poverty.”*°> Currently, Chi Lién said, her household was just
receiving an occasional “gift” from various agencies: her company and the
neighborhood association [té dan phé). When one of the boys’ teachers had
visited the house and seen their circumstances, she also arranged for a gift of
200,000VND (US$10) from the school.*°3

In the absence of able-bodied adults to earn wages and more robust
provisioning by the state, Chi Lién told us she didn’t even have time to go
to the doctor, let alone to return to her hometown for a visit with her family
in Thai Binh Province. These limitations on time and money interacted
viciously with Chi Lién’s health and that of her family members. She had
to hurry home after work to care for the children and clean and feed her
mother-in-law. She purchased expensive medications for her husband and
his mother but relied on herbal remedies and over-the-counter medications
to treat her own ailments. And she worried that her children were not

developing properly:

Chi Lién I worry that they’re stunted [coi], I'm afraid that because their
father took a lot of medicine it affected them—the kids go to school
and they’re not developing like their friends in the same class....
Their father took a lot of medicine, but secondly, when I was
pregnant, I worked at night and didn’t sleep. I think that also
influences the fetus.'°4

ML And you? How’s your health?
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ChiLién I'm also very weak. I have goiter [bi buidu ¢8]. T have asthma [bj hen
phé qudn] from breathing the cotton fibers at the factory...I can’t
sleep. ’'m melancholy [budn ba] and just horribly tired [mét mdi
kinh khiing ludn].*os

When we asked about the future of her children, she replied:

Life as it is now, right now I'm just looking to the future of my two children. I
try to work hard, of course, but many times I just find my situation dull
[chdn]. T don’t have any more energy. I just think about [providing for] my
kids. Really, when I think about it, it’s so dull.

While Chi Lién and her in-laws undoubtedly had met more than their
share of bad luck, it was somewhat shocking to see a family with a long
history of working for the state facing such difficult circumstances. The wife
and daughter-in-law of cadres, Chi Lién couldn’t even buy herself new
clothes, saying, “My clothes, all the ladies at the office give me. Their old
clothes. Everything I wear is clothing that I got from someone.” When we
asked if the family received any services free of charge, she said, “We don’t

get any services at all. It’s just you girls who have come in to interview me.”

Conclusion

As anthropologists Christina Schwenkel and Ann Marie Leshkowich note,
“China’s and Vietnam’s continued growth more than twenty years after the
‘collapse’ of socialism unsettles teleological beliefs in capitalist social change
as a marker of ‘progress.””*°¢ Indeed, while some parts of the post-socialist
world experienced profound economic disturbances after the breakup of the
Soviet Union, with concomitant impacts on national socioeconomic security
and public health, the “socialist market economies” of Vietnam, China, and
Laos have been characterized by some as a “developmental model to
embrace.”*°7 These national macroeconomic successes exist side by side
with forms of increasing socioeconomic inequity that directly counter the
ideological commitments of these states. As this article has suggested, such
contradictions are occluded by an unannounced national shift from rights-
based, historically materialist discourse regarding the origins of poverty to

biopolitical discourse that positions the poor as inefficient competitors.
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Vietnam’s post-transition period has thus entailed abrupt changes for the
non-wealthy, as implied by the ethnographic conversations I cite. Reduced
state responsibility for public welfare compels individuals to economic self-
sufficiency while retrenching traditional values of familism; poverty metrics
recognize a relatively limited proportion of need as legitimate; and regressive
systems for social services increase inequity instead of remediating it. These
shifting biopolitical dynamics have resonant consequences for economically
precarious individuals and families. Lacking the forms of capital that advan-
tage labor market participation means downward mobility, frustrated
appeals for state assistance, and a sense of stasis and pessimism despite the
ambiance of wealth and opportunity in society at large. These pressures
register physically—not just in the form of physical pain, injury, and debility,
but also in anxiety, boredom, and despair. In sum, the experience of poverty
in post-transition Vietnam is embodied and experienced in ways that run
quite counter to prevailing national narratives of social development and
new prosperity.

While Vietnam has been lauded for its successes in poverty reduction and
its overall economic growth, the state system for poverty administration—
poverty determination, counting the poor, and providing entitlements—
effectively requires needy individuals to present themselves as deserving of
assistance, competing with others for limited resources. As the above dis-
cussion suggests, in the process, some vulnerable individuals are excluded
from the ambit of state recognition and provision, and in this way a hetero-
geneous group of potentially deserving subjects are abandoned—with their
welfare left to family members, social networks, and the market. Accord-
ingly, poverty has become a narrowly defined and quite sought-after admin-
istrative status for families with limited resources, akin to what the medical
anthropologist Joe Dumit terms an “illness you have to fight to get”'°8—an
ironic outcome, to be sure, for a socialist polity with a long history of
commitments to universal entitlement.

In concluding, I return to the situation of Bac Thu, whose strategy for
resisting poverty illuminates significant contradictions in the life conditions
of post-market-transition northern Vietnam. As an older single female head
of household without much education, she was exactly the kind of subject

that policy analyses would suggest as vulnerable to multidimensional forms
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of economic and social exclusion. Because her parents were not “meritori-
ous” people in the eyes of the authorities, Bic Thu was unlikely to benefit
from entitlement programs associated with political deservingness. Without
much education, a husband, or any sons, and with her siblings and daugh-
ters far away, Bac Thu further lacked the domestic capital that has, in the
years following Vietnam’s transition, served as the informal foundation of
household welfare.

However, at the same time, Bdc Thu successfully pushed against the
norms of a de-socialized “market Leninism,”*°® calling on agents in the local
political apparatus to live up to her expectations of a moral economy. By so
doing, she was able to navigate a market-driven economy in which social
entitlements were increasingly scarce and difficult to receive. Bac Thu’s
bullying, individualistic survival strategy sheds light on the pressure that
market transition places on households to shore up their own survival—
particularly those households that are not distinguished biopolitically by
their meritorious activities. Contrary to policy accounts that represent the
poor as passive and even abject, however, she projected fearlessness, humor,
and an insouciant self-confidence. “Let them look at me if they want,” Bac
Thu scoffed as we finished up the interview, mocking the objectifying gaze of
her neighbors and the state. Her approach to making a living was full of the
entrepreneurial aggression that market economies reward. In her dealings
with both the state and her surrounding community, Bac Thu staked embod-

ied, assertive claims on life that couldn’t be ignored.

MAaRTHA LINCOLN is a cultural and medical anthropologist whose research

addresses the politics of public health in Vietnam.

ABSTRACT

This article examines the shifting biopolitical significance of poverty in
Vietnam’s post-reform period, drawing on ethnographic interviews with
poor Hanoians. Concomitant with the political economic and sociocultural
shifts of market transition, public accounts of poverty’s nature and causes
have transformed. The diminished national prevalence of poverty, rapid
macroeconomic growth, and the ethos of “socialization” inform accounts

that depoliticize deprivation and present it in biopolitical terms, as an
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inherent characteristic of some social groups. Economic and policy trans-
formations mean that low-income urban residents navigate competing
obligations under market socialism: to be as self-reliant as possible while

remaining legible as legitimately deserving.

KEYWORDS: biopower; biopolitics; poverty; post-transition; socialism;

Vietnam
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