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Introduction
Agent Orange, rural development, 
and enduring farmers

This book is about how Vietnamese farmers faced and coped with u ncertainties – 
risks – in the years after the Doi Moi reforms in the second half of the 1980s, 
which unleashed significant social, political, and economic changes. Among 
them, a small group of families stand out because of their children and their var-
ious mental and physical disabilities. The disabilities are suspected to have been 
induced by direct and indirect exposure to the wartime use of toxic chemicals 
popularly known as “Agent Orange”. This group of families is unique in the 
specific difficulties they face, but these do not prevent them from representing a 
larger group of Vietnamese farmers. The group’s uniqueness is not as prominent 
when we carefully examine their behaviour.

The Vietnamese farmers, in turn, represent more than themselves. The 
changes they have embraced are not an exception to the micro or macro changes 
that others face and need to adjust to in order to survive. They are laden with 
uncertainties, regardless of who may have designed them. They are another way 
in which risks present themselves. Whatever course of action one may take, it 
runs the risk of not leading to what one expects or hopes for. Every course of 
action is the embodiment of risks that impose the pressure of decision-making 
on anyone for whom uncertainties are the rule. However, the changes do not 
leave many merely stunned and standing by. Noted sociologists Peter Berger and 
Thomas Luckmann observed that men do many things to make the changes 
before them look “unproblematic” so that they can embrace them without fear 
of pushing themselves to go through an “extreme transition”. Our everyday life 
is a consummate form of these efforts.1

The Vietnamese farmers exhibit a remarkable consistency in their behaviour, 
which some brush off as a sign of their unfounded stubbornness, or ignorance, 
or as the result of the irresponsiveness to the appeals of professionals and experts 
in various areas, responding to the demands of the farmers’ well-being.

Certainly, there are some who, for one reason or another, are unable to make 
sound judgement. However, the changes they encounter in their living environ-
ment are not something they can stand idly by and let the professionals manage. 
The farmers were consistently successful in their efforts to cope with the rapid 
and often disabling changes. It is this consistency that breathes life into the 
 tenacity that the farmers rely on, often unknowingly.



2 Introduction

The book is about the source of the tenacity of the farmers. Our observation 
begins with scenes we have become familiar with.

Local drama

Mai and Binh meet at least once a week. Both had been born with physical and 
mental deficiencies caused by damage to their brains. Binh is 30 years old, and 
Mai is 20. Within the past two or three years, Mai has grown taller than Binh. 
Indeed, Binh has not grown much taller than 130 cm since our first meeting 
in 2004.

They are sisters. They did not know of each other until 2006 when we brought 
them together. When Binh was born in 1988, Tran T. H.,2 her mother, was 
only a few steps away from getting married to Binh’s father. She gave her up 
to another woman in the same commune for reasons we can only guess. The 
mother was under heavy pressure from her family, who may have felt ashamed 
or hoped that she would consummate her marriage if the disabled child was not 
around; she herself may have thought that living alone was hard enough for a 
single mother in a rural community. Binh’s adopted mother is also unmarried. 
She had let her husband go because they could not have children. The adopted 
mother used to spend a great deal of time working in coffee plantations in Buon 
Ma Thuot, some 150 km south-west of Phu Cat, leaving the care of Binh in 
the hands of her neighbours and relatives. After all, the effects of the country’s 
astonishing economic growth since the early 1990s have not “trickled down” to 
these mothers yet. 

Mai was born ten years later. Her mother was unmarried, again. This time, 
she kept her daughter. Her physical disabilities, more pronounced than Binh’s, 
do not usually deter Mai from moving around the neighbourhood. She spends 
time with the neighbours’ children. Occasionally the mother’s relatives in the 
commune take her in to keep an eye on her. Mai has no other choice because 
her mother needs to tend the paddy and help others for a small amount of extra 
income whenever opportunities present themselves.

Binh and Mai are among the many disabled children with defects induced 
by direct or indirect exposure to Agent Orange, the dioxin-yielding herbicides 
sprayed during the war. The sisters are from the 48 original families in Phu Cat 
suggested by Hanoi Medical University for our research.

They meet in a classroom at a local primary school together with close to 20 
“children” with various types of birth defects. Of these 20-some students, the 
oldest is a 32-year-old “girl”, and the youngest is an 8-year-old deaf girl, the 
cause of whose disability is unknown but is probably unrelated to the effects of 
Agent Orange.

In 2012, we initiated, and have since helped run, weekend classes at a few 
 primary schools in different communes in Phu Cat District, Binh Dinh P rovince, 
in central coastal Vietnam. Early on at Cat Trinh Primary School II, the volun-
teer teachers tasked with monitoring, overseeing, and “teaching” these children 
decided to call the class Lop hoc Uoc Mo, a Dream Class. There are four Dream 
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Classes within the district, and a fifth is on its way. Altogether, over 100 disabled 
children gather in these classes every weekend. Some of them are siblings. They 
represent a fraction of over 32,000 disabled people (not including the invalid war 
veterans) in the province.3

Among these children are a few who came to the regular primary school classes 
before. None lasted long. They did not know what to do with  themselves in the 
classroom. Neither did the teachers. In Dream Classes, their activities range from 
a set of simple physical exercises to singing and dancing to  colouring a picture 
book to learning simple alphabets. Binh, as it turned out, is an  excellent painter, 
a surprising talent for a girl who usually sits within a radius of 20 or 30 m from 
her tiny shack with the neighbours’ kids, smiling and laughing. Luyen, a boy 
with learning disabilities and a speech impediment who is a  student of Dream 
Class II in Cat Tanh Commune, even won first prize in a painting com petition 
held in Qui Nhon, a prosperous port town he had never even thought of visiting 
before.

There are always a few parents or siblings watching over these children in the 
classroom. Sometimes, an accompanying father nervously looks on as his child 
struggles with a drawing pen, or pokes at a nearby child. Sometimes, an older 
sister gives a helping hand to her brother to draw something, which looks like a 
flower or a house or an animal.

The children know it is time to go home when the teachers begin distributing 
snacks along with a pint of milk. They grab them and tuck them in their back-
packs, and begin looking around for their parents or siblings, who give them a 
lift home on the backs of small motorcycles, or nod at another child to start the 
short walk home together. 

Of the four, Dream Class I in Cat Trinh Commune is next to the central 
section of the district, Ngo May, a hub of business-government-medical ser-
vices. These children rarely, if ever, visit this section. Neither do their families. 
“Oh, uh, I have nothing to do there”, said Ninh, a farmer who has taken care 
of 32-year-old Tam, a Dream Class student and younger sister with complex 
mental and physical disabilities. Their father passed away when they were still 
young. Until recently, their mother lived in Ho Chi Minh City to make a living 
on her own. Ngo May remains almost as distant as Ho Chi Minh City is to 
him and Tam or, for that matter, to the majority of the farmers we have met. 
The chores of a farming family utterly consume Ninh’s and his wife’s time – 
raising their own three children, tending the rice paddies, growing peanuts 
and other vegetables, in addition to caring for Tam. Among the farmers in Cat 
Trinh, Ninh, who sees no point in spending much time in Ngo May, is not an 
exception. 

It has been over one generation, 30 years at least, since the Vietnamese farm-
ers ceased to be a sort of assembly line workers in a factory: namely the rice 
paddies managed by agricultural cooperatives. The Doi Moi of 1986 and the 
accompanying reforms released the farmers from the rigid division of labour 
on the agricultural production line. The end to the collective farming style 
 restored the familiar mode of agricultural life where a family is the primary and 
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autonomous agent of action. The family-centred productive life also embraces 
 community-wide cooperation. “Oh, I was helping out our neighbour”. More 
than once, Ninh casually mentioned at some of our unannounced visits as he 
rushed back into the front yard of his house on his bike to greet us. “They 
needed some hands in their rice paddy”.

Then, we remembered earlier scenes. In the busiest time for the farmers, that 
of rice harvesting, there were patches of rice paddies where no one was to be seen 
while the patches next to them were filled with people reaping rice. The farmers 
probably found it more efficient to concentrate their helping hands on one patch 
at a time, then shift to another. This and other reciprocal practices may be left 
over from the days of collective farming. We suspect that they might go even 
further back, beyond the collective farming era.

With the market economy penetrating even this rural community, signs of a 
widening income gap are hard to miss. But these signs appear pale against those 
of the improvements made, such as the paved roads crisscrossing the lowland 
district. Ninh, who recently finished building a large 300 m2 house, still exhibits 
no sign of material wealth; neither does his mother, for whom he built another 
house. The villagers all agree that he works hard. He wears the same look and 
raggedy clothes as he did the first time we met 15 years ago. The only explana-
tion for his building these new houses is that he finally decided to move away 
from the home of his birth and establish his own family home.

The mother of Binh and Mai, probably at the other end of the rich-poor spec-
trum, is always willing to provide her services to somebody else at harvest time. 
Her house, no bigger than a room in Ninh’s new home, is a home to herself and 
Mai. She works on her own small land and often as a menial labourer. Nothing 
remotely indicative of surplus assets can be seen. She looks at Mai with a moth-
er’s caring eyes. 

Dream Class children are from families who are somewhere between Ninh’s 
and Tran T. H.’s, income-wise. There is an air of equality among the families of 
the children of the Dream Class. 

Over time, we have detected changes in the children in the Dream Class. 
Some of them have begun forming a small group of children they like. From the 
look of it, the children occupy their seats in the classroom not just because they 
are instructed to do so but because they are seated next to their friends. Vu, a 
child of a single mother living with her and her aged parents and a newcomer to 
Dream Class I, rarely mingles with anyone at home and usually isolates himself 
and immerses himself in whatever his arms can grab. In the Dream Class, he 
exchanges his “opinions” with his friends next to him and pushes and shoves 
them with hearty laughter.

In another Dream Class in Cat Tanh Commune, a year after it opened in 
2016, we watched a small group of children methodically instructing the rest 
to be seated and distributing the materials to be used in class. The leader of 
the group was a boy with learning disabilities who had been nominated by the 
teachers as the head of the class. One of the teachers informed us that he divided 
his work among some of the others “at his own volition”.
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Some of the children are no longer accompanied by their parents. They come 
and leave with the “classmates” of their choosing. Some of their behaviour has 
surprised their parents. “You know what?” one of the parents confided to us in 
Dream Class I, a year after its opening. “These days, the night before Dream 
Class, my daughter goes through her clothes, not that she has many to choose 
from”. These Dream Class children are among the children whom medical ex-
perts have conclusively characterized as “disabled” to engage in “normal” con-
duct of life and to establish the routines of everyday life on their own accord. 
These changes are indicative of improvements in the broader context of their 
everyday lives. Or so they seemed, at least, to us.

Our approach

However, as we deciphered the parents’ narratives from our frequent visits, we 
also detected something else in the ways in which most of them react to the im-
provements. They are certainly aware of these changes and are very happy about 
them. Yet, in their eyes, it has not made their children less disabled: their “dis-
abilities” remain an unchanged constant in their parents’ and families’ every-
day lives. This subtle difference in our reactions to the children’s improvements 
alerted us to something that touches on the very core of the way these farmers 
have lived. The fact that they do not see their children as less disabled has driven 
them to deal with their misfortune in more ways than one.

Our first reaction to the difference was sympathy. Many of the parents have 
gone through several steps of medical consultations and treatments for their dis-
abled children, starting with a local Commune Clinic and progressing to a major 
children’s hospital in Ho Chi Minh City, though only a few ever took that final 
step. We realized that a greater disappointment followed each step as each was 
another, and firmer, confirmation that the Agent Orange-induced disabilities or 
birth abnormalities “have no cure”. Their children’s disabilities are beyond the 
reach of human efforts in the parents’ eyes.

If the parents make efforts now to visit the District Health Centre or the 
 provincial general hospital – respectively a 10–20-minute and a 40–60-minute 
bike ride away – the primary purpose is to secure a certificate confirming that 
their son or daughter is disabled due to the Agent Orange-induced complica-
tions. The document guarantees them the payment of a “government pension”, 
amounting to between $15 and $50 a month.

“Naa, we don’t take our kid(s) to the Clinic” is the answer that pops up with 
alarming frequency as we have added more families to visit beyond the original 
48. The parents have decided to live with their disabled children as an integral 
part of their life, as something neither they nor medical specialists can change or 
remove. To them, those improvements exhibited in the Dream Class are the re-
ward for the families embracing and enduring the misfortune, and not the proof 
of the efficacy of their choice to improve the health conditions of the children. 
The Dream Classes are not there for change; they are for the rest of the family to 
have a brief reprieve once a week. 
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Our second reaction was empathy, which has made our observations of their 
life a little more involved. Over the years, we have tried to imagine what it is like 
to be a part of the families. Our visits have become occasions for the empathetic 
reconstruction of their lives. 

To nearly all parents, everyday life is filled with routine. A deviation from any 
one part of this could easily impinge on the rest. Tending rice paddies, or peanut 
or cashew nut farms, alone is immensely time-consuming, especially since Phu 
Cat usually maintains a twice-a-year or even thrice-a-year harvesting of rice. This 
frequent harvesting of rice does not make the farmers that much richer. It merely 
consumes more labour and opportunities, and leaves less time to tend to other 
parts of the daily routine. Liberation from the collective mode of farming since 
the late 1980s multiplied the pressure on families to keep up with production. 
The collective farming of pre-Doi Moi Vietnam may have provided a safety net 
for the livelihood of the members. The liberation from it meant that the respon-
sibility of producing and marketing the produce fell squarely on the individual 
farming families, even though the very basic framework for cooperation remains 
intact among the farmers. 

Away from the rice paddies and farms of various produce, there are many cer-
emonial occasions; some are seasonal and others such as funerals and weddings 
are unpredictable. Almost none of these are strictly family affairs. They engage 
their neighbours in the preparations. These are additions to the daily demands 
such as securing education for the “normal” siblings, of whom there are usually 
many, of the disabled children. 

The families do not or cannot afford to allocate their scarce resources specif-
ically for the disabled children in need of special care. Resources such as time, 
opportunities, and others are fully mobilized, whereas the demands on them 
stemming from the care for their disabled children are irregular and often unpre-
dictable. The parents have very little margin for tailoring the use of the resources 
to the unpredictable demands of the disabled children. An exception may prove 
the rule. Here are these parents who are not farmers, even though they have the 
right over the farmland that the husband had acquired through post-Doi Moi 
changes. The husband of one couple in Cat Minh Commune with a boy with 
a severe case of brain damage quit his job to look after, and provide the needed 
care to, the child. We do not know of any other cases like this family among 
over 80 families we have investigated in the past 15 years in Phu Cat. Embracing 
the disabled children as they are is the inevitable reality faced by the parents as 
farmers, however difficult it may be.

We have also discovered, however, that the same reality is the inventor of 
something else. The reality has pushed the parents to develop, perhaps unbe-
knownst to themselves, ways in which everything appears to them less challeng-
ing so as not to make their life in dire need of an “extreme transition”.4 

Resigning herself to her son’s mental defects at his birth as her “fate (so phan)”, 
a mother quickly added that “it is good that he is healthy and can communicate 
verbally”. After a pause, she smiled and said, “That family [five-minute drive 
away in the same commune] also has a disabled son, but unlike my son, their son 
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can’t speak and no one can understand what he wants”. We do not know which 
of the two boys is more seriously disabled. She was making light of the burden 
of having a disabled child by comparison. She was describing her burden as less 
severe than the other mother’s as if she were comforting the “other self” in her 
who may actually be experiencing the pain of that burden. The hardship is se-
curely locked in that comparative narrative. We are sure that she has developed 
this dual self, a narrating self and an experiencing self, through many occasions 
when others expressed their sympathy for her unfortunate son. 

It may be because of the same necessity that these parents rarely link their 
children’s misfortune to the principal cause, namely Agent Orange and the 
war that brought the substance to their backyard. The war seems to have faded 
into the distant past and with it the link between the cause of their children’s 
misfortune and the war. Together, the problem of having disabled children has 
become something they live with, rather than something they can remove or 
change. 

Only when prodded did the father of a girl with Down’s syndrome say he had 
fought on the side of the army of the Republic of Vietnam near Phu Cat Airport. 
Early on in the research, he talked about how he lost his leg below his knee as he 
caressed the poorly made wooden leg. The link between the war, Agent Orange, 
and the daughter’s disability never entered his narrative, or crossed his mind. 
That is, at least, was the appearance he maintained.

When the residents talk about the war, they usually do so with a light touch, 
as if they had been a safe distance from it. A local clinic staff member loves to 
relate a story involving Nui Ba Mountains, large hills in the middle of the district 
that are known to have been heavily sprayed with Agent Orange. “Each of the 
soldiers in the Korean unit [deployed in Phu Cat Airport] carried one soldier 
on his back in an operation to help the southern army to wipe the National 
Liberation Front soldiers off the mountains”. He paused, grinning for effect. 
“The idea was so that the NLF unit in the mountains would underestimate the 
approaching unit’s strength”. There is no hint of remorse about the Mountains 
as a persistent source of Agent Orange-induced ailments or birth abnormalities 
long after the war’s end. 

Sporadic references to the effects of Agent Orange and the war may indicate 
that the residents are resigned to the fact that the health damages have been 
done and cannot be undone. Throughout the years of our research, major oper-
ations were carried out by the government, jointly with the United States, aimed 
at neutralizing the contamination around Phu Cat Airport, over 20 km south 
of the Mountains, were carried out. None of the families, or for that matter the 
Commune Clinic staff, brought the operations to our attention, even casually.5 
To them, Agent Orange, like the war itself, is far removed from their life. Any-
thing disruptive needs to be ignored or, if it cannot be ignored, tucked away in 
comforting narratives that can make light of it.

Bewilderment, of a sort, was our third reaction. It began to appear off and 
on through our early contacts with the families, especially when the visits led 
to lengthy conversations. This bewilderment became a puzzle that has kept our 
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research afloat. Are the Agent Orange families merely, and blindly, enduring the 
unendurable?

“There’s nothing we can do about it” is the usual and natural response of 
the families with the disabled children as they are exposed to casual remarks 
such as “no cure for Agent Orange-induced defects” by a local clinic staff and 
to a more refined and hence more conclusive diagnosis at higher-level medical 
 establishments such as the District Health Centre or provincial general hospital 
in Quy Nhon. It is an expression facing a chasm whose depth the families can-
not fathom – the possibility, nearing the impossibility, of removing or undoing 
the health consequences of Agent Orange contamination. There is “no choice” 
other than living with the disabilities since such medical innovations are too far 
away from the present and too costly. To the families, even limited efforts to 
accommodate the needs of disabled children such as special schools for handi-
capped children do not come into their daily thinking: “Too expensive for us to 
send our children to”. These facilities, or making use of them, are not among the 
choices available to them. 

Do they, then, suspend their life just because they have only these impossible 
choices – really no choice – for the disabled children? How do they embrace 
the disabled children before the “problem” is removed? What is their life in the 
 interim? But they do have other things they need to tend to. Or is their life really 
that of the interim?

Over years of research, we have observed that not all behaviours of the farmers 
align with justifiable reasons. Some of them were clearly out of line with what 
one may expect, such as having more children after having one, or even two, 
disabled children. Others, though less dramatic, are not that different as they 
casually, or so it appears to us, leave their disabled children alone for a period of 
time while they earn quick cash elsewhere as a menial labourer.

Behaviour deviating from our expectation is also found in farmers without the 
burden of children with birth defects. A “land millionaire” up on the Nui Ba 
Mountains never stops acting as if he is just another farmer living barely above 
the subsistence level. He takes on every bit of the production process all by 
himself with help from his wife, including the construction of a small reservoir 
further up the hill. There are no machines, nor a group of hired hands, in sight.

Puzzles

The bewilderment has led to ask ourselves: what if there are valid reasons for 
all the actions that the farmers have taken? This exercise in interpretation has 
prompted us to put a spin on the usual recipe for observing the farmers: throw 
away the notion that only actions that are meant to maximize their intended 
outcome are rational and bring in a new idea that all, or nearly all, actions are 
taken for good reasons.

Two thoughts crossed our mind. First, all actions and behaviours only collec-
tively constitute a farmer’s life. When captured in that constitution, an action 
may have sufficient reason to be taken, even though that action appears to be 
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irrational when viewed alone. The other is that the consequence(s), or utility, of 
an action is usually offered by others in the form of possibility and probability 
only. The freedom of how to interpret the probability is left solely to the one who 
reads that probability: X% that an undesirable outcome may occur is (100 − X)% 
that a desirable outcome may be achieved. 

These thoughts helped shift our view of the farmer: he is a decision-maker first 
and foremost, and not a beneficiary of one single action designed and promoted 
by somebody else. He would not see an action as a path to one goal independent 
of others dispersed around different demands of his life. Therefore, he does not 
choose a course of action solely for its intended merit or consequence. Facing 
many demands on, and concerns about, his life, the only reliable source for his 
action is what he has learned and earned, the tangible and intangible assets. Any 
suggestion to change, or even implicating a change in, his life would be a threat 
to these assets. And the threat looms large in his examining eyes, before he acts.6

The shifted view towards the farmers led to a third thought or question: how 
do these farmers recognize the effectiveness of their chosen action? Our ob-
servations are informed of this third thought, which is more a hypothesis: the 
farmers’ everyday life is the efficacy test of their action.

These farmers choose actions that are meant only collectively to satisfy the 
demands of their life. In this demand-action equation, each action is acceptable, 
or “reasonable” (in bounded rationality parlance),7 to the farmers as long as they 
collectively meet the demands of everyday life. A net result is that the farmers are 
“satisficing”8 themselves, even if each of the actions falls short of the expectation 
of its advocate. In real life, the advocates may be many and ubiquitous in the 
areas of medicine, food production, and education, among others. The farmers’ 
everyday lives that are spared of, or have survived, a major disruption or change 
is the evidence that their actions are passing that efficacy test.

To some, the farmers’ uncanny use of narratives, the above-mentioned “dual 
self” narratives, or their cryptic ways of tucking the war and Agent Orange away 
in the remote past are merely acts of escapism. But for us, they are the making, 
thus the evidence, of the farmers’ tenacity in living through the years of constant 
changes, various adverse developments, and other instances of uncertainty.

There are several themes that run through the body of the text. One is a 
somewhat revised view towards rational behaviour. Our view that the farmers 
are the primary decision-makers of their own life places them in a light d ifferent 
from one that casually treats them as simply the beneficiaries of expert knowl-
edge from various sources. The second theme comprises the two broad areas of 
action from which we develop our observations and interpretations of farmers’ 
behaviour: wealth and health. From a general perspective, these are the two 
areas where one is inclined to see readily the expected utility of action: for the 
former, an increase in profit by means of cost-efficient production, and for the 
latter, health free of sickness and weaknesses by means of a certain regimen and 
cautious use of certain materials. These are the areas, however, where our farm-
ers deviate from the usual expectations. Between the two areas of wealth and 
health, our observations tend to lean more towards the latter, because of our 
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initial interest in Vietnam, due to the dire consequences of the wartime use of 
toxic chemicals on humans. Those on the former, nonetheless, provide impor-
tant supporting insights. 

The third is the attention we paid to the narratives of the farmers. The key me-
dium between us and the farmers is the latter’s narratives. They are sometimes 
prompted by our prodding; sometimes they come out in a form that comprises 
nothing more than disjointed utterances, sandwiched by long silences. Piecing 
them together is, in and of itself, an act of our reconstructing their life into a 
coherent whole.

This attention was born out of our initial suspicion about the frequent use of 
phrases such as “it’s our fate (so phan)”. The phrase often prefaces their responses 
to our question of how they took the initial realization of their children’s mis-
fortunes. Our understanding of it gradually transformed into something else. 
The phrase, of course, signals the resignation that there are things beyond their 
control. But that does not mean that everything else is out of their control. The 
phrase may well signal the farmers’ resolve to face life either because of or in spite 
of the misfortune that had struck some of them. It often signals their resolve 
to live a life worth pursuing. Observing the farmers over the past 15 years, we 
have become especially alert to this gap between what they say and their possible 
sub-textual message: the latter tells us more about how the farmers live.

Our research at its initial stage from 2004 to 2008, on the human conse-
quences of Agent Orange contamination, needed to be authorized by Hanoi 
Medical University and the Ministry of Health of Vietnam. They also selected 
areas for the research, where local District Health Centres and Commune Clinic 
staff assisted us with their detailed local knowledge about the health conditions 
of the residents. In the three areas, we initially investigated over 120 families 
with children with defects induced by Agent Orange. We visited some of these 
families many times. The three areas were Kim Bang, a semi-rural district within 
commuting distance of Hanoi; Thanh Khe, an urban district in Da Nang; and 
Phu Cat, a rural district in central coastal Binh Dinh Province.

Kim Bang has a heavy concentration of former North Vietnamese Regular 
Army soldiers who fought along the Ho Chi Minh Trail; Thanh Khe is located 
next to Da Nang Airport, which played a strategically critical role during the 
war and was also the storage site for Agent Orange and other toxic herbicides. 
Finally, Phu Cat, a central coastal community, has the strategic Phu Cat Airport 
and Qui Nhon, a seaport. The last two are the sites of the Vietnam-U.S. joint 
soil clean-up operations. 

The late Dr Trinh Van Bao, of Hanoi Medical University, originally conducted 
extensive medical research in these areas and asked us to follow up with social 
research. Of the three focus areas, Phu Cat is away from any major emerging 
industrial complex, especially since the second half of the 1990s, and thus offers 
a site where the impact of Agent Orange on human health remains relatively 
isolated and intact. The landscape of this site – mostly rice paddies, thick bushes 
surrounding separate groups of small red-brick houses, and a few farmers bend-
ing over or swinging hoes over their heads – is a picture-perfect representation 
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of the scene of “peasants by day and Viet Cong by night”, as U.S. soldiers put it. 
This is also the site where Dr Bao left the strongest impression among the local 
medical staff through his down-to-earth style of contact with Agent Orange- 
affected families. Therefore, it is no coincidence that we focussed our research on 
Phu Cat, especially for the later rounds of research and beyond.

We began the second phase of research, which we are still conducting, in Phu 
Cat in 2010. We have added about 40 families to the original 48, along with 
scores of primary school teachers and local clinic workers. The second stretch of 
research has provided an invaluable perspective on the changes – and/or their 
absence – in the families and the district. It is a perspective that catches the 
families not at stationary moments but in the moving moments of everyday life 
over many years. A disabled ten-year-old boy whom we met in 2004 has grown 
into a 25-year-old man. His father has aged, and so has his mother. Many of the 
parents of the disabled children are now becoming close to, or are over, 60 years 
old and are surrounded by grandchildren, if they are fortunate.9

During the second phase of research we began to find meaning in what we 
witnessed in the first phase as we re-evaluated the bases of the farmers’ behav-
iours as well as what they signify. Through the interactive works of the two 
phases, one reinforces the findings of the other.

Notes
 1 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise 

in the Sociology of Knowledge, New York, Penguin Books, 1966, especially pp. 33–42.
 2 We use occasionally shortened names or given names only for some of the interview-

ees and disabled children when we find it necessary to protect their anonymity.
 3 The Red Cross Binh Dinh office provided the following figures: 32,372 handicapped 

people, accounting for 2.12% of the population, with 3,689 aged under 16; 18,389 
aged from 16 to 59; and 10,294 aged 60 or above.

 4 Berger and Luckmann, op. cit., p. 37.
 5 On the operation, and for that matter overall post-war clean-up efforts by the 

 government with and without U.S. cooperation, see Le Ke Son and Charles R.  Bailey’s  
From Enemies to Partners: Vietnam, the U.S. and Agent Orange, Chicago, IL, G. 
Anton Publishing, 2017. 

 6 Here we have Daniel Kahneman’s critical view of an expected-utilitarian mode of 
thinking. See his Thinking Fast and Slow, New York, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011. 
We develop the point here later in Chapter 7. See also a succinct  presentation of Kahne-
man’s decision-making analysis by Jack S. Levy, Annual Meeting F ocus: The Decade of 
Behavior Lecture, “Daniel Kahneman: Judgement, Decision, and Rationality,” https://
pdfs.semanticscholar.org/47b0/312fb97a83e3f9bb639f3309e960e5037664.pdf

 7 Herbert Simon has been a consistent advocate of the “bounded rationality” notion, 
as opposed to the more rigid, rationalist framework for evaluating people’s  behaviour. 
See Herbert Simon, Administrative Behavior: A Study of Decision-Making Processes 
in Administrative Organizations, New York, Macmillan, 1947 and for a fuller 
 development, “Rational choice and the structure of the environment,” Psychologi-
cal Review, Vol. 63, No. 2, 1956, pp. 129–138. Also, Daniel Kahneman, “Maps of 
bounded rationality: Psychology for behavioral economics,” The American Economic 
Review, 2003, Vol. 93, No. 5, pp. 1449–75. 
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 8 Simon, ibid., and “Rational decision making in business organizations,” The Amer-
ican Economic Review, Vol. 69, No. 4, 1978, pp. 493–513. See also Michael Byron, 
“Satisficing and optimality,” Ethics, Vol. 109, October 1998, pp. 67–93.

 9 We usually visited the research sites three to four times a year for the first round of re-
search between 2004 and 2008, and twice a year for the second round between 2009 
and 2019. The duration of the visit varied from three days to two weeks. For the sake 
of keeping the text kempt, we minimized the reference to the month and year of our 
visits to the research sites.
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The following pages discuss the changing parameters of life for the farmers in 
 Vietnam. The country’s transformation has included several phases that have 
cumulatively reduced the prominence of agriculture in its economy, yet farmers 
still account for the greatest portion of its population. First, we briefly outline 
the timeline of developments, providing a survey of key events in  Vietnam for 
the decades before and after 1975, before moving on to discuss the following 
years more closely.

This section will be followed by a brief discussion of an alternative frame-
work for capturing the change in Vietnamese farmers’ behaviour. They were in 
 constant turmoil, regardless of whether they were in the North or the South. 
One theme that runs throughout this chapter is how the farmers managed 
their behaviour when acting in one way was often replaced by another without 
 really seeing its consequences. What are they likely to listen to when they are 
 confronted by pressure to deviate from their familiar courses of action?

The final section introduces the “problem” that this book addresses: the 
 farmers’ behaviour under pressure to make the right decision.

The purpose of this historical survey is twofold. First, it places Vietnam in 
a broader context of national and international development. It will stress the 
point that, since the end of the Second World War, this country has had no 
 significant period of time during which a generation could enjoy life without the 
turmoil of political, economic, and social upheavals. This reminder serves as a 
warning that the term “transition” carries a special meaning for the Vietnamese.

Second, the survey will help direct attention to the conditions under which 
individual farmers and communities face and adapt, within the context of local 
life, to changes that are traceable primarily at the national or the macro level. It 
will help clarify the point that the life of farmers in the period with which we 
are concerned lies in the broad context of the constant changes that collectively 
constitute Vietnam’s post-Second World War development.

Since 1986, Vietnam has transitioned from a centrally planned economy to 
a market-based one. This transitional phase began ten years after the unifica-
tion of North and South Vietnam, and was preceded by a period in which a 
planned economy prevailed, following the conclusion of the war of unification 
in 1975. Under the communist regime, the newly unified Socialist Republic of 

1 Transformation of Vietnam 
and its farmers
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Vietnam embarked upon the difficult task of installing a production system in 
which control was centralized in order to reach all levels and phases of produc-
tion throughout society. This period of planned economy came to an end ten 
years later as a result of the introduction of the Doi Moi reforms. Doi Moi was 
a new radical economic reform, a version of a similar, if less dramatic, course of 
development followed by the neighbouring Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
(PDR). Both countries have remained under socialist rule – i.e., a system where 
communists monopolize power – and yet are undergoing a subtle but profound 
internal transformation.

The beginning of this transition coincided with another: that of the Eu rasian 
giant, i.e., the Soviet Union under Gorbachev. The end of socialist rule here 
prompted the rest of the world to lump together all the cases of socialist trans-
formation into one unified theme: the end of divisive competitions among the 
modern forms of rule. Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History? (1989) reinforced 
and expanded its implications beyond the North Atlantic region with the asser-
tion that the post-French Revolution contest between the liberal-capitalist and 
authoritarian-socialist systems had ended with the decisive victory of the former.1

What is lost in this euphoria especially in the West is that Vietnam, and Lao 
PDR, had a very limited period that could justifiably be called a socialist era: 
 between 1954 and 1986 for the northern half of Vietnam, and between 1976 
and 1986 for the whole country. Moreover, most of these decades included years 
of war in the backyards of most Vietnamese people. If we add the uncertain 
years between the conclusion of the Pacific War and the siege of Dien Bien Phu, 
 Vietnam fought a 30-year war. Nonetheless, the attention of development spe-
cialists has often been fixed almost exclusively on what may await Vietnam at the 
other end of its transition, leading them to design nearly all policies from that 
fixed perspective.

What is often lost in the 30-year war perspective is the attention to its impact 
on the country’s population: Vietnam, throughout the post-Second World War 
era, faced waves of war and constant exposure to various forms of external and 
armed interventions, and thus there was only a limited window in which social-
ism could take root. Very little room has been left for questioning what lay in 
the beginning of the transition and its influence on the population, which has 
been under pressure due to constant changes. “The beginning” may not be the 
socialist mode of production for the Vietnamese; it may well be the changes 
themselves that never seemed to stop.

The attention given to farmers is even more lopsided: the bulk of the burden 
of the transition usually falls to them. As will be discussed later, nonetheless, 
farmers are viewed almost exclusively in terms of their ability and willingness 
to respond to the promises at the far end of the transition, and to incentives to 
increase their productivity. This raises a fundamental issue that will be discussed 
in this book: the lure, or absence, of an obvious gain in wealth and in other areas 
of concerns essential to life.

Since the end of the Second World War, Vietnamese farmers have been ex-
posed to pleas as well as the social and economic pressure accompanying the 
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war for independence, socialist justice (the North after 1954), liberal democracy 
(the South after Diem’s Republic), and unification, and, later, were pressured 
further for efficient agricultural production. In other words, changing Vietnam 
meant for the majority of Vietnamese constant confrontations with alternative 
courses of action from which everyone had to choose. The farmers were forced to 
 consider not only what they might gain but also what they might lose as a result 
of choosing one course of action over another. How does a farmer formulate the 
basis of his choice when he receives constantly shifting pleas and pressures, of 
which the increase in productivity may be but one?

The official shift towards a market economy, facilitated by the Doi Moi  reforms, 
has merely complicated the basis for calculating the correct choice, opening up 
even more opportunities for decisions to be made: the farmers have been given 
more freedom to decide what and how to gain from their newly acquired rights 
to use the land, and a much wider margin of autonomy and responsibility has 
been given to individual farmers as they were released from the cooperative 
mode of production in determining what might secure their well-being.

Incentives for higher productivity now need to be carefully balanced with 
other concerns. One particularly important concern is health as opening agricul-
ture to a market economy also means pressure for higher productivity and freer 
use of agricultural inputs, including herbicides and other agrochemicals, which 
can pose elevated risks to the health of those using them. However, healthy 
farmers may find it difficult to identify and prevent health risks because one 
tends to value health only in its absence.

How do the farmers survive these shifts in the “national” goals and the corre-
sponding changes in the basic characteristics of rural life? One very basic prop-
osition in this work is that incentives for higher productivity alone, or for health 
security alone, do not interest the farmers. There are things the farmers do that 
collectively help them navigate their life during the transition. Calculation of the 
utility of one action in one area of concern, in isolation from the rest, borders on 
a mere abstract mental exercise.

Attention to the local context is especially important for the following re ason. 
Changes, by definition, mean departure or deviation from the past. There-
fore, they are also disruptions of life that present a degree of uncertainty for an 
 individual or community. Thus, a decision by individuals or communities to go 
along with, or be part of, changes designed elsewhere is not solely a result of what 
the changes promise to bring about. It is also a result of balancing the cost of 
deviating from past, familiar courses of action on the part of the farmers.

In short, the survey is intended to illuminate the conditions of life in the 
middle of transition, during which time the farmers may be conscious of both 
the costs and the benefits of deviating from familiar behaviour: the conditions 
that subtly and persistently influence the behaviour of the largest portion of the 
population – farmers – in their daily encounters with promises of a better life on 
the other end of the transition – promises, as presented, elaborated, and articu-
lated by “professionals”, of higher productivity, of a healthy life, of commercial 
activity, and of a society engaged in globalization.
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War and society

In the mid-1950s, Geneva played a crucial role in shaping the course of develop-
ment in Indochina, thousands of miles away. At the Geneva Conference (April 
26–July 20, 1954), the major powers, including the United States and the Soviet 
Union, worked out a political framework in which the indigenous actors were 
expected to overcome their differences and establish stable nation-states in the 
region.2

The appearance of the ensuing non-interference was nothing more than a 
 facade. The following decades witnessed the unfolding of internal wars  typical of 
the Cold War era: the local warring parties were openly and/or illicitly supported 
by the United States, the Soviet Union, and the People’s Republic of China, 
 unwittingly earning themselves the name of “proxies”. Indochina became a the-
atre where the actors’ movements and conversations strictly conformed to the 
expectations of the Cold War audience.

In this unfolding drama, the year 1975 represented a clear turning point. It 
marked the beginning of socialist rule throughout Vietnam in the eyes of an 
 audience who was much too accustomed to the Cold War purview. Ironically, 
the spotlight had shifted since the 1972–1973 Paris Peace Talks between the 
United States and North Vietnam (and the Provisional Revolutionary Govern-
ment of the South). The Talks confirmed that the de-Americanization of the 
war was irreversible, leaving the unmistakable impression that the Vietnam War 
began fading away from the Cold War’s main stage. The developments towards 
unification appeared almost a foregone conclusion.

A consequence of this anti-climactic (in the eyes of many of those who were 
outside Vietnam) turn of the war was, perhaps, an ungrounded relief: Indochina 
was finally free from foreign intrusion. Washed away with the relief was the ques-
tion of how wartime exigencies had influenced, and still continue to influence, 
the relationship between the top echelons of the government in the capital and 
people at the local level.

In the following, we briefly examine the relationship between war and society 
during the period when the internal divisions in the region conveniently coin-
cided with the international, Cold War, divisions. It is a necessary step towards 
understanding how ordinary people shaped the foundations for their behaviour 
on their own terms when the divisions ended.

1954 Geneva Accord and the aftermath

In the summer of 1954, decisions made by the major powers in Geneva effec-
tively expelled France from Indochina and granted independence to Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia.3 The decisions concerning Vietnam, however, were an odd 
reflection of the local political conditions – such as Viet Minh’s decisive  victory 
over the French army in Dien Bien Phu only a few months earlier – and the 
power politics of the time. Vietnam was granted independence but was divided 
into the North and the South along the 17th Parallel (DMZ); its unification 
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would be achieved during the general election held two years later in 1956 as a 
means of “peaceful” unification. At this time 300 days were assured for those 
who wished to move and settle on either side of the parallel.

The prospect of a “peaceful” unification evaporated in 1955 as the United 
States installed Ngo Dinh Diem, a Catholic and anti-French nationalist, in 
 Saigon as caretaker for the interim two years. Diem wasted no time hardening 
his grip on his reign. His efforts to win the support of tenant and small farm-
ers by redistributing lands produced only negligible results.4 At the same time, 
Diem stopped short of nothing when it came to uprooting nearly all anti-Diem 
elements in the South. Frontal attacks on the private armies of the sects Cao 
Dai and Hoa Hao were just the beginning of a systematic elimination of anyone 
suspected of being remotely unsympathetic to the Saigon regime.

Facing the ruthless Diem, the remainder of the Viet Minh and their sympa-
thizers in the South needed to regroup while building with utmost caution their 
rural bases of resistance. Their efforts eventually culminated in the formation of 
the National Liberation Front (NLF) in 1961, with the blessing of Hanoi. This 
became the only lever for turning political events against the Diem regime in the 
South. An amalgamation of urban intellectuals with nationalist leanings, pro-
North socialists, tenant farmers, owners of small- to medium-sized land, and the 
like, the NLF was hardly a unified front, and it lacked the resources needed to 
confront Diem’s overwhelming power; it could barely contain the divisive and 
premature moves towards the armed uprisings sent to challenge it.

With a quickly diminishing prospect of peaceful unification, the anti-Diem 
forces in the South represented a special kind of difficulty for the North. No 
action could mean Diem had achieved increasingly firmer footing. The direct 
support of the North towards armed action could betray the North’s own, albeit 
remote, hope for peaceful unification. Direct support might also deprive the 
North of the precious time and resources needed for its efforts to consolidate 
its rule internally and could offer a timely opportunity for the United States 
to  increase its support for Diem. Thus, one of the key leaders in the North, 
Le Duan (General Secretary, Labour Party, 1960–1976 and Communist Party, 
1976–1986), a native of Quang Tri, just south of the 17th Parallel, with a 
 brilliant record of anti-colonial movement, is reported to have argued that the 
choice for the North had to be based primarily on the consolidation of its social-
ist rule first.5 The least the North could do was help forge the anti-Diem forces 
in the South into a coherent organization, the NLF, and then keep it under tight 
control.

The North needed to deal with the delicate situation in the South, though 
its hands were already full with the urgent need to install and secure economic 
foundations for the new socialist state. The land reform, i.e., the  redistribution 
of farmland among tenant farmers, was a crucial policy choice. Confiscation 
of land from landowners and its reallocation were the most that the North 
could do without risking external intervention. They drastically decreased large 
 landholdings and increased the smaller ones. However, these changes disrupted 
rural order as overzealous party cadres often pushed the ruling Party to neglect 
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the household-based production practices customarily followed among the 
farmers in the North.6

Farmers had to stop being farmers. At the outset, the land reform was no more 
than a reorganization of rural order into a network of mutual-help organizations 
(to doi cong) and “lower-level cooperatives” (Hop Tac Xa Bac Thap). As a result, 
productivity increased. These early attempts at socialist intervention in produc-
tion still honoured the families as the basic units of agricultural production. The 
shift towards “higher-level cooperatives” (Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao) in the late 1950s 
changed all this. Farmers were reorganized into production brigades (Doi san 
xuat) of 40–100 members.7 They were evaluated by the number of hours they 
spent within a set of well-defined parts of the agricultural production line; they 
were given “points” in return for those hours, which could be used to procure 
daily commodities. The products of their labour went to the government’s purse.

The farmers remained farmers only in the small fraction of communal land in 
which they were allowed to grow produce as they saw fit and which they used 
to complement the material basis of their livelihood. Ironically, the production 
performance of these small communal lands exhibited the farmers’ inherent ca-
pacity for production. However, this could not alleviate the overall productivity 
decline seen throughout the early years of the 1960s.

Still, the North pushed for the expansion of Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao above the 
17th Parallel, undoubtedly motivated by the need to install a socialist mode of 
production and rule to replace the old one. However, long before a conclusive 
evaluation of Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao could be made, new factors began affecting 
the applicability of the collective mode of production to the country’s faltering 
productivity: the worsening of the conflict within the South and the Americani-
zation of the war after 1965. The war turned the cooperatives into a device with 
which to mobilize Vietnamese youth in the North for the war effort.

In the farmers’ minds, an important distinction, between agricultural produc-
tion as a practice of socialist rule and agricultural production as an integral part 
of the war effort, began to fade. In the North, an estimated 1,000,000 regular 
soldiers and militia accounted for nearly 20% of the entire adult population, 
and they were ubiquitous evidence of the war waged south of the 17th Parallel, 
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and even north of the 17th Parallel after the U.S. 
bombing of the North began in 1964. Any inefficiency in the production efforts 
had the potential to bring the war that much closer to home. Telling evidence 
of the widespread sense of crisis was the strong belief in the production for the 
sake of war overshadowing another that Hop Tap Xa Bac Cao was the socialist 
method of production.

Throughout the post-Geneva Conference period, Hanoi needed to sustain 
these domestic reforms and war efforts when foreign support was, at best, prob-
lematic. The Soviet Union was going through a period of “peaceful coexistence” 
with the United States, which the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 reinforced. This 
socialist giant’s support, though substantial at times, was carefully tailored so as 
not to invite the United States’ countering moves in the South. China was the 
party that had acquiesced to the division of Vietnam at the Geneva Conference 
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in the first place. It was preoccupied with the need to prevent a strong unified 
Vietnam from rising in the South and/or keep the North under tight control.8 
Chinese support of the North’s efforts to unify Vietnam was much less forth-
coming than their ideological proximity would have suggested.9 In fact, China, 
welcoming stability on their southern front, was particularly critical of any “ad-
venturist” move – such as an armed unification – by the North or the NLF in 
the South based on fear of the United States’ large-scale involvement in Indo-
china. China’s overly patronizing posture, often exhibited in their warnings for 
cautious action, remained a sore point between the two socialist neighbours.10

The fall of Diem in 1963, the result of his own heavy-handed rule, paved the 
way towards the beginning of the Americanization of the war within two years. 
The pressure for more production mounted in the North now that the U.S. 
forces were deeply intertwined with the operations of the Army of the Republic 
of Vietnam (ARVN) all the way up to the 17th Parallel and along the Vietnam-
ese side of the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Absorbing the costly Tet uprisings in 1968, 
which depleted much of the NLF’s strength, the conflict became a sort of war of 
attrition – the North’s durability in sustaining the war efforts in the South was 
severely tested by the highly mechanized and mobile U.S. fighting forces. The 
bombing of the North by the United States nearly convinced it to negotiate a 
suspending of its Ho Chi Minh Trail-based support for the NLF.

However, political events far outside of Indochina paved the way for the end of 
the war. Following the 1968 Tet uprisings, the anti-war movement began to gain 
momentum in the United States. The increasing intensity of this movement, 
fuelled by the nightly media coverage of the battles fought, mounting casualties, 
and the war expenditure incurred by the United States, kept President Johnson 
from seeking a second term and encouraged his replacement, Richard Nixon to 
search for a way out of a war that was clearly acceptable to the United States; 
this effort included the eventual détente with China in 1972. China’s hands-off 
stance allowed the United States to negotiate with the North (and the represent-
atives of the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the South) for the terms 
of the Vietnamization of the war.

Though 1975 saw the end of the division of Vietnam, it hardly saw the end of 
anything else for the nation’s people. The full-scale Cambodian campaign be-
gan late in 1978, following the series of skirmishes with the Khmer Rouge since 
1975, and was just an extension of the previous war efforts in a new theatre.11 
From a broader perspective, the campaign was a result of increasing tensions 
between the two neighbours, where the unification of one (Vietnam) resur-
rected the suspicion of its regional hegemony in the other (Cambodia). From 
the unified Vietnam’s perspective, the territorial disputes and protection of the 
ethnic Vietnamese, both of which led to limited exchanges of fire soon after 
unification, were merely the manifestation of a much deeper concern: the rise of 
Pol Pot, who exhibited an almost uncritical loyalty to China.

The campaign, which suggested a prolonged engagement from the beginning, 
deprived the unified Vietnam of the precious manpower and resources needed to 
reconstruct a war-torn society. The campaign did not win the unified Vietnam 
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international acceptance either. On the contrary, it awakened the dormant ten-
sions between Vietnam and its northern neighbour, China. A self-claimed patron 
of Vietnam and other socialist countries in Indochina, China sent the People’s 
Army across its border to Vietnam late in 1979. Their purpose, as Deng Shao Pin 
bluntly put it, was to “teach a lesson” as Vietnam was threatening Democratic 
Kampuchea, the only unwavering China loyalist in Southeast Asia.

As far as Vietnam was concerned, the border war, so close to its capital, was a 
reminder that the unification within still fell far short of securing it from internal 
and external threats. Coupled with the U.S.-led sanctions, launched partly as a 
penalty against Vietnam’s Cambodian campaign, Vietnam’s regional entangle-
ments continued to exhaust its resources. All indications were that the country, 
having withstood the United States’ and China’s interventions, was not in a 
position to pursue the steps needed for it to recover from the 30-year war of 
independence and unification, establishment of socialist rule, and navigation of 
a less-than-friendly international environment. The need to make compromise 
crisscrossed nearly all policy goals.

State and society

For both North and South Vietnam, the years following the 1954 Geneva 
 Accords were years when resources and energy were exhausted first and foremost 
to keep the temporary political framework of a divided country from collapsing. 
In the North, the socialist state of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was an 
odd presence. In its international relations, the state presented itself strongly as 
the war continued. It began to receive the recognition of nations beyond the 
group of socialist countries. Internally, however, its ability to extract resources 
and regulate social relations hinged on the extent to which the populace as a 
whole agreed that their failure to meet the demands of the war might bring 
about a collapse of society. The North may have had the look of a society that 
had been under martial law since late in the 1950s, except that the usual state- 
society relationship was turned upside down in its case. To borrow Joel Migdal’s 
words, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was the case of a “weak state”.12

In the South before 1975, the state, the Republic of Vietnam, had been 
 virtually non-existent, especially after the final years of Ngo Dinh Diem. The 
United States increased its presence in the government of the South as the total 
number of military advisors skyrocketed from approximately 1,500 to 35,000; 
their intervention reached as far as the rural South through what is known as 
the Strategic Hamlet Program. This involved relocating farmers from their fields 
and villages and keeping them in artificial compounds during the night, and 
was supposedly designed to prevent NLF members and their sympathizers from 
submerging themselves in the masses of the rural population. Instead, the pro-
gramme planted seeds of discontent among the rural Vietnamese in the South 
and was abandoned within a few years.

Compliance of the villagers was not evidence of their loyalty to the government 
in Saigon, but it could be attributed to a threat of violence by the U.S.-backed 
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ARVN. The fall of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963 and the ensuing shuffling and 
 reshuffling of the military governments stripped the state of its inherent ability 
to govern.

The unification brought together two entirely different societies with two 
 different wartime experiences. The establishment of the Socialist Republic of 
 Vietnam was announced in 1976. The removal of the supporters of the old 
 regime in the cities and in the rural South alone, however, did not make the 
entire society more responsive to the new state. The establishment of the so-
cialist state across all of Vietnam was only the beginning of another round of 
uncertainties.

There were very few surprises in what the leaders of the new state launched 
in the South, while the population in the North remained on high alert due to 
the continuing military campaign in Democratic Kampuchea and the l ooming 
threat of China. The ruling Party leaders needed to install an entirely new 
 administrative apparatus in the South, even though the party cadres in it were 
unfamiliar with civilian administration.13 Attempts to establish a socialist rule 
were made as the normative and practical foundation of the unification.

The new leadership, formally installed at the Fourth Party Congress in 1976, 
tried to reach both urban and rural societies, especially in the South, with the 
vigorous and often ruthless “re-education” of the supporters of the fallen r egime, 
on the one hand, and a new round of land reforms, on the other, over the course 
of just a few years.

In addition to the reorientation of the old-regime sympathizers, among the 
southern cities, Saigon in particular needed to be downsized. Nearly ten years 
of war in the rural South, where battles of both small and large scale had taken 
place, had pushed many farmers to seek refuge in the city, turning it into an 
oversized metropolis. One of the mechanisms through which to enforce both 
the reorientation of and a reduction of the size of cities was the creation of new 
economic zones (NEZs).14 The North had briefly experimented with these when 
expanding its frontier in the early 1960s. In the South, after 1976, NEZs relo-
cated the urban population to rural areas in the country, filled with war-ravaged 
fields requiring cultivation, and to remote areas in order to reclaim the land for 
farming. These efforts, characterized as “Pasturelanding of the South”,15 were 
met with a certain cynicism in the South, where the anti-North sentiment may 
have been as strong as, if not stronger than, the anti-communist sentiment, espe-
cially among the small shop owners and urban intellectuals in the cities.

These initial efforts are reminiscent of the early 1960s, when the North was 
caught between the pressures, on the one hand, of preparing for and surviving 
the precarious division of the nation and those, on the other hand, of establish-
ing socialist rule on a firmer ground. As in the North in its earlier years, the 
pressure to secure the unified Vietnam was felt across partisan lines among the 
Vietnamese. A large number of Vietnamese soldiers in Cambodia, and those 
in the South on garrison duty, deprived the new state of human and material 
resources just when it needed them most in their efforts to unify and recon-
struct the war-torn society. The unstable northern border with China was an 
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additional drain on resources as it occupied a large number of soldiers, who had 
to be on constant alert.

The burden of meeting the multifaceted task of establishing the socialist rule 
and protecting its economic foundation from collapsing, again, similar to that 
in the North in the late 1950s and early 1960s, fell on the agricultural sector. 
Even with no competing regime in the South, the new leadership first cautiously 
advanced the collectivization of agriculture in the South by promoting no more 
than the push for mutual aid among farming households. One reason for this 
was that the rural South had been the basis for the anti-Diem forces. NLF 
members, among others, had won the rural support partly because they helped 
push the redistribution of farmland among tenant farmers and landholders who 
held small portions of land. The complete elimination of private landownership 
would have been a severe affront to this recent working relationship between the 
Party and the farmers.

However, the new leaders quickened the pace of placing the rural South under 
socialist rule. Collectivization of agriculture was pushed on a larger scale within 
a few years of the unification. In 1978, together with naturalization of private 
assets among shop owners in cities, a higher level of collectivization, Hop Tac 
Xa Bac Cao, was enforced on the rural South. Farming households ceased to be 
the principal production units and were reorganized into production and other 
brigades of specialized functions in agricultural production.

Evidence indicates that collectivization transitioned smoothly as the number 
of high-level agricultural cooperatives (Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao) increased quickly.16 
However, as early as 1981, the Fifth Party Congress recognized what may have 
transpired behind the collectivization efforts. Despite the brief increase in agri-
cultural production from 1977 to 1979, the performance of agricultural produc-
tion stalled and began to decline later on. Weather and other natural calamities 
may have accounted for this, at least partially. However, the concern of leader-
ship shown in such expressions as “hasty collectivization” signalled that there 
was something more fundamental: southern farmers’ reluctance to observe the 
norm of the socialist mode of production.17 The farmers in the South coun-
tered the pressure to build Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao by abandoning their land and 
selling their farming tools and water buffaloes. In other words, some of them 
resisted collectivization (reorganization into functional brigades) by refusing to 
be “farmers” in name only.

The North, freed from the demands of sustained war efforts, also began to 
show a decline in agricultural productivity. Increase in the number of production 
brigades (3,182 in 1977 to 18,041 in 1979) notwithstanding, the farmers began 
to produce less and less after a brief surge in production. Facing this critical test 
of the state’s authority, the new leaders had no choice but to retreat from the so-
cialist method of agricultural production. In 1981, the Party issued a directive, 
known as Directive 100, which allowed farming households to remain with, or 
return to, a somewhat more familiar mode of farming activities – the household 
as the principal unit of production. The farmers were “contracted” (khoan), or 
assigned, by the state to take care of the entire agricultural production in the 
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allotted land. They were required to provide a certain amount of produce for the 
state, while leaving the responsibility of procuring agricultural inputs to the Hop 
Tac Xa. Production went up. A brief decline a few years later was taken as a sign 
that the restoration of households as the principal production unit was incom-
plete, not a sign of the failure of the “contract” farming system.

Doi Moi, literally the renovation, is often believed to be a feat by the leaders of 
socialist Vietnam as it departed from the socialist mode of production. As shown 
later, however, it is an extension of the far more interactive processes between 
the leadership and the population, farmers in particular, where the latter played 
a weighty role in testing the socialist method of production.

Telling evidence of the farmers’ way of navigating the difficult decade fol-
lowing the unification underlies Decision 10 of the Party’s politburo in 1988. 
Through this, farmers regained nearly all responsibilities for production, includ-
ing the ownership of farming tools and other means of production, plus land-use 
rights. Hop Tac Xa-owned agricultural tools and machinery were often sold to 
individual farmers. Even the land-use rights were distributed among farming 
households through competitive bidding or by contract for a period of 10–15 
years.18

The ensuing land reforms in 1993, 1998, 2001, and 2003 were, in effect, 
 adjustments to the changes in the early 1980s. Although the leaders were 
 compelled to justify this clearly non-socialist ideal of land use, they merely 
needed to acknowledge the widespread production practices that the farmers 
were  returning to, including those in the North freed from the pressures of war 
efforts. The practices now clearly reflected the familiar notion that the  farming 
households, not the production brigades or Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao, were the 
 principal actors of production. The rights to use, exchange, concede, rent out, in-
herit, and even mortgage farmland were widely and increasingly acknowledged, 
and received official sanction. The land even emerged as a “market” commodity.

Doi Moi, implemented in 1986, a decade after the unification, is often h eralded 
as Vietnam’s move towards a market economy, indicating that it had finally over-
come the post-unification confusion and reconstruction. The state, the source 
of governing authority, at last achieved a degree of legitimacy that the leadership 
could rely on in implementing policies that deviated from their own political 
agenda – socialist rule and governance. It is closer to the truth of the matter 
that the state served more as an agent of adjustments and, in this, sanctioned the 
manner of the ordinary farmers’ efforts to survive the unpredictably winding 
path. Doi Moi is a national adjustment to the local responses along a twisting 
path towards independence, unification, and reconstruction.

Farmers in “changing” Vietnam

How did this winding path appear to those who were actually treading it? The 
path was an immensely difficult and costly one, to say the least. As we witnessed 
in Phu Cat District, Binh Dinh Province, in central coastal Vietnam, it is not 
rare for parents and children or siblings to have lived separately for over 30 years. 
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Two brothers might have both participated in the liberation war against the 
French army as members of Viet Minh, then taken separate paths at the division 
of the country in 1955 (the younger of the two may have decided to stay in the 
South, while the older one moved to the North) and reunited only later in the 
1980s, or even later, in the unified Vietnam. Such actions were not responses to 
a singular incentive, such as support for socialist justice. Instead, the brothers 
examined the merits of one choice – say, joining Viet Minh or staying in the 
North – against other costs – such as damage to familial integrity, loss of a kin, 
or even survival.

An obvious and concrete indicator of difficulty is the number of reported war 
casualties. There seems to be no definite information on the casualties among 
the Vietnamese and much less on other collateral damages. One Internet source 
shows that there were four million civilian casualties on “both sides”, i.e., the 
United States and Vietnam.19 The civilian casualties may not have exceeded a 
few hundred among the Americans residing in some cities south of the DMZ. 
That would mean that Vietnam’s civilian casualties, including those in North 
Vietnam at the time of the U.S. bombing after 1965, account for most of that 
four million, reaching nearly 10% of the entire population. It is not that difficult 
to imagine that until very recently the path was littered with the ubiquitous 
and unmistakable signs of war, which are now stored in the minds of many 
Vietnamese.

The winding path is an especially difficult one to tread on when captured at 
the ground level, as many farmers did in their villages. It was a series of quick 
turns of events, constantly confronting the Vietnamese with several alternative 
courses of action from which to choose. At each turn, many ordinary Vietnam-
ese citizens, especially farmers and small shop owners, would have to speculate 
on what might await them: whether to stay in the South or the North in and 
around the years following the Geneva Conference, whether to support the war 
efforts for a socialist cause or for survival, whether or not to support the NLF at 
the risk of severe punishment by the ARVN or the U.S. Army, whether to abide 
by the socialist method of production or by the familiar family-based method 
when pressured to produce more, or whether to support or refuse the socialist 
rule following the unification.

The farmers’ behaviour more than mirrors the winding path. The constant 
and quick turn of events meant constant betrayal of their own expectations, 
either for better or for worse. All these years of war, unification, and reconstruc-
tion severely challenged the farmers’ ability to endure the unexpected. One of 
the most popular words, so phan (fate), may have been employed, if not origi-
nated, in these difficult years as their own explanation of the events over which 
they had very little control. In the years when uncertainty figured prominently 
into their contemplation of any action, farmers may have simply acquiesced to 
the orders and directives coming from above, be they from the ARVN’s officers, 
an NLF officer spearheading the infiltration in the rural South, or party cadres 
in the North. Such acquiescence was still a choice: a choice to buy time to see 
how the turn of events might work out to their advantage.
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At the root of their behaviour, there was a realistic resignation that many of 
the promises of a better life remained promises and that the quick turn of events 
simply did not provide a long enough time for any to come to fruition. What was 
left for the farmers was their own way of reducing the vulnerability of their life to 
an unpredictable turn of events. Such is the basic predisposition towards action, 
shared by the farmers, that this book draws attention to.

More specifically, in the eyes of the farmers, the winding path usually took the 
form of changes in their relationship with the very foundation of their life – the 
land and means of generating gains from the land.

The picture of changes in the farmer-land relationship in the South was con-
siderably more complex than it was in the North. Under Diem’s rule, h alf-hearted 
efforts were made to redistribute the land among the tenant farmers and land-
holders who held small portions of land. The farmers in the South were, in due 
course, also exposed to the overtures of the NLF for further land redistribution in 
return for their support. The heightening war with the United States made it vir-
tually impossible for them to remain disengaged from the battles, especially since 
the U.S.-backed South adopted “search and destroy” as the principal strategy for 
containing the NLF forces and the infiltration of the North’s Regular Army. The 
strategy, with its reliance on the ubiquitous U.S. bases  throughout the South, and 
the United States’ air mobility, with its immense number of helicopters of various 
sizes for launching airborne attacks on spotted enemies, turned the rural South 
into a virtually permanent battleground. Farming seemed like a leisure activity, 
taking advantage of the unpredictable respite during the “search-and-destroy” 
operations. Yet it is an activity that the farmers maintained almost unremittingly. 
It was a sight to behold for many U.S. soldiers who were on their way to and from 
the ambush sites as often depicted in many autobiographical novels, such as Philip 
Caputo’s A Rumor of War or John M. Del Vecchio’s The 13th Valley.

Unification of Vietnam for the pro-NLF southern farmers did not necessarily 
mean the multiplication of awards for their support of the NLF. In fact, as the 
collectivization of agriculture was pushed further following the Fourth Party 
Congress, even the lands that some of the farmers had acquired were targeted 
for redistribution.

The changes in the farmer-land relationship may be explained in the follow-
ing schematic framework. A farmer in the North, most likely a tenant farmer 
initially, who was given a break – access to farmland – when the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam was in power in 1955, would soon learn that his family had 
been deprived of the right to farm in their newly acquired land just as they had 
been in the past; the family would then find themselves engaging in the divi-
sion of agricultural labour, as managed by the officials of the newly established 
agricultural cooperatives, Hop Tac Xa, in 1959 and thereafter; they would then 
find solace in producing whatever they saw fit only in small sections of land or 
“household plots”, which accounted for around 5% of the land20 given by the 
cooperatives and were used to supplement their household economy.

The same farmer may have also learned that in some other communities, 
the families as production units, a serious deviation from the socialist mode of 
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production, were tolerated by the local party leaders and cadres as sustaining a 
high level of production was deemed indispensable for the war efforts.

Unification of the nation meant for him freedom from the pressure of 
 production for war purposes. He might not only continue to perform the role 
given in the division of agricultural labour but also continue to make use of, 
though not so openly, a small fraction of land allotted for the family to produce 
extra products as a way of ensuring some supplemental income. This practice 
began to expand even in the North.

A farmer in the South, by contrast, who had to acquiesce to the virtually 
unchanged land-farmer relationship, even after the French left Vietnam, would 
agree, in some cases, to relocate his family’s home away from the field under 
the “strategic hamlet” programme when the war accelerated and decide to risk 
supporting the NLF’s anti-government activities in return for assurance that 
the land he and his family cultivated was theirs and/or that they could stay put. 
Following the unification, he would find his land taken away from his family 
again under, this time, the collectivization programme of the newly established 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam, which was poised to establish socialist rule and 
its method of agricultural production. While losing the ownership of a small 
landholding, he might also learn that family-led farming remained widely prac-
tised among his neighbours; thus, he himself would engage in the production 
of whatever products fit the need to support his family. Nevertheless, under the 
new socialist rule, he would routinely allocate the bulk of work hours to fulfill-
ing his obligations as a member of the production brigade.

In 1981, Directive 100 released the farmers in the North and the South from 
the pressure of having to conform to the rules of collective farming. It placed 
the unwritten custom of family-based production into an officially sanctioned 
framework. The farmers were primarily contracted to produce and contribute a 
portion of their produce to the state, while a degree of freedom was ensured to 
help them engage in production that would supplement the family’s economy.

For these farmers, a series of land reforms, starting with Decision 10 in 1988, 
preserved the principal tenet of socialism: the land belonged to the state. How-
ever, they were now relieved of most of the duties prescribed by the socialist 
mode of production in the form of Hop Tac Xa. Hop Tac Xa’s role, from their 
perspective, appeared to be complementary, or even secondary, to the family-led 
agricultural production as it was reduced to a cooperative management of irriga-
tion, plant protection, agricultural tools, and the like.

What is striking about the Vietnamese farmer-land relationship is that for the 
farmers in the North, in the South, or in unified Vietnam, no single type of 
relationship had lasted long enough for it to take root in their farmers’ life since 
at least 1955. In light of this, it may be reasonable to suppose that the farmers 
might not have readily been persuaded to go along with any given type of land 
relationship sanctioned by higher authorities. Diem’s officials, the American pro-
moters of the “strategic hamlet” programmes, and the party cadres in the North 
offered various reasons for the farmers to abide by their choices of actions. The 
farmers’ response, however, was fully informed by hard evidence: the path they 
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took, as manifest in the land relationship, might not be sufficiently long-lasting 
to reach its terminus, or its direction could easily be replaced by another. The 
farmers responded to the merits and costs of a promoted course of action in their 
own way and not in ways that the promoters saw them.

The problem: farmers’ perception of risks

We now look at Vietnamese farmers in light of these parametric changes in life 
and offer alternative explanations for how they have come to behave. At the core 
of their behavioural basis is their perception of risks, or uncertainties, of various 
kinds, which have inspired them to take or not take certain actions. Equally 
important is the sense of efficacy of their own action, without which no one is 
in a position to perform an action even if the utility of the action may have been 
guaranteed, promoted, and pushed by somebody else in a position of authority. 
A constantly changing living environment does not offer hard and empirical 
 evidence that any action one takes will lead to expected consequences. A result 
may make perfect sense in that, instead of the action’s expected effect, one is 
likely to respond to the cost of the steps taken towards it. It is a reaction that 
gives a real-life example of Kahneman’s loss aversion, a reaction based on the 
estimated loss of what one already possesses.21

A resulting lack of receptivity on the part of the farmers to what appears to be 
a reasonable, or even obvious, incentive for action – be it socialist justice, an effi-
cient use of division of labour in agricultural production, or the use of fertilizers 
for higher productivity and the like – underscores the frustration of those who 
promote the goals of the farmers.

This lack of receptivity is often a source of frustration, or even ridicule, for 
 development specialists towards farmers not only in Vietnam but also more 
broadly in developing societies. International organizations such as the World 
Bank often make a plea for the improvement of the performance of the agricul-
tural sector as key to promoting the country’s economic development.22 When 
the plea falls on the farmers’ deaf ears, or so it appears, the frustration transforms 
itself into a sweeping characterization of farmers as irrational, ignorant, or even 
“idiotic”.23 Medical and health specialists offer a similar but more sub-textual 
message when they often repeat that farmers need to be “educated”.

Before considering Vietnamese farmers as captured in the economic develop-
ment context, we should consider the context provided by two leading studies: 
James Scott’s Moral Economy and Samuel Popkin’s Rational Peasants.24 Both of 
these tap into colonial Vietnamese villages for their imaginative observations on 
the farmers’ behaviour. Setting aside the relevance of the colonial period for the 
present-day Vietnamese farmers, the studies also draw attention to the basis of 
farmers’ behaviour under the strain of confronting alternative courses of action: 
rebellion against authorities, acquiescence to the settings, or seizure of opportu-
nities for communal and/or personal gains.

They differ from each other in one aspect. In Scott’s villages, the farmers 
(peasants) are found to be bound by a common factor, the right to subsistence 



30 Rural life in changing Vietnam

that survived the test of time. For Scott’s farmers, the ultimate value of life lies 
in protecting that right and, when it is tested, the reciprocal efforts to mitigate 
the problem or survive the test. The downside to Scott’s conceptualization of 
the farmers (peasants) is that the threat to subsistence may be neither persistent 
nor constant, raising the question of how the farmers behave when they are not 
confronted with a threat to their subsistence. Scott’s portrayal of the “commu-
nal” behaviour of the farmers may be derived from too unusual a situation. The 
reconstruction of a “moral community” through observation of the colonial 
Vietnamese villages, especially in the 1930s, may be an instance of what Polly 
Hill calls the “misuse of averages”.25

Popkin, on the other hand, focusses on the margin of freedom by which the 
farmers may place their self-interest ahead of communal insurance against the 
threat to subsistence. As he puts it, “there are still many occasions when peasants 
do have some surplus and do make risky investments”.26 However, what remains 
unexplained in Popkin’s farmers’ behaviour is how they develop a sense of what 
may constitute risky investment in action. Furthermore, he also fails to recog-
nize that, risky or not, the investments may be distributed among many types 
of personal gains. Farmers may be concerned at times with their own welfare 
and at other times with their rapport with the larger community of which they 
are a part. Why shouldn’t the farmers, especially when given “some surplus”, be 
making a little compromise, even to their communal obligations? Here, Popkin’s 
shortcomings echo those of a development economist.

A closer look from development economists and planners reveals that farmers in 
developing societies are at fault in one area. The following observation by the devel-
opment economist Theodore Schultz may represent the dominant thinking of the 
majority of agricultural development specialists in their preoccupation with how 
to increase agricultural productivity and fault farmers for not realizing its merits.

The man who farms as his forefathers did cannot produce much food no 
matter how rich the land or how hard he works. The farmer who has access 
to and knows how to use what science knows about soils, plants, animals, 
and machines can produce an abundance of food though the land be poor. 
Nor need he work nearly so hard and long. He can produce so much that 
his brothers and some of his neighbors will move to town to earn their living. 
Enough farm products can be produced without them.27 (Italics added)

A more straightforward plea to make use of the agricultural sector’s potential 
(including abundant labour) for economic development may be found in A rthur 
Lewis’s study28 and those that have followed.29 Known as the dual- economy 
model of development, Lewis’s argument draws attention to the “surplus l abour” 
– that is, a pool of cheap labour – that can be released from the agricultural sector 
by raising its productivity. The industrial sector is thus assured of a labour supply 
without the pressure of rising cost, and the food supply is ensured so as not to 
allocate precious foreign reserves for its import.30 Lewis is a little more direct 
than Schultz in suggesting what may be preventing the farmers from realizing 
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their contribution to economic development. He sees the catalyst for raising ag-
ricultural productivity in a group of men “who [can] think in terms of investing 
capital productively”.31 In other words, the majority of the farmers are held to 
be irresponsive to the rational course of action taken in a dual-economy model. 
How such investment-minded men can be raised is not part of Lewis’s concern.32

Provided that Schultz’s concern was with “the production behavior of 
 farmers”33 and Lewis’s idea of efficient capital investment, would it still not 
be more sensible to take into account the fact that the farmers are not singu-
larly consumed by the question of how to increase their financial gains? Equally 
 important for the farmers may be the price that the change in their behaviour, a 
deviation from past practices, may demand of them. Having their relatives and 
neighbours move to cities may not only incur costs but also give rise to a high 
degree of uncertainty concerning the job security in big cities of the “brothers 
and neighbours” who contributed to the “surplus” labour at home.34 Neither of 
these costs are within the purview of development economists.

The lack of receptivity to development economists’ and planners’ pleas for 
change cannot be attributed simply to the farmers’ inability to recognize the merits 
of the reformative actions these professionals promised to bring about. The lack of 
receptivity, if anything, may merely reflect the farmers’ well-founded cautiousness, 
wrought in their exposure to shifting policies in the recent past. It may well be 
indicative of the farmers’ cautious efforts to contextualize the implications of what 
others may project as a desirable course of action against their own familiar life. 
Schultz may lament that “changing farmers is the hardest art to master”.35 Hardest 
for a development economist or planner is the art of viewing the farmers as more 
than a group of individuals who are consumed by agricultural productivity.36

Throughout the second half of the 1990s and 2000s, Vietnam showed signs of 
successful economic development, such as increasing contributions to industrial 
output from the private sectors and a high rate of annual GDP (Gross Domestic 
Product) growth, consistently in the region of 5% and 9%, as well as emergence 
as the world’s leading agricultural (rice, sugar, and cashew nuts) exporter, dou-
bling its agricultural production.37 Given that less than ten years ago Vietnam 
was still under the excruciating strains of U.S.-led trade and other embargoes, 
and the collapse of its long-time supporter, the Soviet Union, the nation’s mac-
roeconomic performance since the mid-1990s has been truly remarkable.

However, the farmers have ample evidence of costs that may offset these na-
tional economic achievements. Vietnam’s macroeconomic performance largely 
increased the income gap between the urban and rural workforce (Table 1.1, 
below). The “surplus labour”, supplied from rural Vietnam, is not the benefi-
ciary of better-performing cities. Early in our research, one of our informants, 
the eldest son of a farm household in Phu Cat in central Vietnam, made the 
following statement:

Oh no, my mother [who had moved to and lived in Ho Chi Minh City until 
recently] does not send us money. She is busy supporting herself. We are just 
as happy if and when she comes home for the Tet.
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Table 1.1  National/Rural Widening Income Disparity in Lower Mekong Region for the 
Decade of Rapid Economic Development

1994/1996 2001 2005 2007

Cambodia 1.61 1.91 2.3 2.51
Lao PDR 1.59 1.47 1.72 1.81
Myanmar x x x x
Thailand 6.36 5.45 5.69 5.62
Vietnam 2.51 2.75 3.16 3.42

Source: Vu Le Thao Chi, “Farmers in a developing country: An inquiry into human insecurity of the 
many”, Journal of Human Security Studies, Vol. 1, No. 2, 2012, pp. 94–108.

Perhaps the absence of a decline in the agricultural workforce (which remains at 
around the neighbourhood of 50%) in contrast to the sharp decline in a griculture’s 
contribution to the national income (from 40% to 20%) may be a testimony to the 
farmers’ judicious calculation of the cost and benefits of a head-on plunge into 
making their productivity higher and more efficient.

The following evidence may also offer the farmers a basis for second thoughts. 
In 2006, the World Bank reported that the cost of chemical-induced ill health 
and other damages in Vietnam surpassed one billion U.S. dollars a year, 
 accounting for nearly 2% of Vietnam’s GDP (2006) or $57 billion. This total is 
estimated from medical costs and losses from the foregone markets of contam-
inated agricultural products.38 This evidence is a testimony, as discussed later, 
to the increasingly wide circulation of toxic agrochemicals in the marketplace; 
it is also a basis for the caution in alerting the farmers that the choice of higher 
productivity may come with unacceptable collateral damage.

These preceding observations prepare us to follow a reversed recipe for 
 observing the farmers’ action. The value or utility of a given action cannot be 
determined solely by those who promote it and is largely determined by whoever 
decides to take it. It is the farmers who decide what is good for them. Having 
thus reversed the usual recipe, we draw attention to factors that may be consid-
ered extra-economic or financial.

The farmers in Vietnam have been subject to constantly shifting macro- policies 
sanctioned by higher authorities in their recent past. First of all, they were more 
accustomed to the declaration of changes for the collective well-being of agricul-
tural cooperatives, and less so to the results of these changes since pronounced 
changes and the corresponding prescriptions for action rarely reached comple-
tion. Their action’s efficacy test is thus limited to a narrower sphere of action 
– the well-being of their households, the primacy of which the Doi Moi reforms 
restored. Even their communal obligations find their routes in this p rimacy. 
 Second, and consequently, it is the farmers who examine and contextualize those 
towering policy goals offered by the higher authority against their daily lives. 
Given these experiences in their recent past, the farmers would be quick to cal-
culate the gains and losses accompanying any action that may threaten to alter 
something that, in their perspective, should be the least susceptible to constant 
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changes – their daily life, in which they are occupied by many concerns, such as 
familial and communal relationships.

The fact that they have many concerns in life suggests that: (1) gains in one 
area of concern may well be losses in other areas of concern; (2) losses may be 
easier to recognize than gains depending on the risks, or uncertainties, involved 
and on the resources for livelihood; and (3) the need to maintain a certain con-
sistency among different actions cannot be taken too lightly.

One hint for sustaining this reversed recipe for observing the farmers’ action 
comes from the more human assumption of Herbert Simon and others that men 
are not fully informed of all possibilities of the alternatives available to them 
and that they have severely limited key resources, such as time, in completing a 
reasonable computation of the consequences of each and every alternative. Such 
an assumption, the bounded rationality, draws attention to factors other than 
their ability (reinforced through education) to act rationally or according to the 
“utility” of a chosen course of action. This assumption brings in the perspective 
that men may try to maximize their efforts to gain and can still satisfy themselves 
with results that fall short of the maximum gains.39

Amartya Sen’s capability analysis40 also offers a paradigmatic shift in our un-
derstanding of Vietnamese farmers’ behaviour. Sen recognizes men as independ-
ent agents of their own will, determining the utility of a given commodity. Sen’s 
capability is variable with regard to education, gender relations, and other factors 
of social positions, and the resources at the disposal of men. Yet the key point 
about this shift remains that men are free from the dictatorship of a commodity’s 
producers’ definition of its utility.

A group of behavioural economists are also willing to compromise on the 
characterization of human behaviour, and they offer a similar perspective on it, 
which is dictated by “reasonability”. Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky draw 
attention to the conditions under which a decision-maker calculates the gains 
and losses accompanying a course of action by bringing in the notion of a “refer-
ence point”, the starting point against which the gains and losses are measured. 
The decision-maker is neither perfectly rational, as a model of an economic man 
is supposed to be, nor irrational, as one who ignores the weight of utility of the 
choices before him. He is a dynamic calculator of what his needs are given where 
he is and what he possesses, of the “reference point”, against which he calculates 
the utility of his actions.41 We will make use of some of these theoretical and 
conceptual devices, and ideas in reconstructing the behaviour of Vietnamese 
farmers.

Another important notion that underlies our observation and analysis of the 
farmers is the “individualization”, in the manner of Ulrich Beck, of farmers in 
perceiving, calculating, and acting in the face of various risks (or uncertainties) 
they are confronted with.42 It is explained in detail later that the farmers have 
been pressured and counselled by various experts, ranging from party cadres, 
development planners, and economists to medical and other scientists. But re-
cently, the farmers in Vietnam have been through the processes by which they 
(and their families) have become their own agents. Released from the agricultural 
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cooperatives, from the collective mode of production, the recent development in 
rural Vietnam has placed the responsibility of managing life squarely on the 
shoulders of individual farmers.

One last point of note in this reversed recipe for observation is derived from 
how we usually manage our everyday life.43 We allocate the bulk of our time and 
resources to expanding, establishing, and stabilizing the sphere of routinized 
decision-making, i.e., the sphere of action that requires no distinct effort to 
decide alternative courses of action. Given this approach, our initial response 
to the changes that may disrupt daily routine is to view them as, and/or make 
them look, “unproblematic”, and not prepare for them or contemplate ways of 
removing them. Vietnamese farmers are no exception in the management of 
everyday life.

Throughout our research, we have used this reversed framework to examine 
and recapture the behaviour of Vietnamese farmers. First and foremost, before 
they are “agricultural producers” they are practitioners of everyday life; likewise, 
the families of disabled children who stand out among Vietnamese farmers due 
to their obvious misfortunes are also primarily practitioners of everyday life.
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2 Development, agriculture, 
and farmers

Vietnam’s economic development broadly defines the perimeter within which 
farmers faced the pressure of having to make decisions about rebuilding after 
the war. A broad outline of the country’s economic development is in order, 
followed by a closer look at the period in which our informants acted as repre-
sentatives of these farmers.

Role of agriculture in Vietnam’s economic development

In 2004, ten years after the United States lifted its embargo on Vietnam, a team 
of development economists and planners from the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Canada, and Vietnam put together a seminal work on Vietnam’s eco-
nomic development during the 1990s. They called it “nothing short of amaz-
ing”.1 One of the editors, Paul Glewwe, offers a convenient point to start this 
chapter (Table 2.1).

Doi Moi, which was initiated in 1986, marked a key turning point in the his-
tory of Vietnamese farmers as Vietnam’s national economy continued to grow. 
Between 2001 and 2005, the rate of annual growth remained high (5–7%). 

Table 2.1  Macroeconomic Performance of Post-Doi Moi Vietnam

Annual Growth Rates (%)

1985–1988 1988–1994 1994–2000

GDP 4.2 6.9 7.4
Agriculture 1.8 3.9 4.4
Industry 8.1 7.5 11.1
Services 3.6 8.5 6.4
Population 2.1 1.8 1.5

(77.64 million)
GDP/capita 2.0 5.0 5.7
Exports 13.4 33.1 23.6
Imports 16.1 24.5 17.9

Source: Paul Glewwe, “An overview of Economic Growth and Household Welfare in Vietnam in the 
1990s”, in Paul Glewwe, Nisha Agrawal, and David Dollar, eds., op. cit., p. 5.
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An increase in the size of the national economy and a corresponding reduction 
in poverty, as indicated by household income, were observed. The IMF reported 
a sharp decline of 17% in the poor household ratio in 2001.2

Additional evidence, though less remarkable, of Vietnam’s improving econ-
omy and its accompanying consequences may be the leaps that the country was 
making in their human development performance. Between 2004 and 2007, it 
moved from the 113rd to the 108th place among the 177 countries listed, up 
by five places, which is a huge leap compared with the members of the Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations. Vietnam’s Human Development Index, which 
indicates the combined effects of per capita income, education rates, school en-
rolment, and literacy rates, increased constantly from 0.583 in 1985 to 0.691 in 
2004 and reached 0.704 in 2007. The country’s life expectancy increased from 
68.6 in 2003 to 69 in 2004 and to 70.5 in 2007, while its per capita income rose 
from $2,300 in 2004 to $2,490 in 2005.3

Given that the population nearly doubled, reaching over 90 million, between 
the unification in 1976 and 2010, ranking it the 13th largest in the world, the 
agricultural sector that still absorbs the largest portion of the working population 
has been playing an important role in Vietnam’s sustained economic develop-
ment. The basic data on Vietnam’s agricultural sector confirm this (Table 2.2).

Vietnam has been steady in terms of agricultural improvement. In 2000, the 
agricultural sector accounted for 13% of export revenue, mostly from the cultiva-
tion of rice in the Red River and Mekong River Deltas. The share of agricultural 
exports in Vietnam is higher than the total of the other countries in the South-
east Asian region and three times the average of the world. Rice was the main 
food crop, accounting for 85% of the total cultivated land and 43% of the total 
output value as of 2000. Vietnam had become the second-largest producer of 
rice worldwide by 2005. It not only could produce enough to meet the domestic 
demand but was also one of the world’s leading exporters of rice.4

The decline (from 70% to 54%) in employment in the agricultural sector was 
not as steep as that in the agricultural contribution to the increasing national 

Table 2.2  Agricultural Sector in Vietnam: Basic Data

1987 2010

Agricultural land 20.7% 33.1%
(2009)

Arable land 17.1% 20.3%
(2009)

Employment in the total employment 70% 53.9%
(1995)

Contribution to GDP 41% 20.6%
(46%, 1988)

Agriculture value (current $) 10 billion 22 billion

Source: Data collected for the 25 years following Doi Moi in 1986 and summarized from World Bank 
Databank Source at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS?page=4

http://data.worldbank.org
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income (from nearly 40% to 20%). This may explain why the growth rate of the 
agricultural sector, although high, was nowhere near that of the industrial sector 
(see Table 2.1). Vietnam does not have an advantageous physical landscape, with 
6,600,000 ha of arable land, accounting for a little over 21%, ranking it 34th 
among all countries in terms of arable land. As such, the rise in agricultural 
productivity appears to be less important than that in other sectors in sustaining 
economic development.

Therefore, it can be argued that the agricultural sector carries a burden that is 
not so readily translatable into the performance of the national economy. With 
the rapid increase in population, the contribution of Vietnam’s agriculture mod-
erates the impact of high economic growth on the population. Agriculture, as 
a slower-development sector in the economy, sustains a much larger workforce 
than its contribution to the national income suggests.

In 1982, before Vietnam’s sustained growth began, the World Development 
Report indicated a rapid economic growth in virtually all countries where agri-
cultural development had been strong. Faster agricultural growth in low- income 
countries was also expected to reduce rural poverty since over 90% of the abso-
lute poor were rural people.5 The World Bank Report, 25 years later, in 2007, 
still drew attention to the significant role of the agricultural sector in the coun-
try’s economic development. However, the plea for attention to the role of agri-
culture in economic development this time had a distinctly different undertone, 
a pessimism developed over the previous 25 years in which the problem of pov-
erty had remained unsolved:

Three out of every four poor people in developing countries live in rural 
areas ‒ 2.1 billion living on less than $2 a day and 880 million on less 
than $1 a day ‒ and most depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. Given 
where they are and what they do best, promoting agriculture is imperative for 
meeting the Millennium Development Goal of halving poverty and hunger 
by 2015 and continuing to reduce poverty and hunger for several decades 
thereafter (italics added).6

For Vietnam and most other developing countries, changes in agriculture mat-
ter in a sense much broader than its contribution to increasing the national 
income.

Post-Doi Moi development

Doi Moi: changing policies

The landmark policy changes, Doi Moi, the “renovation”, began while Vietnam 
was still in the midst and under the immense strain of the Cambodian campaign 
on its human and other resources. The key components of these changes are 
summarized below, with the distinct message that the Vietnamese economy in-
creasingly relied on the private sector for economic growth.7
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1  Decentralization of the management of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in 
decisions relating to production, distribution, and financing;

2  Introduction of market-oriented monetary policies to control inflation;
3  Adjustments in Vietnam’s external economic relations through the adop-

tion of a realistic exchange rate and a liberal foreign investment law, among 
others;

4  Adoption of agricultural policies that allowed for long-term usufruct rights 
and greater freedom in marketing products; and

5  Adoption of measures to promote the private sector as the engine of eco-
nomic growth.

Not long after these sweeping efforts were launched, an observer speculated as 
to whether Vietnam was to follow the forerunners of the East Asian economic 
miracle such as South Korea and Taiwan.8 Doi Moi had a far-reaching impact on 
just about every aspect of the country, including the agricultural sector. From 
“one of the poorest countries in the world with an estimated seven out of every 
ten Vietnamese living in poverty”,9 Vietnam was to make steady improvements 
and become one of the leading rice exporters in the world.

Because of the drastic changes in all areas since 1986, Doi Moi monopolized 
the attention of those interested in, and has become the foundation for, examin-
ing all sectors of development in Vietnam. For that reason, it has been a part of 
the Vietnamese identity for the over 30 years since its inception. Doi Moi reform 
is, however, not the beginning, of a longer and winding path.

The night before Doi Moi

Statements like the one below, made by Truong Chinh, party secretary general, 
in 1986, may have the effect of overdramatizing Doi Moi:

…we have made mistakes due to “leftist infantilism”, idealism, and to the 
contravention of the objective laws of socio-economic development. These 
mistakes were manifested in the…[emphasis given to] developing heavy 
 industry on a large scale beyond our practical capacity…[maintaining] the 
bureaucratically centralized mechanism of economic management based on 
state subsidies with a huge superstructure which overburdens the infrastruc-
ture. As a result, we relied mostly on foreign aid for our subsistence.10

However, this surprisingly forthright admission and criticism of Vietnam’s  recent 
past since the unification reflects both its dire need for changing its course of 
action and the recognition by many of that need even before 1986. The period 
before Doi Moi is known as “the night before Doi Moi” to imply the darker years 
the country was subjected to, despite the end of the war in 1975. The need for 
a reform of such a sweeping effect was deeply and widely felt when Vietnam 
plunged into a quagmire, from which it found it almost impossible to extricate 
itself, with the ongoing Cambodian military campaign. Struggles between the 
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old (promoters of a socialist, planned economy) and the new (reform advocates) 
emerged constantly at all levels.

In 1976, the Party Central Committee declared that the nation’s economy 
had entered a period of transition to socialism. “After decades of struggle, mem-
bers of the Vietnamese Communist Party were understandably in a rush to im-
plement socialism throughout the country” (italics added).11 However, from the 
very beginning, national reconstruction faced thorny issues, including a sudden 
drop in foreign aid, a sharp fall in domestic production, and accompanying social 
disruptions and political instability.

One of the major obstacles to the reconstruction process was the gap in the 
production systems between the North and the South, which were brought 
into one system of rule after the reunification. In the North, the economic de-
velopment policy was mainly based on collective agriculture and an emphasis 
on developing heavy industries. However, the pressure of, and the consensus 
support for, sustaining the war efforts had begun to lose its tight hold on the 
populace once the fall of the South became a foregone conclusion soon after the 
1973 Paris Peace Accord. The South, on the other hand, had sustained a more 
 liberal-capitalist facade where the core of the economy consisted of private, small-
scale agriculture, small- and medium-sized, consumer-oriented light  industries, 
and the service sector.12 The unification meant fusing these two vastly different 
parts into one whole.

An urgent issue following the unification was the budget deficit. For a country 
largely dependent on foreign aid (almost half of its revenues),13 the reduction 
in foreign aid added up to a great deal of difficulty for both North and South 
 Vietnam. The United States stopped the aid soon after they withdrew Americans 
from South Vietnam, China terminated its aid in 1978 when Vietnam started 
sending troops to Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and the Soviet Union terminated its trade 
preferences and switched from gratis to non-gratis aid (the Soviet Union gradually 
cut down on and had finally stopped its assistance by the middle of the 1980s).

The unified Vietnam was in no position to support and finance its efforts to 
install a unified planned economy. The production cooperatives-based planned 
economy was on the verge of bankruptcy. This led to the poor performance of 
the national economy in the first five years after 1975, during which it fell far 
behind the planned targets (Table 2.3).

Table 2.3  Growth of Output: Planned and Actual Results, Vietnam, 1976–1980 
(Annual % Increase)

Planned Actual

National income 13–14 0.4
Agricultural production  8–10 1.9
Industrial production 16–18 0.6

Source: Adam Fforde and Stefan de Vylder, “Part Three: Vietnam”, in: Pradumna B. Rana and Naved 
Hamid, eds., From Centrally Planned to Market Economies: The Asian Approach, Vol. 3: Lao PDR, 
Myanmar and Vietnam, Hong Kong; Oxford; New York, Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 342.
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The actual increase in national income was only 0.4%, virtually stalling, while 
the planned increase was projected at 13–14%. Industrial production was stag-
gering with an increase of a meagre 0.6%, i.e., less than 4% of the projected 
plan was achieved. Agricultural production was only slightly better, compared 
with industrial production, with about 20% of the expected projection achieved, 
thanks probably to the brief period of strengthened collectivization in both 
North and South soon after the end of the war.

There are two main reasons for the poor performance of the national economy 
as a whole: the imbalance in investment with an overly favoured focus on heavy 
industries and the increasing disharmony between the socialist mode of agricul-
tural production and the farmers. The excessive concentration of investment in 
the heavy industries sector accounted for 60–80% of the total throughout the 
first decade after the end of the war.14 Meanwhile the agricultural sector did not 
meet the immediate need of the population ‒ food. Coupled with harsh weather 
conditions, regional disparities in rice production, and inefficient inter-regional 
transport networks in the latter half of the 1970s, which locally contained the 
agricultural gains, food shortage became a major issue in Vietnam (Table 2.4).

The promotion of agricultural collectivization, especially in the southern part 
of the country, did not help the situation. Instead, it plunged the country even 
deeper into crisis. In the North, the collectivization of agriculture took place as 
early as in the late 1950s and picked up its pace during the 1960s and the first 
half of the 1970s. During the war years before 1975, the production coopera-
tives may have been successful, at least on the surface, just as the socialist leaders 
had expected. They did work equally because the national threat had escalated 
to personal threats as the war progressed and lingered on, pushing the farmers in 
the North to rally around the cooperatives. In other words, the production co-
operatives were not only “production” units, but they were also popular vehicles 
that helped recruit and mobilize local youth for the front line.15

Following the unification in 1975, the whole country, both North and 
South, was placed under a single system of large-scale socialist production. But 

Table 2.4  Regional Disparities in Rice Production, 1988

Region Total  
Production 
(million tons)

Population 
(million 
persons)

Per Capita 
Production 
(kg/person)

North mountains and midlands 1.77 19.07  93
Red River Delta 3.45 13.57 254
Central coast of North 1.48 8.57 173
Central coast of South 1.54 6.66 231
Central Highland 0.35 2.49 141
North-east of South 0.80 7.81 102
Mekong River Delta 7.60 14.20 535
Total 17.00 64.41 264

Source: Mya Than and Joseph L. H. Tan, Vietnam’s Dilemmas and Options: The Challenge of 
 Economic Transition in the 1990s, Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1993, p. 151.
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the system was no longer as workable. It lost the extra incentive – the ongoing 
war in the homeland ‒ for the farmers to push themselves to achieve efficient 
production.

After either the initial fear of reprisal by the new socialist regime wore off, 
or the paralyzing costs of reconstruction and continued war in Cambodia set 
in, the farmers in the South began resisting the socialist mode of agricultural 
production. As observed, “most of these cooperatives and production groups 
[in the South] had disintegrated, and the rest existed only pro forma, not as real 
productive units”.16 The form emptied of the contents was in place for a little 
longer, perhaps because of the explicit and implicit coercion from higher author-
ities. Not surprisingly, rice production decreased sharply. Accompanied by the 
population increase, Vietnam suffered an acute food shortage, leading to rice 
imports of about half a million tons a year on average until 1989.17

In the late 1970s, decisions made by the Party leaders to send Vietnamese 
soldiers to Cambodia only deepened the economic quagmire, among others, 
for Vietnam, even if they may have been politically justifiable or necessary. By 
1977, China had ended nearly all economic aid to unified Vietnam; at the same 
time, it expanded military aid to the Khmer Rouge, encouraging the latter to 
increase activities around the Vietnamese border provinces. Vietnam responded 
by sending troops to Cambodia via Laos and through the westernmost province 
of Tay Ninh in late December 1976. Beijing retaliated by invading Vietnam in 
mid-February 1979, opening up a new front for Vietnam in the North. The six 
northern provinces of Vietnam were nearly destroyed by China, forcing Viet-
nam to station a large number of war-weary soldiers there. The conflict with 
China and Cambodia diverted a large portion of the Vietnamese population 
from  productive development activities to non-productive military affairs as well 
as displacing a large number of Vietnamese civilians.

Finally, in response to the invasion of Cambodia and the resulting pressure 
from the U.S. government, the U.S. allies cut off virtually all economic assis-
tance to Vietnam. The loss of both Chinese and Western aid was disastrous for a 
country heavily dependent on foreign resources. In the end, the total cost of the 
Vietnamese invasion and occupation of Cambodia remained difficult to quan-
tify; however, it served to severely regress Vietnamese economic development.

The sustained war, the sharp drop in foreign aid, the demand for non- 
productive (military) goods, and the inability to procure goods, as exemplified 
by rice production, all cumulatively and quickly increased inflation. On the eve 
of the Sixth Party Congress in 1986, Vietnam was experiencing a hyperinflation 
of well over 700%.18

The search for a way out

In light of these economic developments, several points need to be noted. First, 
Doi Moi was a response to the cumulative changes that presented the leaders 
with few alternatives. How did it come about? Hanoi leaders were open to 
 improvement. Under worsening economic conditions, the idea of breaking 
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“with the traditional model of socialist management” began to influence the 
leaders in Hanoi.19 Yet the second five-year economic plan (1981–1985) after 
the unification fell short of arresting the worsening economic conditions. The 
plan aimed at increasing the production of food and other daily necessities, with 
the central government providing greater autonomy to local governments and 
production units as regards production management. It also aimed to make bet-
ter use of the more liberal-capitalist mode of business, especially in the southern 
part of Vietnam, and to bring prices and wages more in line with market prices. 
All of these measures were incremental compromises on the socialist principle of 
a planned economy.20

However, these efforts were disrupted from the very beginning by an un-
grounded assumption of massive foreign assistance, despite Vietnam experienc-
ing an abrupt decrease in foreign aid. The planners were also blissfully negligent 
of the weak infrastructure isolating productive from unproductive regions; the 
loss of management skills in both agriculture and business sectors (including 
that of the economically active ethnic Chinese), especially in the South; and the 
highly centralized and rigid style of management.21

The coming of Doi Moi was certainly the making of the realization that 
these incremental compromises of socialist principles – the centrally planned 
 economy – were not nearly sufficient. Truong Chinh, cited above, may blame the 
predicament on the “contravention of the objective laws of socio-economic de-
velopment” and claim that the move towards Doi Moi was the feat of the leaders.

However, it was the farmers, among others, who first recognized the negative 
consequences of ignoring the “objective laws of socio-economic development” 
through the usual conduct of daily life. The farmers were quick to see the limited 
purchasing power of “points”, which they earned through the cooperatives, in 
the volatile marketplaces racked by high inflation. Their work in the cooperatives 
did not secure them enough “points” to support their families. The realization, 
in turn, pushed them to invest their productive hours in the “household plot”, 
that old “five-per cent (dat nam phan tram)” land, even more.

The final crossing to Doi Moi, the need to move out of the dominant official – 
socialist – thinking, would require practical evidence that a more fundamental 
departure from the socialist mode of production was needed. The evidence was 
there in the behaviour of the farmers. However, the question of drawing the 
 attention of the leaders to what had been sown at the ground level – in the efforts 
to protect the well-being of households – remained unanswered.

That role of the protector was performed by Nguyen Van Linh and conceiva-
bly scores of men like him. Nguyen Van Linh, a northerner, stayed in the South 
following the 1954 division of the country and was actively involved in the 
 liberation of the South; he was appointed a politburo member in 1976 at the 
Party’s Fourth Congress.

The difficult times in the South before the unification did not seem to turn 
him into a blind ideologist for a socialist revolution. Instead, they trained him in 
pragmatic thinking, especially later in moderating the impact on the South of the 
second five-year plan following the Fourth Party Congress. This move may have 
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cost him a politburo seat temporarily, yet he quickly reacquired an  important 
position, that of chairman of the People’s Committee in Ho Chi Minh City. His 
quick return to political prominence suggests that he had retained a group of 
supporters in the Party. He became party secretary at the Sixth Party Congress, 
succeeding Truong Chinh, and is often identified as the key figure in launching 
Doi Moi.22

Nguyen Van Linh was a popular critic of the social ills under the centrally 
planned economy before Doi Moi, writing in the daily People Newspaper (Nhân 
Dân) under the pen name N.V.L. These initials not only represent his name but 
are also interpreted as Nói và Làm, meaning words and action, to describe his 
personality or signify his dream of much-needed political leadership.

Having been active in the South since 1954, and having served as the head of 
the socialist re-education camp in the South (Ban Cải Tạo Công Thương Nghiệp) 
after 1975 until 1978, Nguyen Van Linh developed a profound understanding 
of the need for small-business owners and farmers to be liberated from the state 
control. He personally saw to it that the idea of a “product contract-based salary” 
(lương khoán sản phẩm) was put into practice in Ho Chi Minh City early in 1980 
as the secretary of the city’s People’s Committee. This model gave small shop 
owners a degree of autonomy in managing their business, which soon gained 
popularity, and began to lead to some successful cases, such as the Thanh Cong 
Textile Enterprise, Mien Nam Washing Powder Enterprise, 2–9 Pharmaceuti-
cal Enterprise, and Beer Saigon Enterprise, among others. The practice quickly 
spread across the southern regions.23

With Nguyen Van Linh regaining a higher position in the Party hierarchy 
quickly, some of the changes began to deviate from the socialist principle. The 
development towards a multi-sector economy where the private sector coex-
isted with the state-run business and cooperatives found itself a legal basis 
eventually in 1987 when Resolution 217-HDB was issued.24 Through these 
changes, even SOEs acquired a degree of autonomy at the operational level 
in the right to determine what and how much to produce, for instance. This 
made the foundation for the emerging market economy firmer, even though 
the socialist orientation still remained operational in securing a certain degree 
of social equality.

In the agricultural sector, to be discussed in greater detail later, two decisions 
prompted what amounted to a radical departure from the socialist mode of pro-
duction: Directive 100 in 1981 and Decision 10 in 1988. The former found a 
fuller version in the latter.25 Both of these placed farming households as the 
principal agricultural production units. By so doing, the cumulative effects of 
these measures liberated individual farmers from the vertical division of agri-
cultural labour along with the raising of the seedlings, planting, weeding, and 
tending of the paddies, and harvesting.

In Directive 100, the farming households were contracted (khoán hộ) by the 
state – thus “contract farming” – to produce a predetermined quantity of grain 
and deliver it to the state using the cooperatives’ lands. Its fuller version, Deci-
sion 10, liberated the farming households from the obligation to provide their 
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collective labour to the state. Through Decision 10 and related land reforms, the 
farming households pushed this liberation even further.

Farmers, short of claiming private ownership of the land, were free to acquire 
and choose the means of production, and to sell their products either to the 
state or to private buyers at market rates. Also, the cooperatives did not s imply 
 disappear but remained a de facto framework for mobilizing labour from one 
paddy to another during especially labour-intensive phases of production such as 
harvesting. In effect, Decision 10 transformed the division of ag ricultural labour 
from the vertical one in Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao into a more spatially d ivision-based, 
or horizontally division-based, reciprocal labour exchange system. Under 
 Decision 10 and another set of changes (see below), farming households as units 
began moving among the paddies where their services were needed. The new 
arrangement was reminiscent of a system of labour exchange, to doi cong, among 
the families that North Vietnam installed prior to the full-fledged Hop Tac Xa 
Bac Cao in the late 1950s.

A series of land reforms accelerated changes in 1988, facilitating Decision 10’s 
effects. The farming households were provided with leases that lasted for 15 
years or more for the plots of land they received. In the early 1990s, the gov-
ernment increased property rights for farming households and, more generally, 
reduced restrictions on agricultural markets. Decree Number 5 of 1993 (Land 
Law 1993) granted more rights and security. Tenure lengths were extended to 
20 years for annual cropland and 50 years for perennial cropland.26

In line with these changes turning farming households into independent 
agents of action, a new constitution was passed in April 1992, amending the 
1980 constitution.27 It ratified the six-year economic programme and allowed 
private citizens to engage freely in business, and own the means of production. 
The right of citizens to do business and make profits was now codified into law, 
and the idea of a market economy was made permanent and deemed politically 
correct.28

With the spirit of “Reinforce peace for economic development” (Giữ vững hòa 
bình phát triển kinh tế), Vietnam’s politburo, under the guidance of Nguyen Van 
Linh, announced Resolution 13 in May 1988.29 The Resolution was a break-
through in Vietnam’s diplomacy due to its role in mending the tension-filled 
relationship between Vietnam and other countries. The four major points of the 
Resolution were: withdrawal from Cambodia; normalization of the relationship 
with China; mending ties with ASEAN countries; and gradual normalization 
of the relationship with the United States. With the adoption of Resolution 
13,  Vietnam began making the international environment friendlier towards its 
more market-oriented economy and open society.

In 1989, Vietnam withdrew troops from Cambodia, paving the way for the 
Chengdu conference in the process of normalization with China. In 1995, 
 Vietnam became a full member of ASEAN, signed a Framework Agreement on 
cooperation with the EU, and officially normalized the relationship with the 
United States with the visit by President Bill Clinton. Later, in 2005, Vietnam 
became the 150th member of the World Trade Organization.
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Vietnam’s leaders joined with others in an euphoria, which was best expressed 
in such a statement on Doi Moi as the one provided by Nguyen Van Giap, 
vice-chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam: 
“Vietnam has marked a new development in our thinking on economic the-
ory, and in our socio-economic policies in a renewal process full of difficulties 
and complexities”.30 Others also tended to view Doi Moi and the accompanying 
changes as transforming the overall environment for motivating the farmers (and 
small businesses) to produce more.31

In the euphoria of transformation without violence, however, one important 
point may have gone unnoticed: through Doi Moi, the signs of which there were 
already hints in the late 1970s, the farming households reinstated themselves as 
the dominant agent of their own action; and agricultural production is only a 
part of their actions to protect and promote their well-being.

Doi Moi and beyond

Doi Moi brought a new face to Vietnam by changing social relations domesti-
cally and by ending international isolation. The macroeconomic performance 
in the following decades was, to repeat, “nothing short of amazing”. Vietnam’s 
 controlling the hyperinflation prior to Doi Moi and reducing the rate to under 
10% may top the list of its economic achievements.

More goods and services through trade, production, and investments also 
contributed to sustaining the annual GDP growth rate in the region of 5–8% 
in the following decade and beyond. Given the semi-international isolation into 
the early 1990s, it is not surprising that the export growth rate was double 
that of the import growth rate, in which the rising production of rice and its 
exports played a dominant role.32 In the early 1990s, Vietnam was the world’s 
second-largest exporter of rice.

Vietnam’s economic expansion is also reflected in the change in trade partners. 
Up to the early 1980s, the socialist countries accounted for 75% and 80% of Viet-
nam’s export and import, respectively. The changes in the latter half of the 1980s 
greatly reduced the presence of the socialist countries in Vietnam’s export and im-
port, accounting for about 13% and 5%, respectively.33 Vietnam began to diversify 
its export strategies to include as trade partners both neighbouring countries and 
capitalist countries after the political tensions began to subside. A mutually rein-
forcing relationship may have also worked between the liberalization of its trade 
practices and the farming households’ freedom to procure means of production: 
the flow of fertilizers, a key agricultural input, across the border, on the one hand, 
and the widening market for fertilizers combined together led to a sharp drop in 
fertilizer prices.34 The overall achievement may be best summarized by the data 
prepared by the World Bank. It shows an astonishing jump in the size of the econ-
omy where a little over $6.3 billion (current US$) in 1989 reached $224 billion 
in 2017. For the same period, per capita income increased from $94 to $2340.35

On the international interface, the Vietnamese economy’s achievement is 
 remarkable. In addition to the sheer increase in volume of both export and 
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import, Vietnam diversified exportable goods, such as crude oil, textiles and 
garments, rice, coffee, rubber, coal, aquaculture products, and processed forest 
products. Following the lifting of the U.S. embargo, foreign investors quickly in-
creased their role in diversification as their companies contributed 36% of the to-
tal imports in 2009, while the remaining 64% was provided by local companies. 
Diversification of imported goods paralleled that of exports: petroleum, steel, 
fertilizers, electronics, and machinery. Vietnam also diversified its major trading 
partners to include Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Korea, and European Union 
(EU). Its trade with the Asian economies reached about 80% of its total trade.36

The most remarkable improvement is the constant drop in Vietnam’s poverty 
rate. An observer declared, “Vietnam no longer an underdeveloped country” 
in 2004, with a table showing that the poverty rate in 1993 was a little below 
60% and a fraction less than 20% in 2004.37 The overall picture of Vietnam at 
this stage – the mid-point of our research – is summarized in the table above  
(Table 2.5).

Agriculture in Vietnam: a closer look

The Doi Moi of 1986 marked an important turning point in the transformation 
of Vietnam in general and agriculture in particular. As one observer puts it, “re-
form and change in Vietnam [… are] part and parcel of the internal processes of 
Doi Moi”.38 However, this characterization may need to be reversed: Doi Moi 
has been a part of the changes and disruption in the country far beyond the 
decade in which it was implemented.

Vietnamese farmers had lived with, survived, and embraced the impact of 
these changes and disruptions. Even before the collective period (1959–1988), 
they had already gone through ebbs and flows in well-being, given the period of 
constant disruption since the middle of the nineteenth century. Before 1945, the 

Table 2.5  Development Indicators of Vietnam

Vietnam

Population (2011) 90 million
GDP growth rate (2010) 6.8%
GDP (2010) (official exchange rate) $103.6 billion
GDP per capita $ 1,300 
Export (2010) $72.3 billion
Import (2010) $80 billion
HDI ranking 128
Health: life expectancy 75.2
Expenditure on health, public 2.8%
Public expenditure on education 5.3% GDP
Adult literacy (2009) 94%
Population living below $1.25 (PPP USD) per day 13.1% 

Source: Summarized from the three websites http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/profiles/, www. economy 
watch.com/, and www.indexmundi.com/

http://hdr.undp.org
http://www.economywatch.com
http://www.indexmundi.com
http://www.economywatch.com
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majority of farmers in rural Vietnam were tenant farmers. The almost 100-year-
long presence of French colonialists and their penetration into even the smallest 
unit of the Vietnamese social structure – villages – placed millions of Vietnamese 
farmers under the immense strain of colonial exploitation.39

Among the causes of the strain, perhaps the severest may have been a series of 
taxes – head tax and land tax, among others – imposed upon the villagers. Farmers, 
from one generation to another, were constantly caught in debt and in dire need 
of securing the minimum base for living. James C. Scott, in his The Moral Econ-
omy of the Peasant (1976), draws attention to the presence of a  community-based 
economic behaviour revolving around a sort of asymmetrical symbiosis between 
the patron (landowners) and clients (the tenant farmers) in earlier Vietnam, where 
they were bound by the need to secure the subsistence of the latter. Seemingly tak-
ing the opposite stance to Scott, Samuel Popkin in The Rational Peasants (1979), 
which also deals with pre-independence rural Vietnam, draws attention to the ru-
ral Vietnamese preoccupation with personal (household) gains in choosing crops, 
in soliciting support from others, and even in allocating labour.

The common point about the farmers for these earlier observers is that the 
rural Vietnamese were not merely passive onlookers of incidents that interfered 
with their lives – they were conscious of their behavioural basis firmly rooted 
either in their community or in their household. An observer’s brief descrip-
tion of the management of “communal land” in traditional Vietnamese villages 
(before the 1945 Revolution) draws attention to the remarkable consistency 
in the maintenance and production of communal land throughout the eras of 
royal and French colonial rule, regardless of the changes in specific institutional 
 definitions of the land. This astonishing stability is sustained by the stability in 
farming households as units of action and their relationship with others.40

Farmers in Vietnam were thrown into rounds of eventful and disruptive 
changes following independence in 1945. Part of North Vietnam was entirely 
ravaged by a famine, caused by a misallocation and excessive procurement of 
rice by Japan’s imperial army due to war exigencies, costing an estimated several 
hundred thousand lives. Major battles against the French colonial army took 
place in the North. In 1954, the country was divided into the North and South 
under the Geneva Accord. The North came under the Labour Party’s rule, and 
the South under Ngo Dinh Diem, a nationalist with a definite liberal-capitalist 
political outlook. The division remained intact until 1975, when what the North 
had experienced was to be imposed on the South. These drastic changes – the in-
dependence, and the division and reunification of the country – broadly defined 
the parameters of rural life and those of the farmers.

Collectivization of agriculture before 1975 – socialist 
or wartime demands?

Collectivization was one of the key tenets of socialist production. This model 
was widespread in socialist groups, especially during the Cold War period. Vi-
etnam was not an exception. However, because of its special situation – the 
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prolonged war of unification, the Vietnam War – the features of collective ag-
riculture cannot be evaluated solely on the merits and demerits of agricultural 
cooperatives.

Initially even in the North, efforts to liberate the tenant farmers from their 
landless status were much less than absolute. When they were reorganized under 
earlier forms of cooperatives, first “groups for exchanging labour” (to doi cong) 
and “lower-level cooperatives” (Hop Tac Xa Bac Thap), the farmers retained 
their households as the distinctive units of production activity in the lands that 
now belonged to the cooperatives. Their field was their familiar lands that they, 
mostly as tenant farmers, had always cultivated.

The specific catalysts for bringing this earlier form of cooperatives to a higher 
level, Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao, were not obvious. However, a realistic view among 
the leaders that unification could not be achieved overnight may have led them 
to concentrate on socialist reforms within the North first and reinforced the view 
among them that an “industry develops only to the extent that agriculture itself 
develops”.41

Higher agricultural productivity through division of labour rather than 
through profit incentives, and socialist justice in terms of equal access to land 
among the farmers paved the way towards a higher form of agricultural produc-
tion system. The farmers, now released from their households, were mobilized 
and assigned to engage in discrete parts of the whole agricultural production 
process.

Initial confusion among the farmers resulted in a dip in the level of their 
 reorganization into cooperatives, as can be seen in Tables 2.6-1 and 2.6-2.42 The 
rise in the number of cooperatives and decline in that of labour exchange groups 
should match as the former took over the function of the latter.

There were signs of confusion or even outright resistance among some of the 
farmers. However, that did not deter the leaders. The plea for emancipating the 
farmers from the control of the landowners, or even from their traditional loy-
alty to them, may have alerted the leaders to the acute need to push for a higher 
level of collectivization. Moreover, the North had a more obvious need to meet: 
preparation for the eventual unification. The question remained as to how to 

Table 2.6-1  Labour Exchange Groups in Northern Vietnam, 1955–1960

Year Number of Groups Average Number of 
Households per Group

End 1955 153,000 7.1
End 1956 190,200 7.1
Mid 1957 72,000 N/A
End 1957 100,900 5.9
End 1958 244,400 7.3
April 1959 249,025 N/A
End 1959 97,600 10.6
End 1960 12,971 9.8
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procure heavy machinery and equipment, and how to secure the industrial basis 
for the procurement.

The North’s ability to procure industrial products domestically was woefully 
limited. Vietnam’s reliance on the Soviet Union for these goods for the first ten 
years after the Geneva Conference exceeded well over 50% of its export value. 
An estimate in 1965 put the number of middle- and technical-level workers at 
fewer than 124,000 and the number of skilled workers at fewer than 100,000.43 
A sizeable trade deficit with the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc countries 
was expected to worsen, with the equally disturbing possibility of increasingly 
heavier reliance on foreign assistance. The notion that “industry develops only to 
the extent that agriculture itself develops” was all the more pressing.

The first five-year plan (1961–1965) emerged from this background. The real-
ization of the efforts to make the plan workable weighed heavier than the cost of 
overcoming the initial confusion accompanying the push towards a higher level 
of agricultural cooperatives, Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao.

The earlier form of cooperation among the farmers, the labour exchange 
groups, to doi cong, may have retained their basic function while transforming 
into “brigades” consisting of 40–100 farmers. Under the higher cooperatives, 
the division of labour was pushed further – the farmers or the members of the 
brigades became more like factory workers on an assembly line. Within this 
framework, the farmers pooled their resources, mainly labour and equipment, 
and were expected to perform their parts of the production process.44 Despite 
this transformation, irrespective of the work efficiency: the brigades’ – or their 
members’ – contributions to production could not become the basis of disparity 
in wealth.45

In January 1959, at the 16th Labour Party’s Central Conference, the D ecision 
on “cooperation in agriculture” was issued, making the introduction of the 
higher-level cooperative, Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao, official after a few years of ex-
perimentation. A key component of this collectivization – aimed both at higher 
productivity and a prevention of income disparity – was the use of “work points” 
(công điểm). A member of a brigade earned a certain number of points, which 

Table 2.6-2  Agricultural Cooperatives in Northern Vietnam, 1955–1960

Number Percentage of 
Agricultural 
Households

Percentage of 
Cultivated 
Land

Average size

Households Hectares

End 1955 10
End 1956 42
Mid 1957 33 13 10
Mid 1958 134
End 1958 4,729  5  5 26 17
Mid 1959 16,150 22 35
End 1959 28,840 45 41 43 25
End 1960 40,420 86 68 59 34
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usually equalled one workday (ngày công). The value of each workday within 
a brigade was arrived at by the amount of produce earmarked for distribution 
to its members, which was divided by the total number of workdays used for 
 production. Not all brigade members could earn the same number of points 
even if the work hours were the same, depending on the types of work and age, 
among other things. A complex calculation was adopted to determine the work-
work point conversion.46

The points that the brigade members earned served as a “currency”, which 
allowed them to acquire daily necessities from the state-run shops. As long as the 
North was suffering from a perpetual shortage of goods, the brigade members 
were susceptible to the lure of extra earnings from the “household plot”, the 5% 
of land within the cooperative’s land or face a threat to their subsistence.47

Furthermore, whether or not the allocation of the work points was managed 
on a fair basis became critical in keeping the brigade members honest. However, 
the points based on “fair evaluation” could be widely dispersed throughout the 
entire process of the production line, stretching from preparing, pulling, and 
carrying seedlings to ploughing, harrowing, and weeding; from carrying and 
spreading the manure to ploughing and planting; and from carrying water to 
irrigation canals. Mismanagement of “fairness” could easily spread among the 
officers of the cooperatives, which might also lead to laxness on the part of 
the brigade members in performing the given tasks in the production process. 
 Fairness was an immensely difficult rule to observe.

Although the extent is difficult to determine, outright deviations from the 
intent of collectivization were spotted in the North. The work of the production 
brigade, with all the internal division of labour intact, was delegated back to the 
household with the explicit and implicit consent of the brigade’s officials. Usually, 
the households offered some of the produce and kept the remainder. Kerkvliet 
reports one such case in Vinh Phuc where the practice of the  household-based 
production continued with the full consent of the Party secretary Kim Ngoc. 
References to the provincial Party leaders’ admonition elsewhere, around the 
same time, are a testimony to the fact that the practice went unnoticed fairly 
extensively.48

Nguyen van Ton, head of the agricultural department in Vinh Phuc Province, 
reported accordingly:

[T]he situation of farming collectively, benefiting collectively, prolonging 
the work, and inflating the points caused corruption, and especially wasted a 
lot of public assets. Farmers were not attached to their farms, just going after 
work points. They only went to the fields at the call of the brigade leader and 
the bell. They didn’t initiate work. Cheating, working carelessly, refusing to 
work etc. were popular phenomena in any of the cooperatives.49

Earlier in the establishment of Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao, the farmers were confused 
and acted like “ants crawling around the rim of a basket, not sure whether inside 
or outside was better for their livelihood”.50 The spreading of the cooperatives 
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among the farmers was also a process by which they lost the sense of involvement 
with their farm work. “Prolonging the work, inflating the points” (dong cong 
phong diem) began to spread. The farmers might just show up without doing 
much in the rice paddies and leave soon after the bell rang signalling the end 
of the day’s work. The meetings among the brigade members became the stage 
for protesting against each other’s work points. As recalled by one farmer: “The 
neighbourhood was cosy before […] Now people do not even want to see each 
other’s face. How come?”51

One additional development pushed this demoralization even further. For one 
reason or another, the cooperative style of farmers’ life impacted several areas 
beyond that of agricultural production. It began to run primary schools, day-
care centres, and health clinics, as well as to manage funds available for future 
investments and social welfare.52 These at once multiplied the evaluation points 
for the work points and, by the same token, devalued the individual work points. 
From the farmers’ perspective, the production cooperative, through its infiltra-
tion into many phases of rural life, left very little opportunity for the farmers to 
act as farmers.

The United Nations Development Programme rightly points out:53

Cooperatives in the North developed from a pure production unit into a so-
cial, economic, and quasi-political entity. During wartime, they were turned 
into strategic units and took upon themselves many non-economic func-
tions. [Especially] when the cooperative coincided with the area of a village, 
the distinction between economic and politico-administrative management 
virtually disappeared even though legally they remained two separate enti-
ties (italics added).

Ironically, it was this loss of the distinctness of the production cooperatives that 
also prevented their disintegration. Soon after the first five-year plan was an-
nounced, it became clear that the confrontation in the South between the pro-
North Liberation Front and Diem’s troops could easily engage the North in a 
massive operation in support of the former. After 1965, following the landing of 
U.S. Marines in Da Nang, the North’s direct and indirect involvement became 
irreversible. Given the limited ability to procure war material domestically, Hop 
Tac Xa Bac Cao became both the leverage point for increasing the pressure for 
more production and, through its expanded presence in village life, a vehicle for 
recruiting and sending young people to the front.54

As they farmed the collective fields, often at night and in the early hours of the 
morning to avoid U.S. bombers, after 1965, the villagers were not just mindful 
of the nation’s struggle in abstract terms. They were thinking of their children, 
siblings, relatives, and friends fighting on the front line. Sixty per cent of the 
families in Vinh Phuc and Phu Tho Provinces, for example, had husbands, sons, 
brothers, or sisters who were directly involved in the war effort; many of them 
were in the army treading the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Meanwhile, for the people on 
the front line, the cooperatives were the assurance that their families back home 
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would have something to eat precisely because the produce was divided not only 
in line with one’s ability to work but also based on their needs.55 This intimate 
bonding between people working in the cooperatives and people fighting on the 
front line kept the former afloat. They were the vehicle for “fighting the US and 
saving the country” (chống Mỹ cứu nước).

Before 1975, northern village life was overwhelmed by the presence of pro-
duction cooperatives. Ironically, as seen above, the cooperatives survived not so 
much as part of a socialist economy as part of a wartime economy. It was the war 
that provided a raison d’être for the agricultural cooperatives to survive.

Collectivization in Vietnam after 1975: continuation  
and resistance

Vietnam witnessed a transformation within the collectivization process after 
1975. The country was transitioning from a wartime economy to a massive re-
construction economy. The agricultural cooperatives, though transformed as 
seen above, continued to operate at the core of the economy. Now, with the 
immediate threat of war, or foreign intervention, having largely dissipated, 
 motivating farmers to work within the cooperatives became a real challenge for 
Hanoi. With this uncertainty, Hanoi needed to expand this socialist model of 
production to the South – an area totally new to the model.

In addition, Vietnam also needed to exhibit its enthusiasm for, and commit-
ment to, the socialist road to win support from other socialist countries after 
the renewed tension with China over the rise of Democratic Kampuchea. The 
efforts, at least in the North, were met with the farmers’ decision to stay within 
the framework of the cooperative (Table 2.7).

The size of an average cooperative in 1979 was also expanded to cover 378 
households (five to six times bigger than in 1960) and 202 ha of cultivated land 
(6.1 times larger than in 1960).

The responses to the introduction of Hop Tac Xa Bac Cao were different in 
the South, where some tenant farmers and/or small land holders had supported 
the National Liberation Front in exchange for the latter’s help to liberate the 
former from the large land owners (Table 2.8).

The collectivization was most successful in the central coastal areas, where 
one of our research communities is located, and in the central highlands. The 

Table 2.7 P roportion of Northern Vietnam Farming Households (%) in the Agricultural 
Cooperatives, 1976–1981

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981

Entire North 93 93 95 97 97 96

Source: Tran Thi Que, “Land and Agricultural Land Management in Vietnam”, in Ha Huy Thanh 
and Shozo Sakata, eds., Impact of Socio-economic changes on the Livelihoods of People Living in Poverty 
in Vietnam, IDE ASEDP Series, 2005, No. 71, pp. 175–96, p. 22.
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Table 2.8  Collectivization of Agriculture in the South (%), 1978–1980

Areas 1978 1979 1980

South (total) 3.2 21.1 24.5
Central coastal area 8.6 66.5 83.8
Central highlands 7.2 26.5 30.2
South-East 1.6 5.5 4.5
Mekong Delta 0.2 1.8 1.7

Source: Tran Thi Que, “Land and Agricultural Land Management in Vietnam”, in Ha Huy Thanh 
and Shozo Sakata, eds., Impact of Socio-economic changes on the Livelihoods of People Living in Poverty 
in Vietnam, IDE ASEDP Series, 2005, No. 71, pp. 175–96, p. 25.

former multiplied by tenfold the level of collectivization between 1978 and 
1980, whereas in the central highlands, 30% of agricultural households joined 
the agricultural cooperatives, four times the percentage, 7.2%, in 1978.

The picture, on the other hand, was quite dismal further south. In 1978, in the 
South-East, only 1.6% joined the collectivization. Despite the new regime’s ef-
forts, the modest increase to 5.5% in 1979 immediately dropped to 4.5% in 1980. 
The situation was not much brighter in the Mekong Delta area, with only 1.7% 
of all agricultural households in the cooperatives. The poor performance in the 
South in the initial phase of collectivization can be attributed to the following: 
(1) a series of land reforms between 1956 and 1974, albeit modest, had allowed 
South Vietnam to successfully overcome the problems of skewed land distribution 
and high land rents; (2) consequently, South Vietnam’s agriculture had already 
been relatively mechanized; and (3) a division of labour among the producers; 
intermediaries, such as procurers of agricultural input and buyers of produce; and 
produce distributors had been relatively developed.56 These developments were 
predicated upon the farming households being freed from the colonial and large 
land owners’ control throughout the preceding decades of post-Second World 
War development. All this may suggest that there may have been only limited 
room for Hop Tap Xa Bac Cao to intervene with its claim to secure productivity.

One more ironic factor is that the war ravaging through the rural South emp-
tied it of a large proportion of the farming population. This is ironic as it had 
the effect of increasing the average size of farming plots, enabling the remaining 
farmers to exploit the “economy of scale”, which, in turn, made them especially 
resistant to the intrusion of the agricultural cooperatives.

Given these conditions in the South, the liberation from the pressure of 
the war alone could not simply induce its population to share the norms and 
p ractices of collectivization. The new regime was still adherent to the model of 
agricultural cooperatives practised in the North to secure food production for 
the entire population and to support heavy industries for the continued war in 
Kampuchea first and then with China. The farmers in the South saw something 
else: agricultural collectivization deprived them of the autonomy of the farm-
ing households and the cooperatives had all sorts of loopholes, which could be 
 exploited for personal gains.
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To all of these, one critical factor – the absolute shortage of goods – must be 
added. Whether distributed fairly and effectively or not, the work points that the 
farmers in the unfamiliar cooperatives earned were virtually no help in securing 
the well-being of the household. Although no data are available, the southern-
ers in the unfamiliar cooperatives may also have sought means to supplement 
their meagre income by making the fullest use of the “household plots”, or the 
production brigades’ leaders may have deviated from the norm, as in the case of 
Vinh Phuc and elsewhere in the wartime North. Black markets in place since the 
war offered convenient outlets for the surplus produce.

A shift from the cooperatives to the farming household

Directive 100 was introduced as early as January 1981. It indicated that the 
merits of Hop Tap Xa Bac Cao alone could not sustain it as the foundation of the 
new socialist Vietnam, even in the eyes of the Communist Party leaders. Farm-
ing households were contracted by the state to produce using the cooperatives’ 
land. They were allowed to sell their products in free markets provided they 
fulfilled their production contracts with the cooperatives. Thus, the emphasis 
on the farming households as the key units of production virtually discredited 
the core component of Hop Tap Xa Bac Cao, the division of agricultural labour 
among the individual members of the production brigades.

Farming households still did not receive complete concessions. There were 
areas of activities in which the cooperatives retained their own work in a manner 
similar to the earlier “labour exchange” (to doi cong) groups, such as harrow-
ing, ploughing, irrigation and drainage, and pest control. The households were 
“contracted” to take care of the rest of the production – planting, weeding, 
and harvesting – to secure the produce to be delivered to the cooperatives. 
The cooperatives also retained the prerogative of planning the household-based 
agricultural production. They lost, however, the tight control over the sale of 
products.

What stopped the farmers short of becoming entirely independent of the 
cooperatives was the residual role that the cooperatives played in controlling 
the greater portions of procuring the agricultural input such as machinery, 
fertilizers, and land. The restoration of the farming household in its rightful 
place followed a series of twists and turns in a short period following the 
early 1980s.

The complex interactions of the factors that contributed to the farmers’ awak-
ening to the merits of the household-based production pushed their disregard 
for the boundary set by Directive 100. An agronomist, Vo Tong Xuan, lists 
those factors:57

1  Top-down planning on land use and crop choice without consideration of 
the farmers’ preferences and local market conditions;

2  The government’s frequent inability to secure all contracted production at 
harvest time;
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3  Seasonal surpluses at the farm gate led to a crash in private rice prices in 
several regions, which, while benefiting the urban poor, had severe negative 
effects on farmers;

4  The persistence of centralized input supplies resulted in inadequate and 
 untimely provision of input to farmers;

5  A lack of security of land tenure resulting in inadequate farm-level invest-
ments for maintaining long-term land productivity.

An additional factor is no less important. In the euphoria of the nation’s unifica-
tion, some zealous party cadets may have pushed the practice of Hop Tap Xa Bac 
Cao to the neglect of its adverse effect on the farmers’ will. Setting the produc-
tion quota too high, which led to factor 2 above, for example, only furthered the 
decline in the popularity of Directive 100.

Resolution No. 10, popularly known as Decision 10, was introduced in 1988 
in the wake of the Doi Moi announcement, effectively terminating the agricul-
tural cooperatives-based production throughout Vietnam. There were several 
components in this drastic shift in the Party’s agricultural policy.

In farmers-state economic transactions, the price was set at the free market 
level, though it was subject to mutual agreement. Farmers no longer needed to 
sell their produce to the state (via the cooperatives or state enterprises) at low 
prices. Their obligations were now fulfilled by paying agricultural taxes based 
on the yield of the land they received from the cooperatives. Moreover, beyond 
the confines of the contract, the farmers were free to sell their produce on the 
free market.

The excess of official (Party’s and cooperative’s) interference did not go un-
noticed. It was tamed by the cooperatives’ budget cut or by the greatly reduced 
number of cooperative officers, reinforcing a sense of spontaneous cooperation 
among the farming families.

An additional push for the farming household as the primary actor came from 
the distribution of farmland on the basis of the size and farming capacity of 
each, even though some of the cooperatives still claimed the de facto ownership 
of the land, consistent with the de jure state ownership of the land. In some co-
operatives, 40–50% of the land was even distributed on a per capita basis among 
households. The cooperatives were left with supplemental jobs, especially in the 
labour-intensive phase of the production process, such as irrigation, where their 
role was to coordinate with the farming households and ensure cooperation.

The most important component of all was that these measures of ensuring the 
farming households’ autonomy were predicated on the requirement that the ag-
ricultural cooperatives were legally obliged to “contract” their land to the farm-
ing households for 15 years for annual crops and 40 years for perennial crops.58

What had been dormant even in North Vietnam before the unification finally 
came to its fruition. Through these twists and turns in the land-farmers relation-
ship, it began to surface.

The preceding discussions on the restoration of farming households as 
the principal production units should not reduce the significance of the fact 
that the  farmers’ negative response to Hop Tac Xa Bao Cao had not been 
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limited to the latter’s interference in the production process alone. The ideal 
of  cooperative-based production did not appeal to the farmers due to the 
 questionable management practices of the cooperatives’ officials. Besides, more 
importantly, the farmers’ were sceptical of the cooperatives’ extensive interfer-
ence in rural life, in general. When the farming households were restored, so was 
the broader management of their own life.

The return of the independent farming household would still need one more 
step to become complete. The expansion of the rights of the farming household 
over the land or the Land Law of 1993.

Confusion over who could claim the right to produce using the contracted 
lands had followed Directive 100, and it was pronounced in the South, where 
the past practices of independent cultivation were widespread, and the mobility 
of the residents during the war was high. The past practices and the wartime 
mobility, among others, made it difficult to identify who had a legitimate claim 
to contract farming.59

Moreover, Decision 10 of 1988 had put a ceiling on the size of the contracted 
land: for annual crops, the limit was 2 ha in the central and northern provinces 
and 3 ha in the southern provinces, and for perennials, the limit on land hold-
ings was 10 ha.60 Consequently, the value of the land did not change noticeably 
since the right of the farming household to cultivate was perceived as being 
strictly confined within the contracted land as defined in Decision 10.

The land reform of 1993 was an attempt to clear up such confusion and defi-
ciencies, and more.61 The law extended the land-use rights to 20 years for annual 
crops and 50 years for perennial crops. More importantly, it explicitly granted 
five rights to the farming households: transfer, exchange, inheritance, rent, and 
mortgage. The issuance of the land certificate formalized these rights.

The institutionalization of the household-based use of land left room for dis-
parities between the law and its practice. Local variations in physical conditions 
as well as recent history were both potential and actual sources of dispute and 
conflict. “Different solutions by localities”62 seem to have been in place.

We interviewed a group of farmers in Phu Cat in 2010, who revealed that 
considerable variations existed not only in the right to the land under the 1993 
law but also in the variations’ description in the vernacular (see Table 2.9 below).

Among a dozen farmers who were interviewed, some responded with a fairly 
accurate grasp of the contracted (allocated) land. More details on the farmers are 
presented in Chapter 4. From the extensive interviews, we managed to recon-
struct the following points, including the local regulations as stated by them:

1  Allocated farmland: This is the obvious consequence of the 1993 Land Law 
and ensuing afforestation programmes. Every family has at least 1,000 m2 
for rice cultivation, more widely known as “contracted land” (ruộng khoán). 
Under Instruction 64-CP, each member (born before 1993) is qualified to 
claim one “sao” (500 m2 in this central coastal area, equal to 360 m2 in the 
North and 1,000 m2 in the South).

2  Auction farmland: There are four families in the list who have “auction 
land” (ruộng đấu giá or ruộng công ích – land for public use). Ruộng đấu 
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Table 2.9 L and-Use Rights and Size of Landholding among Selected Farmers with the 
Cashew Nut Growing Operation

Total Allocated 
Farmland 

Auctioned 
Farmland 

Allocated 
Forestland

Others

*No. 1
**No. 2

N/A
2.1 ha

N/A
1500 m2 0 2 ha N/A

**No. 6
No. 3
No. 4
No. 5
No. 7

3.2 ha
8.5 ha
1.6 ha
2.85 ha

22000 m
5000 m2

21000 m
2000 m2

1 ha
0

23000 m
1000 m2

2 ha
8 ha
1.2 ha
2.4 ha

N/A
N/A
N/A
1500 m2  

for house

No. 8
No. 9

2.25 ha
1 ha

2500 m2

2000 m2
0
3000 m2

2 ha
0.5 ha

N/A
N/A

 * No. 1 is the “middleman” in the cashew nut deal.
** No. 2 and No. 6 are wife and husband, respectively. The figures here and below represent the 

combined total.

giá belongs to the community, managed by the local Commune’s People’s 
Committee. It is meant for those who have the need to produce extra rice 
for the purpose of household consumption. Usually they are considered un-
productive, ranked 4, 5, 6, or 7 (out of seven ranks) and good for only one 
crop annually. Every four years, ruộng đấu giá needs to be returned and 
auctioned again. Usually, however, the farmers keep the same plot of land so 
that their cultivation is not disrupted. They pay rent in kind of about 30 kg/
sao of the produce – in their case, cashew nuts.

3  Allocated forestland: Each of these families also has a piece of forestland 
 (located in the Nui Ba mountains) under Programme 327–1992 and the 
Five Million Hectare Reforestation Programme to grow perennial trees.63

Although many farmers whom we interviewed had been granted the right to use 
these plots of land, their responses indicated their conviction that they owned the 
plots. In two years, according to the law, they would have to return the land (for 
annual crops) after 20 years of use. However, they were also aware of the 2004 
amendment to the law that if farmers continued cultivation on the same plots of 
land, they would be allowed to extend the contract for another 20 years. At least 
the knowledge of the amendment was the rationale behind their conviction. The 
case of the farmers in Phu Cat is noteworthy due to the presence of local varia-
tions in the actual application of the 1993 law and the unshakeable belief that 
they practically owned the land, together with their families.

Mixed blessings: commercialization of agriculture

As Vietnamese farmers regained their rightful and normal rural lives, after dec-
ades of collective farming and the war that they had fought in their backyards 
had constantly disrupted peace, the process of de-collectivization was, most of 
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all, one in which the farming households restored themselves as the primary 
agents of action in establishing a life free of disruption.

Our observations span the period following, and at least partially covering, 
those trying years. A singular value of economic gain (or performing its “role” 
in the division of the agricultural production sector for “work points”) did not 
consume the farmers; they were equally concerned with a broader view of what 
may constitute a life worth pursuing. They engaged in production activities 
and communal obligations, and looked after their families’ well-being, while 
also performing many other mundane activities. Their responsibility, as they 
saw it, was far more diverse than that of economists, health specialists, or the 
officials of the cooperatives, who were in a position to characterize the basis of 
the farmers’ behaviour and their actions in the event of commercialization of 
agriculture.

The government’s role in the development of agriculture as business was not 
limited to officially sanctioning the changes in the farmer-land relationship that 
had been taking place. Their efforts were also aimed at keeping the new “landed 
class”, the farming households, above the subsistence level. They began with a 
resolution on an agricultural tax exemption in 1990, “Agricultural Land Use 
Tax Exemption to the testimony of Ho Chi Minh”, wherein the farmers were 
exempted from 50% of the agricultural tax during 1990 and 1991.64 In 1993, 
this resolution was replaced by the Agricultural Land Tax,65 but the intent re-
mained intact. In 2003, in keeping up with the government’s support for the 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals, Decision 129/2003-CP con-
tinued the exemption from 2003 to 2010, authorizing 100% exemption for poor 
households or households located in faraway mountainous areas. Within eight 
years, 11.2 million households were estimated to have enjoyed the tax exemption 
on 5.5 million ha. Furthermore, acting on these accomplishments, the govern-
ment extended, in 2010, under resolution 55/2010/QH12, the agricultural tax 
exemption for another ten years (2011–2020).66

Along with these, the government’s increasing realization of the need to 
sustain harmonious international relations inevitably deepened. As mentioned 
earlier, Vietnam, under the reformist Nguyen Van Linh, embarked on earnest 
efforts to improve its relationship with its neighbours, including ASEAN coun-
tries and China, with Resolution 13 in 1988. As the resolution was prefaced with 
the slogan “Reinforce peace for economic development” (Giữ vững hòa bình 
phát triển kinh tế), the government took upon itself, in particular, the tasks over 
which the farmers had little or no control.

One of the tasks was to adjust Vietnam’s economic performance within a 
broader international economic environment, in which the improvement of 
its status within the ASEAN framework regionally and the international trade 
 regime of WTO globally figured prominently. Through a series of reforms 
 covering the years of the Doi Moi, the state’s role in setting the commodity price 
was terminated. The efforts were partially to eliminate excessive government 
interference with market forces, which were increasingly dominating both the 
regional and the global economy.
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Included in these efforts was the removal or reduction of government subsi-
dies to agricultural inputs such as seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, electricity, and 
even various forms of agricultural loans. The pace of these efforts to synchronize 
Vietnamese macroeconomic performance with the free trade regime improved 
further as Vietnam joined ASEAN in 199567 and the WTO in 2007. In 2001, 
Vietnam removed rice export quotas except in emergencies and at the same time 
lowered the average tariff rate on agricultural imports, especially input com-
modities for agricultural and industrial production. Vietnam also reduced ex-
port tax on agricultural products from 1987. The export taxes on rice, peanuts, 
cashew nuts, coffee, tea, and rubber were gradually cut down from an average of 
10–5% for rice; 4% for rubber; and 3% for cashew nuts, tea, coffee, and pepper. 
Currently, most exportable agricultural commodities are free, or close to being 
free of such taxes, and all of it is a part of the package to provide production 
incentives for farmers.

It is worth noting that these efforts to adjust to international trade practices 
were carefully balanced, at least initially, by the efforts to moderate the impact 
of the sudden exposure of Vietnam’s agriculture, in particular, to international 
competition. One such measure was the establishment of the Price Stabilization 
Fund in 1993. By using various forms of surcharges on trade activities, the Fund 
was to finance the stockpiling of crucial commodities such as important crops 
and key agricultural inputs. It also aimed to protect the contributors to the Fund 
against sharp domestic and international price fluctuations.68

As pointed out earlier in this chapter, the government’s efforts to synchro-
nize Vietnam’s economic performance with free trade practices have been am-
ply rewarded with the expanding national economy. However, the blessings 
are mixed, especially from the perspective of the farmers, who are supposed to 
be the direct beneficiaries of the government’s efforts. The government may 
have fallen short of fully extending its efforts to cover the areas of shortfall 
that directly touch upon the lives of the farmers. The problem here is the rapid 
increase in the use of one key agricultural input, namely pesticides, herbicides, 
and other agrochemicals, and the failure of the government to address its 
consequences.

The opening up of Vietnam to international trade inevitably opened the 
floodgates to some unwelcome goods. The use of agrochemicals such as DDT 
was nothing new to the Vietnamese farmers since the cooperative farming era 
when the Soviet Union and China were the principal suppliers. DDT was exten-
sively employed as a key pesticide to protect azolla, a kind of water fern, which 
was widely used in China and Southeast Asia as an organic fertilizer long before 
the modern era. It is not surprising, then, that North Vietnam, especially under 
pressure to achieve higher agriculture production as the war worsened in the 
1960s, relied heavily on DDT.69

The sudden surge in the import and use of agrochemicals such as pesticides 
is, nonetheless, staggering. Statistical records show an increasing trend of pes-
ticides and herbicides being imported into Vietnam, from around 15,000 tons 
in 1990 to more than 36,000 tons in 2002. The figures do not include illegally 
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imported pesticides (accounting roughly for 30% of all pesticides used). Pesticide 
use increased rapidly within a few years between 1991 and 1998, from 21,200 to 
41,411 tons. From 1990 to 1998, the amount of, and expenditure on, pesticides 
used per cultivated land increased 2.17 and 22.8 times, respectively. Also, the 
use of herbicides and fungicides increased in terms of both ratio and amount. 
The records also show the regional concentration in the rice-producing Red 
River and Mekong River Deltas (Table 2.10).

Of the pesticides sprayed, over 90% were insecticides. About half of these 
contained organophosphorus, including restricted or banned varieties, falling 
under the World Health Organization’s categories I and II, which are classified 
as  extremely to moderately hazardous to health, respectively.70 Before 1990, 
the government seemed to be preoccupied with procuring the chemicals at a 
lower cost as they were imported and distributed to the farmers by state agen-
cies with government subsidies. One estimate shows that on average, the annual 
 pesticide use across the whole country was between 13,000 and 15,000 tons. 
These chemicals included highly hazardous varieties (World Health Organiza-
tion’s categories I and II), such as DDT, heptachlor, and others.71

Throughout the years of Doi Moi and after, the government increasingly 
tightened its control over the distribution and use of agrochemicals. However, 
their efforts did not begin in earnest until after 1991. In 1991, the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) listed 77 types of active in-
gredients that were legally permitted for import, production, distribution, and 
use in Vietnam. In 1992, MARD issued a list of pesticides classified into three 
categories: (1) pesticides permitted for use; (2) pesticides restricted for use; and 
(3) pesticides banned from use.

Table 2.10  Statistical Data on the Chemicals used in Different Regions of Vietnam 
(1999)

Region Insecticide Fungicide Herbicide Total %

% metric 
ton 

% metric 
ton

% metric
ton

%

1 Red River Delta 2846 13.2 1315 11.4 297 4.3 4438 22.7
2 North-East 2334 10.8 1315 6.9 155 2.3 3504 10.0
3 North-West 364 1.6 10 0.3 0 0 464 1.0
4 North Central 1432 6.6 551 3.2 85 1.2 2068 5.5
5 Central Coast 1525 7.1 385 2.2 350 5.2 2252 5.9
6 Highland 873 4.0 249 0.4 185 2.6 1307 3.5
7 South-East 2354 11.0 1230 3.3 597 8.7 4181 11.2
8 Mekong River

Delta
9878 45.7 4427 40.0 5189 75.7 19404 51.2

Source: Nguyen Thi Ha and Nguyen Manh Khai, “A case study of pesticide use and its effect on 
health and environment”, in Peter Kunstadter, ed., Pesticides in Southeast Asia: Environmental, Bio-
medical, and Economic Uses and Effects, p. 140. Nguyen M. Quang, “An evaluation of the chemical 
pollution in Vietnam”, MekongInfo, September 2001, www.mekonginfo.or./mrc en/docilib.nsf/ 
0/1D952C500BE72DC587256-B74000703C8/$FILE/ FULLTEXT.pdf

http://www.mekonginfo.or.
http://www.mekonginfo.or.
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In 1993, the government issued a decree that marked the first comprehen-
sive legal framework in Vietnam for pesticide use and management. It made 
explicit the requirements for pesticide production, packaging, distribution, and 
use; the responsibility and right of relevant state agencies in monitoring and 
inspecting all activities related to pesticides; and the establishment of a plant 
protection system from the central to the district level. The decree also stipulated 
that pesticides of the second category in the WHO’s hazardous list were not 
allowed to be advertised. In 1995, MARD reinforced the control of the second- 
category  pesticides by limiting their use to the wood industry, disinfection, and 
the health-care system.

In 1999, in a somewhat delayed response, the Ministry of Health (MOH) 
stipulated that all organizations and individuals need to declare, register, and 
be certified for the use of the second-category pesticides identified by MARD. 
Since 2001, through state regulations, pesticides have been considered “special 
goods with strict limitations on trade”, which means that pesticides are traded 
under specific conditions. To comply with these regulations, all activities related 
to pesticides, such as registration, import, production, export, storage, trans-
port, trade, and use, took place under state management.72

However, it is one thing that the government tried to install a system of chem-
ical watch and control, and entirely another that such a system was put into 
practice as intended. Ironically, the shift towards a market economy resulted 
in the rampant rise of profit-seekers among small-shop owners, who seized the 
 opportunities generated by the national campaign for higher agricultural pro-
ductivity. Nguyen Huu Huan and Dao Trong Anh reported that 24% of over 
10,000 pesticide shops inspected by the Department of Plant Protection in 2000 
did not have a permit from any appropriate authorities, 87% of the shop owners 
had no pesticide-handling certificates, and 50% of the shops had no adequate 
pesticide storage facilities. If the illegally imported or manufactured agrochem-
icals were to be added to the current situation, then the picture would become 
even worse. Illegal pesticide trading (mainly highly toxic pesticides) was far from 
marginal. A nationwide inspection in 2000 detected 2,500 kg of banned pesti-
cides, and 4,753 litres and 5,645 kg of illegally imported pesticides.73

That leaves the farmers with the sole responsibility of respecting the govern-
ment’s intention, and the consequences of a failure to do so would have to fall 
squarely on them. Individual farmers often appear to be casual consumers of 
chemicals. Although not necessarily limited to Vietnamese farmers, there are 
many reports that farmers ignore the caution instructions on the chemicals’ la-
bels: they use a higher density than suggested, use the chemicals more frequently 
than instructed, and don’t use gloves, among other things.74

In Vietnam, in addition to these instances of neglect of precautions, the av-
erage volume of pesticides used per hectare of agricultural crops increased by 
more than 100% in the 1990s alone. Farmers in many areas were believed to 
have sprayed 20–30 times more than the recommended per cabbage crop. In the 
South, about 96.6% farmers used pesticides more intensely than instructed, and 
95% dumped leftover pesticides into a source of water for irrigation later. Most 
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of these pesticides contained DDT.75 Furthermore, there was an ironic develop-
ment in agriculture concerning the use of pesticides and other chemicals. There 
may have been a stronger pressure against the use of chemicals, especially for 
rice production, but the farmers began to shift their activities to producing more 
cash crops such as vegetables and fruits, where they applied cheaper and more 
hazardous chemicals. Apparently, vegetables tend to have the highest pesticide 
exposure.76 There is a sad joke about people not eating clean-looking vegetables 
or fruits in Vietnam. The neglect by the farmers was met with gains in agricul-
tural productivity. They were also faced with losses that may well have offset the 
gains. In 1993–1994, there were about 600 cases of pesticide poisoning caused 
by contaminated vegetables. The trend of food poisoning seemed to continue 
unabated. In 1998, out of 23,000 people with food poisoning, 6,500 were re-
lated to pesticides. In 2002, in 37 out of the 61 provinces, more than 7,000 
cases (including 7,647 people) of food poisoning due to pesticide residues were 
reported, resulting in 277 deaths. The situation seems to be getting worse as it 
was recently revealed by one medical official:

the rate of acute food poisoning in Vietnam is 80/100,000 inhabitants. 
Every year, about 66,000 cases of food poisoning are reported and it is 
believed that there are 50 cases unreported for every reported case. Beyond 
these numbers representing the situation, there are also reports, albeit spo-
radic, that the abuse and/or mismanagement in storing chemicals turn some 
rural communities into “cancer villages”.77

In 2006, the World Bank reported that the costs of chemical-induced ill health 
and other damages in Vietnam surpassed $1 billion a year, accounting for 2% of 
total GDP ($57 billion, 2006).78

In sum, there were signs in the macroeconomic trends showing that  Vietnam 
was benefiting from its shift towards a market economy. Market opportunities for 
their products and access to necessary agricultural inputs such as agrochemicals 
were now available. There were also signs that the benefits of a market economy 
came with costs. The costs included damaged health and lost markets for the 
contaminated agricultural products, both of which affected the farmers d irectly. 
They also included the surplus of “labour” in agriculture that the shift towards 
commercialized-agriculture-cum-more-efficient-agricultural- production gener-
ated. Employment seekers from rural Vietnam account for a large portion of the 
“informal sector” in urban Vietnam.

Nonetheless, development economists and planners still evaluate Vietnamese 
farmers almost exclusively in light of their willingness to seize these opportunities. 
Whether or not the same farmers are in a position to bear those costs does not 
concern them. The characterization of those farmers who fail to see market oppor-
tunities as irrational or ignorant reveals another group of farmers who fail to ob-
serve instructions and advice on the use of agrochemicals. Therefore, in addition 
to development economists and planners, health officials and medical specialists 
characterize these farmers as irrational, ignorant, or in need of “education”.
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This attention to individual farmers’ willingness and ability to go along with 
specialists’ counsel, however, glosses over the one crucial facet of the changes 
the farmers have been facing as individuals in the rural order, a challenge of an 
unfamiliar kind.

This view of the farmers captures them in another critical perspective. The 
role of specialists (development economists and planners, health specialists, 
or the collective’s officials) may be delineated along with their expertise, and 
their responsibility may end when they deliver the most unequivocal message 
as to what and what not to do. The farmers, on the other hand, would have to 
be the ultimate calculators of the risks, i.e., uncertainties that cut across many 
 dimensions of their life. The farmers in Vietnam, and perhaps in other devel-
oping societies too, face what Beck and others call the “individualization” of 
responsibility by confronting a risk- and uncertainty-ridden life head-on.79 This 
attention to individualized responsibility may open up the almost impossible 
task of grasping how the farmers choose the basis of their decision-making be-
haviour. Nonetheless, it remains close to our observations.
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3 Agent Orange and its impact 
on Vietnamese farmers
A distant legacy

Rural Vietnam, the war, and Agent Orange

Our examination of the farmers’ behaviour begins with that of a group of farm-
ers who embrace the evidence of health risks that have materialized before their 
eyes. The members of the group are distinguished by having one or more family 
members physically and/or mentally disabled by direct and indirect exposure 
to the use of toxic herbicides like Agent Orange (AO) during wartime. These 
 disabled family members include not only the war generations but also those 
who were born after the war.

Many in this group of farmers also exhibit behaviour that at least appears 
 unaffected by having their members negatively affected by exposure to AO. They 
were persistent in living lives full of all demands so that they offset the effect of 
living with AO victims within their households. In other words, AO  victims’ 
families (hereafter we refer to them as “AO families”) represent ordinary  farmers 
because of, and not despite, the evidence of misfortune among the family members.

The story of AO families goes far beyond that of personal agony and cour-
age. It includes the ways in which they survive and embrace difficulties whose 
roots are traceable back to the wartime exigencies. However, AO victims are not 
merely the result of the wartime use of toxic chemicals. They are also the victims 
of an immensely strenuous and time-consuming process: AO’s wartime use by 
the United States and the government of the South was preceded and paralleled 
by a seemingly endless exchange between scientific findings supporting or dis-
crediting the claim of toxicity of the chemicals, partisan manipulations of the 
findings, problematic self-constraints exercised by scientific experts on the use of 
chemicals, and political interferences.

The toxicity of certain chemicals and substances that threaten human health 
continues to interest many scientists (experts). At issue are the implications of 
its use: not all toxic chemicals have a clear “threshold for harm”,1 below which a 
small dose may even be beneficial. What is the responsibility of scientific  experts – 
how strong would the evidence have to be for them to insist on banning the 
chemicals or even pressure users into taking extra caution in using them? More 
importantly, what may be their responsibility, with all the scientific knowledge, 
while their findings remain inconclusive?
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The story does not end when the families encounter unexpected misfortune. 
It begins only when the AO families and their community struggle to respond 
to this legacy of a bygone war. Ordinary people live with unimaginably clear 
evidence and threat of disruption. There is a distance, or even conflict, between 
the dictates of expert knowledge and of that which the ordinary people have 
developed and preserved in continually facing the threat of disruption.

The AO victims and their families are, in other words, a metaphor of the 
problem attendant upon anyone’s life. They are evidence of the “individualized 
responsibility” in practice for better or worse. They raise a series of questions: 
whether or not one should base one’s well-being upon what a scientific commu-
nity may offer; whether or not one should put one’s life on hold while scientific 
experts engage in an endless debate on their findings; and what life may be like 
when one is left solely to one’s own discretion.

The story of AO victims and their families is also one of failure, although not 
the result of their own, to generate a broader and more responsive mass among 
their fellow farmers. To ordinary farmers, the AO families’ plight is a story with 
a fairy-tale quality that has its origins in a remote past or too unusual a life for 
anyone else to draw lessons from. Here, too, the life of AO victims and their 
families is a metaphor for general conduct of life, where one tends to gloss over 
rare events, or “cases” too outlying to be relevant.

War and Agent Orange

It was not a coincidence that AO first caught the attention of medical specialists 
in the North Vietnamese Regular Army. A high-ranking health official in Hanoi 
recalled his wartime experience when he was a soldier in a medical unit assigned 
to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and his unit’s special assignment was to collect blood 
samples from soldiers who exhibited unusual symptoms soon after their expo-
sure to the white mist. The efforts to transport the blood  samples preoccupied 
him as he also witnessed the sudden death of some soldiers on the Trail follow-
ing their being sprayed by a U.S. aircraft. Only later did he learn that the white 
mist was that of a dioxin-yielding herbicide, known as Agent  Orange because the 
toxic chemical was stored in 200-litre cans that were painted orange.2

Dr Le Kao Dai, the health official’s superior, detailed his initial encounters 
with the mist and his subsequent efforts to understand its role in the unexpected 
ailments and eventual death of the soldiers on the front line in his Memoirs of 
War: The Central Highlands.3 Both the official and Dr Le Kao Dai extended 
their efforts beyond the end of the war and became critical role players in publi-
cizing and addressing the issue of dioxin-yielding AO in Vietnam. It was through 
two of their close associates, the late Dr Trinh Van Bao and Dr Tran Duc Phan, 
that the research sites for this study were selected: Phu Cat in a coastal province 
in central Vietnam; Thanh Khe in Da Nang next to a major airbase; and Kim 
Bang some 50 km south-east of Hanoi in the north, with a heavy concentration 
of the North Vietnamese Regular Army.
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Phu Cat District (pop. 210,000) in Bin Dinh Province represents rural Viet-
nam in many ways. The district’s Ngo May section, which offers government 
and other services, stretches along the north-south Highway One. Some 300 
km north of the District is Da Nang. A hundred m off the highway, and away 
from the Ngo May section, we find ourselves already in the middle of rice fields 
of various sizes. The rice fields, in turn, are usually hedged by small but thick 
bushes of short and tall tropical trees, including 20-m-tall coconut trees. Small 
groups of brick houses are tucked in among these bushes. Narrow winding paths 
snake through the rice paddies and the bushes, blocking a clear view at any one 
spot of the whole landscape.

The lowland around Phu Cat District gradually rises towards the west until 
it merges with the foot of the Chuonson Mountains (Annamite Range) in the 
 central highlands separating Vietnam from Laos and Cambodia further to the 
west. Running closely to the border on the Laos and Cambodian side, the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail served as an artery, pumping goods and personnel from the 
North to the South during the war. An untold number of small paths sprang 
from the Trail and reached everywhere in the lowland, including Phu Cat and Da 
Nang. The villagers, protected by the maze of numerous paths running through 
the rice fields and bushes and the canopy of tropical trees, made frequent trips 
between their villages and the Ho Chi Min Trail carrying food, ammunition, 
medicine, and other supplies to and from the Trail.

The National Liberation Front (NLF) fighters took advantage of this rural 
landscape of Vietnam. They moved along the branches of the Trail undetected 
and managed to transport and store ammunition and food supplies in the 
 villages. The NLF soldiers and the NLF sympathizers from the villages, who 
called themselves du kich (militia or guerrillas), were often almost interchange-
able in what they did; in what they perceived themselves to be; and, indeed, in 
what they were.

Yet another factor effectively erased the boundary between the front and 
the rear. While the NLF’s (and the North Vietnamese Regulars’) aim was to 
 infiltrate and turn the villagers against the Republic of Vietnam, the United 
States’ strategy, known as “search and destroy”, was to spot the infiltration and 
eliminate the seeds of pro-revolutionaries. The war, in other words, was a s eries 
of incessant and unpredictable encounters between these two on constantly 
shifting battlegrounds, not quite like more conventional frontal and sustained 
confrontations between division-size adversaries. Any place at any time could 
easily turn into a battle. At the same time, for the villagers, there was plenty of 
time and even space to sustain life as usual, albeit with an immensely heightened 
sense of danger.4

Given this overall landscape of rural South Vietnam, Phu Cat differed in 
one feature. Phu Cat had an airport, which turned an otherwise ordinary rural 
 district into a strategic stronghold for the United States and the Republic of 
Vietnam. The airport, located 15 km south-west of the Ngo May section of Phu 
Cat, sits in a red soil surrounded by thick bushes. The airport and its surround-
ing area no longer have the look of what they used to be even in the early 2000s 
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after the recent years of renovation and expansion. It is still easy to imagine 
that the personnel manning the airport during the war had a sense of constant 
 surveillance by the enemy as if they were at the forefront of the battle.

It was against this background as literally and figuratively represented by 
Phu Cat that the United States pushed the use of toxic herbicides: the intention 
was to transform the landscape by removing the thick bushes and ever-present 
green canopy of the tropical jungles and expose the approaching enemy. The 
use of herbicide had found an opportune “precedent” for its effectiveness in 
the  successful British campaign against the communist insurgents in the Malay 
tropical forest in the late 1950s.5

Vietnamese soldiers from the North and NLF fighters were the first to 
 encounter the deadly chemicals sprayed by the United States, which, ironically, 
also turned U.S. soldiers into collateral damage. After all, in the “search and de-
stroy” missions, the U.S. soldiers’ role was to walk right into areas that the U.S. 
and South Vietnamese soldiers suspected the NLF soldiers and North Vietnam-
ese regulars had infiltrated, or those they considered vulnerable to infiltration, 
thereby warranting the use of the herbicides. There were also numerous villagers 
and non-combatants who became part of the collateral damage as they witnessed 
the descending white mist (or yellow rain, depending on whom you talk to) at 
close range. The spraying was not restricted to the airport area alone.

Outsiders got a first glimpse of what AO and other herbicides were capable 
of as the spraying operation was at its peak around 1967–1969. Arthur West-
ing, an American botanist, visited the South several times between 1969 and 
1973 and uncovered massive ecological damages inflicted by the war. The use 
of  herbicide was still listed merely among many “means” of war when his report 
was published in 1976. The purpose of Westing’s visits was to broadly evaluate 
the ecological consequences of the war.6 He witnessed a vast wasteland and bare 
mountains left by the heavy use of bulldozers and other machinery employed in 
constructing airbases, roads for the military to transport weapons and goods, 
and more, in addition to the use of the herbicides.

One decade later, Westing and his associates’ efforts obtained a sharper focus 
on the impact of the herbicides, and the sharper focus also found itself a broader 
audience. Most of the over two and a half million U.S. soldiers who served in 
Vietnam had been left in the dark as to why the herbicides and their deadly 
impact on human bodies mattered until one U.S. TV network made and aired 
a documentary programme on AO in 1978, sending shock waves through their 
ranks. This shock picked up more momentum before culminating in a massive 
class action suit in 1980 and an eventual out-of-court settlement between the 
representatives of the AO victims among the U.S. soldiers and the manufacturers 
of the herbicides, including Dow Chemicals, Monsanto, and five other chemical 
companies in the United States in 1984.7

A Vietnamese encounter with AO, as mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter, took place at the chaotic front on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. However, 
the unification efforts and the ensuing Cambodian campaign gave very little 
time, if any, for anyone in the government or the military to launch a systematic 
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examination of the wide-ranging damages and implications of AO and other 
herbicides.  Although there is no way of documenting the connection, the 
 Vietnamese government monitored closely what had been transpiring in the 
United States, especially legal actions taken by U.S. veterans of the war, and 
established the national 10-80 Committee in October 1980 to oversee all activi-
ties concerning the damages done by AO and other chemicals used during war.8

The substance AO comprises dioxin-yielding chemical compounds. A 50–50  
mixture of the powerful phenoxy herbicides 2,4,-D and 2,4,5-T, AO 
was found to contain the most toxic chemical known to men, 2,3,7,8-T 
 (tetrachlorodibenzo-para-dioxin, or TCDD).9 Eighty grams of dioxin, if poured 
into the water system of New York, is claimed to be capable of annihilating the 
entire population of the city.10

Under the code name Operation Ranch Hand, the United States sprayed 21 
million gallons of herbicide between 1962 and 1972, which is estimated to have 
yielded 170 kg of dioxin.11 However, as was discovered later, it is not only the 
sprayed herbicides that could produce dioxin. The leaked AO and other chem-
icals from storage, and those abandoned are believed to continue to produce 
dioxin. The adjusted estimate of the dioxin emitted in Vietnam is believed to be 
over 600 kg.12

The damages to the environment and humans were extensive. Destruction 
of the tropical forest in the mountains alone could trigger a chain of damages 
 beyond the areas of spraying. With the destruction of trees, the surface soil 
could easily slide into the rivers, raising their beds and contributing to con-
stant  flooding. The mountains would no longer be able to retain rainwater, 
 making water reservoirs an absolute necessity. The rainwater running through 
the  AO-sprayed surfaces would easily reach the rivers, contaminating the water 
bodies, which were often valuable food resources for the residents living near the 
rivers and lakes, or it could seep into the soil and contaminate well water.

The sprayed AO and the dispersed dioxin had many ways of reaching hu man 
bodies – through drinking water or the food chain, and through those,  especially 
mothers, who ate and drank the contaminated food and water. As such, they 
could also reach several generations after the war.

In official documents in the United States, the language describing the 
cause-effect relationship between the exposure to AO and other herbicides and 
health hazards is, however, at best indirect. The language may perhaps r eflect 
the caution on the part of medical and chemical experts about making a d irect 
link, or it may suggest political prudence in such a potentially divisive (for 
the  Americans) implication. However, the point is unmistakable. R esearchers 
conclude “with a very high degree of confidence” or feel “comfortable to 
 conclude”13 that the exposure induced a wide range of often terminal or debil-
itating ailments, such as prostate and other kinds of cancer, Hodgkin’s disease 
or multiple myeloma, or spina bifida, often found among the second-generation 
children of Vietnam War veterans. These are also found among the second and 
third generations of Vietnamese residents in the sprayed areas as well as among 
war veterans.
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Various researchers have arrived at differing estimates of the total number 
of victims of AO, but anything remotely approaching a ballpark figure seems 
impossible. The question of unravelling who was exposed to AO/dioxin, and 
when, is a formidable task since the sprayed areas were immense and, more im-
portantly, since the United States sprayed the chemicals on extremely mobile 
people. Moreover, the food chain as a carrier of the contaminant further com-
plicates the calculation because, again, a food chain could be almost infinite 
when it includes breast milk. One of the more recent estimates, by a Columbia 
University Public Health group, sets the total number of Vietnamese victims at 
somewhere between 2.1 and 4.8 million. While they were mainly in the South, 
there were also AO victims in the North, among those who were active on the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail during the war.

Agent Orange after the war

After the war, the Vietnamese in the North and those in the South resumed 
their daily lives with more hope for the future. However, many of them did not 
know that something had changed in their living environment, especially in the 
South, and even in their bodies. Dioxin contaminants continue to reside in the 
soil, water sources, and human bodies. This residue is a powerful reminder that 
even though nearly 35 years (as of the beginning of our research) had passed 
since its end, the brutality of the war remains close to home.

The three sites of our research in Vietnam illustrate this incongruity between 
life as usual and the potential for its disruption. The presence of one or more 
members in the family with AO/dioxin-induced deficiencies makes the daily pre-
occupation with a livelihood that much more difficult.

Of the three chosen sites, Thanh Khe and Phu Cat, both to the south of the 
17th Parallel, are the two “hot spots” in Vietnam because of the high dioxin 
contamination in the living environment due to the wartime exposure to AO. 
The last of the three, Kim Bang in Nam Ha Province, is a rural district, 50 km 
south-east of Hanoi, that was spared the AO spray. However, the town is one 
of the areas in the North where there is a heavy concentration of former North 
Vietnamese Regular Army soldiers who participated in the war. These soldiers 
are believed to have been exposed to AO and other herbicides while fighting and 
moving along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Thanh Khe is a district right in the middle of the city of Da Nang while Phu 
Cat and Kim Bang are rural districts, whose primary source of livelihood is 
 agriculture. Thanh Khe is located right next to the former U.S. military airbase, 
one of the most severely AO-contaminated areas, but the number of certified 
victims in this site was only 147 in 2006. One of the reasons may be the stricter 
medical examination of the residents in determining the “ victims”. Another 
is the greater technical difficulty that some of these residents’  involvement 
with (or contributions to) the war of revolution and unification posed, which 
is  almost impossible to document since their roles were those of du kich or the 
militia.
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Table 3.1 B asic Statistics of the Three Research Sites as of 2006

Population Certified Victims Suspected Victims

Thanh Khe 160,000   147 NA
Phu Cat 210,000 1857 NA
Kim Bang 130,000 4233 3625

Source: Obtained from Health Centres in Thank Khe, Kim Bang, and Phu Cat, and General 
 Statistics Office, 2006.

Although Thanh Khe is in a commercially dynamic city, many residents in 
this district still rely on farming for their livelihood and consume fish from the 
nearby Sen Lake, which was found to be heavily contaminated with AO, even 
during the initial phase of our research.14

Kim Bang also has a heavy concentration of former North Vietnamese  Regular 
Army soldiers. Unlike the residents in Thanh Khe and Phu Cat, the documenta-
tion of their participation in the “revolutionary” war is relatively easy and readily 
available for identifying the “victims” of the AO contamination and providing 
government compensation (AO pension), which explains a large number of the 
certified victims of AO in this site (Table 3.1).

Phu Cat in Binh Dinh Province combines two of the characteristics of Thanh 
Khe and Kim Bang. It is a large rural and agricultural area, embracing both the 
Nui Ba Mountains and the strategic Phu Cat Airport. Both were the t argets of 
heavy herbicide spraying during the war. The residents mainly rely on f arming – 
rice, cassava, peanuts, and recently commercial products like cashew nuts – and 
have thus been in direct contact with the contaminated environment not only 
during the war but also since. The majority of the victims in this area are  civilians 
or former local militia or du kich. They were directly exposed to the spraying 
of AO and indirectly exposed to AO-contaminated rivers and well- water, and 
through the food chain after the war’s end. Again, very much like the resi-
dents of Thanh Khe, their participation in the revolutionary war is not so easily 
 documented. Furthermore, some of the residents fought against the NLF and 
the North Vietnamese Regular Army. This, partially at least, may account for 
the difficulty in identifying the AO victims as shown by the use of “not applica-
ble (NA)” for the category of “suspected victims”.

Families of Agent Orange victims

Due to the reasons mentioned above, it is not an easy task to locate and  identify 
families with at least one victim in their second or third generations. We needed 
to rely on Hanoi Medical University’s initial research conducted by Dr Trinh 
Van Bao and others in 2001–2002 for locating the AO families.

The unusually large number of disabled children per household is the 
 common denominator. On average, each household has 1.27 disabled children. 
The n umber is exceptionally high, at 1.8, in the case of Kim Bang, where there 
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is a high concentration of former NLF soldiers. It is 1.16 for Phu Cat and 1.26 
for Thanh Khe, respectively. This high rate of instances of disabled children, 
especially among the families of the former regular soldiers, may have prompted 
the famous statement made by Madame Nguyen Thi Binh, foreign minister of 
the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam, 
who later became vice-president of the unified Vietnam:

All of our returning veterans had a burning desire for children to repopulate 
our devastated country. When the first child was born with a birth defect, 
they tried again and again. So many families now have four or five disabled 
children, raising them without any hope.15

Having many children (including disabled ones) seems to be a feature of the 
families in rural Phu Cat. In Phu Cat and Kim Bang, the size of families is 
generally large (Table 3.2). One main reason for this is that in rural areas, the 
need for labour resources is much higher. The other reason is that even though 
the government put a family planning policy into effect in 1988, the intention 
of the policy was understood best at the level of local party organizations such 
as the People’s Committee,16 which also has the ultimate responsibility for its 
enforcement. A penalty of a couple of kilograms of grain rice for giving birth to 
one extra child after the first two may have been only a limited deterrent. It was 
just a “fee”, which they sometimes conveniently “forgot” to pay.

During our initial phase of research, of the 48 AO families we interviewed 
in Phu Cat, there were still nine, with only three or four members (including 
parents). The young parents may explain the concentration of the small-size 
households in the younger generation, as the heads may well be better informed 
of the chances of unwelcome births. There were up to 12 heads of AO families 
under 40 years old (Table 3.3). However, it is equally likely that these families 
would add more members later, as we witnessed in more than one case where 
the families added more members after our initial contact with them. That 
 undermines the claim that the younger Vietnamese may be better informed, or 
more fearful, of the unwelcome consequences. By contrast, all parents in Kim 
Bang were over 50 years old. These relatively older parents reflected the simple 
fact that they were former members of the regular North Vietnamese army and 

Table 3.2  Size of the Agent Orange Victims’ Families

3–4 Members 5–6 Members 7–8 Members 9+ Members NA

Thanh Khe 5  6  4 0 0
Phu Cat 9 18 18 1 2
Kim Bang 0 13 14 2 1

Source: Tables 3.2 and 3.3 are from Michio Umegaki, Vu Le Thao Chi, and Tran Duc Phan, 
 “Embracing Human Insecurity: Agent Orange and the Legacies of the War in Viet Nam,” in 
 Michio Umegaki, et al., eds., Human Insecurity in East Asia, Tokyo and New York: United Nations 
 University Press, 2009, p. 33.
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Table 3.3 A verage Age of AO Families’ Head

1* 2* 3* 4* 5* 6*

Thanh Khe 5  0  4  4  2 0
Phu Cat 1  2  9 17 12 2
Kim Bang 2 11 16  0  0 0

* Birth year: 1* before 1935; 2* 1936–1945; 3* 1946–1955; 4* 1956–1965; 5* 1966–1975;  
6* after 1976.

were exhibiting behaviour closer to that which Madame Ngyuen Thih Binh 
had observed.

Thanh Khe’s AO families exhibited a somewhat different pattern. As shown in 
Table 3.2, the size of each AO family was relatively small compared to those in 
Phu Cat and Kim Bang. Many of the household heads were also younger, under 
50 years old. This relatively smaller size may partially show the effectiveness of 
the 1988 family planning policy,17 which was rigorously enforced, especially on 
the party members or state enterprise workers in the urban area as it entailed 
wage reduction and demotion, among other things, as the penalty for failing to 
comply. In the four larger-sized families (seven or eight members), the parents 
were older, and they had had children either before the family planning policy 
became stricter in the later years of reinforcement or during the early 1990s, the 
early phase of the family planning campaign.

Livelihood

Among the indicators illuminating AO families’ lives, income may be an obvious 
primary and reliable choice. However, for reasons explained below, income can 
be a misleading indicator, except to get a general picture of the three sites from 
high (Thanh Khe) to low (Phu Cat) income. This is based on the overall eco-
nomical location and set-up of the AO families that enables them to procure their 
daily necessities: Thanh Khe, in the middle of a major city, requires the families 
to sustain a relatively high income if they are to prevent their household econo-
mies from collapsing, whereas, in Phu Cat, where street-side mini-markets often 
serve as sites for exchanging goods, a higher income may not be so critical a need.

Another reason is the dubious figures that the interviewees often cited 
when asked about their monthly or yearly income. The answers, often given 
very quickly, were usually in perfectly round figures such as “200,000” VND 
(roughly $15) per month or “300,000” VND ($20). Perhaps cash income was 
not as meaningful to them as it is to us, and as such, they were not able to 
 recall the figures at will. Yet another reason was the portion of “debt” owed to 
their relatives or local financial institutions, such as the Rural and Agricultural 
 Development Bank. In their minds, especially those of Phu Cat families, the 
debt was (and still is) often an integral part of their “income”, as indicated in 
their responses such as “I’ll borrow money from the bank to pay the debt [to 
another]” or “I know the official [of the bank], and he’ll wait”.
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There are also significant differences between the AO-dioxin families in the 
three sites in terms of the sources of income, in which some of the families in Phu 
Cat were in a more disadvantaged position as they relied on irregular  menial work 
or run a small convenience store where the sales were small and the earnings utterly 
unpredictable. At least, however, nearly all were still above the national poverty line 
($11–12) and the international poverty line ($25),18 as of our initial inquiry.

In Thanh Khe, an urban district, the majority of the victims’ parents were or 
used to be, state workers. For some of the older parents, their former status as 
soldiers in the North Vietnamese Regular Army helped them find stable jobs 
in state-run companies or offices after the war. For the younger parents, thanks 
to the better access to education, they were able to find employment in stable 
jobs such as in medical offices and banks, among others. Therefore, the primary 
sources of income were from their regular salary, and sometimes also their pen-
sions (Table 3.4).

Moreover, if fathers or mothers who used to be former soldiers and were 
 injured during the war, they qualified for war pensions, including the pension for 
invalid soldiers or the pension for soldiers who had lost their working ability, de-
pending on the seriousness of their injury or health problems. Their experiences 
in the war and proven exposure to AO would also help their affected children 
receive financial support monthly from 180,000 VND to 300,000 VND (as of 
2004).19 Thanh Khe’s income level was higher than that of the international 
poverty line and reflected stable sources of income.

In contrast, the income level of those victims’ families in Phu Cat has been 
much lower. There were a few whose income level was bordering on, or lower 
than, the national rural poverty line. One reason was that the people here had 
to rely mainly on farming, which is sometimes unstable and generates much 

Table 3.4  Sources of Income (in order of relative weight)

Thanh Khe Phu Cat Kim Bang

1 Salary: 1 Farming:
Rice, vegetables, animal 
husbandry

1 Farming:
Rice, vegetables, 
husbandry

  – Salary from stable jobs   
2 Pension (state support):
  – Invalid soldier pension 2 Menial work:

 House and other 
construction works, and 
other small-wage labour

2 Pension:
  –  Lost working ability  –  Invalid soldier 

pension pension
  –  “Contributors to  –  Lost working ability 

revolution” pension 3 Others:
 Manual work in other 

cities like Quy Nhon 
(the principal city of the 
province) or Ho Chi 
Minh City (shoe factory 
and other labour-
intensive, small-sized 
factories)

pension
  –  Agent Orange victim  –  “Contributors to 

pension revolution” pension
3 Others:  –  Agent Orange 
  –  Extra income from victim pension

menial work 3 Others:
 Menial work or low-

income jobs in Hanoi 
(bread making)
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smaller surpluses. There were a few cases in Phu Cat where the father might be 
unemployed and the mother was making barely enough to make up for it as a 
regular employee (midwife, earning about the equivalent of $70 a month) at the 
District Health Centre or a local Commune Clinic. We needed to bear in mind 
that, even when the income was higher, it was still precarious. The incomes of 
midwives varied depending on the need for their services. Such instability has 
been ongoing. It is against this or a similar background that many families sent 
some of their members to bigger cities, either to earn a little more and send the 
money back home, to downsize the family, or to remove one “mouth to feed”. 
Apparently, even those who moved to cities often could not afford to send part 
of their income back home.20

Similar to the Phu Cat families, many of the AO families in Kim Bang rely on 
farming for a living. However, what makes the overall income level of these fam-
ilies higher, even higher than that of the families in Thanh Khe, is the greater 
variety of pension sources. As mentioned before, the majority of the parents 
of the AO victims in Kim Bang are former soldiers of the North Vietnamese 
Regular Army. Therefore, they are qualified to receive all war-related pensions, 
such as pensions for invalid soldiers, for those who lost the ability to work, and 
AO pensions for their affected children. What struck us as odd was that so many 
families received all these pensions at the same time, and the pensions alone have 
become one of the major sources for their living in addition to farming. Their in-
come is not only higher than that of others in Phu Cat and Thanh Khe, but also 
very stable. In sum, generally speaking, the AO-dioxin victims and their families 
in Kim Bang have been living under relatively more fortunate conditions than 
those in Thanh Khe, who are still better off than those in Phu Cat.

Where they live matters

However, what makes up sources of livelihood, such as cash income, only makes 
sense when certain other factors, such as the physical size of the community 
or the population density, are taken into consideration, particularly since they 
directly influence the accessibility of certain services, such as medical services, 
which are essential to AO families.

Table 3.5 presents the basic profiles of the three research sites. Thanh Khe is 
the most densely populated among the three, with a population of more than 
160,000 within a small area in Da Nang. Both Phu Cat and Kim Bang are lo-
cated in large rural areas and are more sparsely populated, even though their 
population sizes are roughly the same as that of Thanh Khe. The population 
density of Phu Cat is only 286 per km2, about a third of that of Kim Bang and 
an eighth of that of Thanh Khe.

Taken as an isolated indicator, the number of medical doctors per population 
in Vietnam is a modest figure for a developing country.21 However, a closer 
look reveals that the total number of medical staff for the three districts is 133, 
190, and 188 for Thanh Khe, Phu Cat, and Kim Bang, respectively. Adding the 
size of the population, the difference in the burden per medical worker is 1,207 
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Table 3.5  Basic Profiles of the Three Areas and Medical Services

Thanh Khe Phu Cat Kim Bang

Number of communes/wards
Size of area

8
9.3 km2

18
679 km2

19
184.9 km2

Total population
Population density per km2

160,582
17,267

194,100
286

129,541
701

Number of health units 11 24  24
Medical staff 133 190 188

 – Doctors and higher degree
 – Assistant physicians
 – Nurses
 – Midwives

51
51
15
16

45
81
48
16

45
57
NA
NA

Pharmaceutical staff 9 7 48

 – High-degree pharmacist
 – Middle-degree pharmacist
 – Assistant pharmacist

1
4
4

2
3
2

6
6
36

Source: Acquired from Health Centres in Thank Khe, Kim Bang, and Phu Cat, and General Statis-
tics Office, 2006.

people in Thanh Khe, 1,021 people in Phu Cat, and 689 people in Kim Bang 
(Table 3.5). From the perspective of those who need medical services, Kim Bang 
residents are much better off than those in Phu Cat and Thanh Khe.

Adding the physical size of the areas, yet another result is obtained. In Phu 
Cat, which is the largest district in terms of size, medical workers must cover 
all residents, who are scattered within this large district. For example, some 
Communes are a 30- or 40-minute drive from Ngo May in Phu Cat, where the 
District Health Centre is located, or close to about an hour and a half from Qui 
Nhon, where there is a major provincial hospital. In Thanh Khe, people can 
walk from one commune to another, or to the District Health Centre, in much 
less time. From the residents’ perspective too, the distance is a barrier to their 
utilization of medical services. Dr Truong Quang Dat, former director of Phu 
Cat District Health Centre and a member of the Keio-Hanoi Medical University 
research team reported that the distance between the residents and medical ser-
vice establishments such as district or provincial hospitals makes a big difference 
to the residents’ utilization of, and reliance on, the full medical services.22

There is also something else in the aggregate data, as shown in Table 3.5. 
Thanh Khe, Kim Bang, and Phu Cat have 8, 19, and 18 communes,  respectively.23 
 Having a clinic in each of these Communes may help maintain the presence 
of medical services throughout each district. Or so it appears.  However, that 
 presence may be empty of corresponding contents. For one thing, many of the 
medical doctors (with a degree in medicine) are scattered thinly and widely 
among the clinics in nearly 20 communes in Phu Cat and in Kim Bang. “Uh, 
I am a generalist” is the usual answer to the question concerning the doctors’ 
specialties. We wondered then and now what the initial contacts with the  patients 
entail, beyond a perfunctory diagnosis.
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Another factor needs to be computed into this. In Phu Cat and Kim Bang, 
the majority of the medical workers are “assistant physicians”, a category of 
 medical professionals somewhere between physicians and nurses. They typically 
have three years of basic medical training after high school in what may be 
 tantamount to medical vocational school. Their presence in the communes is 
ubiquitous as they man the commune clinics and even help the residents in many 
of their community and household affairs.

Yet their professional qualifications limit them to administering prescription 
drugs, measuring blood pressure, or arranging a full medical examination in a 
major hospital. In other words, the fact that a commune has a sufficient number 
of medical workers does not mean that it offers sufficient medical services. More-
over, we witnessed on more than a few occasions that these assistant physicians, 
not out of ill intention but out of pure sympathy, often made conclusive, and 
unwarranted, remarks to members of the AO families concerning the finality 
of the AO-induced ailments, such as “[There’s] no cure for this”. The fact that 
the qualified medical doctors are spread thinly throughout the area makes the 
presence of these assistant physicians far more prominent.

We also noticed that the number of available medical staff is lesser than indi-
cated by the statistics in Table 3.5, and the distance to the established medical 
facilities is even greater. Sometimes, clinic heads are assistant physicians and not 
medical doctors, or they may be preoccupied with something else. In one of our 
visits to Cat Khanh Commune Clinic in Phu Cat District, for the first time, in 
May 2005, the clinic head – an assistant physician – was absent as he was study-
ing at Hue Medical University to acquire a medical degree for the status of a full 
“doctor”, leaving one nurse tending the clinic. On the same day, we stopped by 
another commune clinic in Cat Lam Commune and had a talk with the clinic 
head, Nguyen V. L. He is a 50-year-old assistant physician, not a medical doctor.

These medical workers at commune clinics may not be fully or exclusively 
 engaged in providing medical services. Because of the stable and higher income 
(a difference of about 200,000 VND-$10 – to 400,000 VND-$20 – in monthly 
income in the case of doctors, compared with the other two sites), the medical 
workers in Thanh Khe can commit their time more fully to both the work and 
social activities within the framework of the medical centre or  commune clinics. 
Their part-time activities, if any, after their official work time are also medi-
cally relevant, such as running a pharmacy or home medical  consulting room. 
By contrast, the medical staff in Kim Bang and Phu Cat engage themselves in 
farming and see this as a no less important source of livelihood. When inter-
viewing Nguyen V. L., as mentioned above, we happened to notice his hands. 
Contrary to the common image of a medical professional with soft, clean, and 
white hands, his were typical of a farmer’s hands – tanned, brawny, and with 
bulging tendons, and the tips of his fingers were covered with dirt. It came as 
no surprise when he told us that he also had to go harvesting rice after a day’s 
work at the Commune Clinic. The same finding was noted when we met with 
the vice-director of Kim Bang Health Centre, Mrs Xn, in early May 2006. Even 
though she had a more “medical-doctor-like” look, she was laughing as she said 
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she was very good at cultivating rice, which helped her earn a little extra income 
to raise her two children.

The irony is that the physical distance alone is deceptive. For those who seek 
medical services, the distance between their location and district or provincial 
hospitals matters, not that between themselves and Commune Clinics. In fact, 
the presence of Commune Clinics may make the distance between the medical 
services and the villagers seem larger than the physical distance may suggest.

Agent Orange “victims” as they see themselves

Despite some of the differences in the surrounding conditions, AO victims and 
their families share a set of troubles that make their life more difficult, even when 
their income is above the poverty line. The difficulty, as they see it, seems far 
more complex than what conventional understanding of the hardship associated 
with having permanently disabled children may suggest.

Perhaps the most important “given” for all the AO families is the fact that the 
disabled child(ren) is (are) part of their “normal” life. Their life has already been 
reconstructed to see having disabled children as “normal”. Everything is built on 
this “normalcy”. There were more opportunities to observe this in AO families 
in Phu Cat since we made frequent visits over a much longer span of time than 
we did to the other two research sites.

Like everyone else, the parents of the disabled children need to face their 
unpredictable, though not always so serious, illnesses, such as colds or stomach 
aches. For everyone, these unpredictable illnesses may constitute a health “crisis” 
as they need to purchase extra medicine and reallocate work to care for their sick 
children. For everyone else, the pressure of dealing with the “crisis” ends when 
the children recover from the illness. However, for the AO families, the relief 
from the “crisis” merely means a return to that “normal” life that has already 
embraced the presence of children with permanent or near-permanent physical 
and/or mental disabilities.

There are variations among the AO families, of course. One group of AO 
families consists of those with children predisposed to disruptive behaviours 
and incidents or unpredictable seizures of one kind or another, while another 
group consists of those who suffer from chronic but not necessarily disruptive 
incidents.

The former clearly sees the disabled children as a constant reminder of how 
taxing their life is. The disabilities common to the children in this group in-
clude brittle bone disease (osteogenesis imperfecta), epilepsy, cerebral palsy, and 
serious cases of mental disorder, among others. These children are incapable of 
taking care of themselves. They rely on the family members for just about every 
basic need. A few of them are living a vegetable-like existence. Their conditions 
do not improve and remain critical or even deteriorate. None of these victims 
usually receives regular treatment or medical check-ups, however. The initial 
diagnosis by medical doctors and clinic workers, “Agent Orange, no cure”, has 
led the parents not to invest in improving the health conditions of the children. 
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Instead, by staying on high alert, they respond to unpredictable situations: con-
vulsions, fits of madness, or breaking bones. If and when any of these happens, 
they may rush their children to the District Health Centre (from a few minutes 
to a 30- or 40-minute drive) or to a provincial hospital (a one- to two-hour drive) 
because only those institutions can handle such serious ailments. These actions 
are virtually a conditioned response to the incidents rather than a projection of 
hope for better health in the future.

Some of the families even put their children in a cage (a wooden cage or  isolated 
and locked room) to stop them from destroying furniture in the house or hurting 
themselves or others. There always has to be someone who can keep an eye on 
them, just in case these children need to be rushed to major hospitals. Usually, 
such rounds of treatment make a huge dent in their purses or leave them in debt.

For the latter category of AO families, the ailments are milder, and  embracing 
the disabled children is easier. They are cases of Down’s syndrome, mild cases of 
mental disorder, mild cases of cerebral palsy, speech, and other physical m ovement 
impediments. Like every other AO family with a disabled child, they felt shocked 
and then disappointed when they learned of the child’s birth  defect(s). Unlike 
the first category, though disabled, these children are in more stable m edical 
conditions and less likely to disrupt their families’ lives. If  anything, they may 
become hyperactive under certain conditions, such as sudden shifts in the 
weather or exposure to strangers. This relative stability of the disabled children 
helps their parents and other family members come to terms with their existence, 
however “unusual” they may be. These family members do not see the need to 
take the disabled children for regular medical check-up or treatment. They are 
not indifferent to any signs threatening the children’s undisruptive presence. 
Even then, they are ready to let it pass. At least, to them, that is what coming to 
terms with entails.

Across nearly all AO families, there is one common choice of action: shying 
away from any medical treatment of physical and mental defects of the children 
on a regular basis. If it is only for the sake of their children “getting better”, they 
may just give some cheap supplements and nutrients to their children. Or they 
may occasionally ask some of the good-natured Commune Clinic staff to provide 
simple physical therapy for very minor cases of physical disability. These choices 
of action are not aimed at recovering the “losses” at birth. Having disabled chil-
dren is an integral part of their “normal” life.

Financing disabled children

Given that the families of AO victims must live with the fact that the children’s 
disabilities stay with them as long as they live, it is obvious that financial prob-
lems are the most constant risks that the families have to face. The presence of 
disabled children alone may not throw them into debt, but, at the very least, it 
worsens their already difficult financial situations.

In the early phase when a child may be or has been born with certain defects 
or contracts them shortly after birth, the parents are terrified and look for every 
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possible means, almost at any financial cost, even if they have to run around and 
borrow money, in the hope that the child will become normal. However, once it 
has been concluded that the child has been affected by AO, the parents, in most 
cases, give up, take the child back home, and accept the situation, after the initial 
shock subsides.

A few may still look for ways to help their children, such as buying them 
supplements, herbal medicines, or acupuncture treatments. This was the case 
with Dao T. N. in Cat Thanh Commune, Phu Cat District (July 2005). She was 
15 years old then, mentally challenged, and had weak legs. Her parents took 
her to the Institute of Traditional Medicine in Quy Nhon, one and a half hours 
away, for acupuncture and physical therapy. According to the parents, her legs 
had improved a little. However, using traditional or herbal medicine for a pro-
longed time is not cheap. Consequently, they either borrowed money or made 
the treatment less frequent, and eventually, they gave it up altogether.

Like other normal families, the families of the victims also want to save money 
to prepare for any potential health “crises” faced by the disabled children. How-
ever, families with a low income and many mouths to feed in the first place 
cannot afford to build such an emergency fund. The families in Phu Cat, who 
have a much less regular cash income, are no exceptions. They just wait until the 
health “crisis” occurs and then start running around trying to borrow money to 
take their children to hospitals, without considering whether they can pay the 
debts back or not. These expenses are simply added to the regular expenditure 
of taking care of their handicapped children throughout their whole life. Con-
sequently, being indebted is a common feature among the families in all three 
sites. The size of the debt often exceeds that of their annual earnings (Table 3.6).

They borrow money from banks, friends, and relatives, and, in a few cases, 
local moneylenders at very high interest rates. Many of them are reluctant to 
borrow money from a bank or private moneylenders because they are afraid they 
won’t be able to pay them back. Friends and relatives are still the most common 
sources that these families turn to in times of crisis. In the case of Phu Cat, 15 
out of the 48 families were indebted to banks. Some of these families went to 
banks where they had “friends”.

Table 3.6  Debt Situation (number of families)

Debt 1 Debt 2 Debt 3 NA Total

Thanh Khe  1 6 1 2 10/15
Phu Cat 15 8 5 5 33/48
Kim Bang  4 7 1 4 16/29

Debt 1: Creditors are commercial and semi-government banks for the poor.
Debt 2: Creditors are banks and relatives and friends.
Debt 3: Creditors are relatives and friends.
Source: Michio Umegaki, Vu Le Thao Chi, and Tran Duc Phan, “Embracing Human Insecurity: 
Agent Orange and the Legacies of the War in Viet Nam,” in Michio Umegaki, et al., eds., Human 
Insecurity in East Asia, Tokyo and New York: United Nations University Press, 2009, p. 35.
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Time as a scarce and unstable resource

Having a disabled child in a family means not only lost labour. There must be 
someone in the family who has to keep an eye on him or her almost 24 hours 
a day in many cases. Time is not demand-elastic and its allocation is a difficult 
task for these families. Every member, including the father, mother, and any of 
the healthy siblings in the family, always has to take the presence of the disabled 
child(ren) into consideration in whatever they plan to do. As a rule, it appears 
that those who earn less income spend more time with disabled children and 
work in businesses that will not take them away from home. Raising pigs or 
cows, growing vegetables in the backyard, making simple tools like sun masks, 
or keeping a small grocery shop right in front of their houses are some in the 
to-do list. This role usually falls to the mother in the family.

A case in point is the family of Le Dich, a farmer from Cat Trinh Commune, 
Phu Cat. The pattern has not changed over 15 years of our observation. He has 
two sons. The first son is AO-affected and has a soft skull and brittle bones. 
His wife stays home and makes dust-protective face masks. Besides earning just 
around 10,000 VND (55 cents) a day from making masks, the wife raises two 
pigs. She invests a great deal of time (a year) in animal husbandry and borrows 
money to raise them before she sells them at a price of about 1,000,000 VND 
($50) each.

In Thanh Khe, some of the parents are older and retired, so they have more 
time to take care of the victims. Among the younger parents, the pattern is the 
same as for the Phu Cat parents. One of them, usually the mother, decides to do 
some work near the house like running a small convenient store or a small beauty 
salon (for the low-income group), subcontracting a tailor shop, or selling rice 
soup in the morning so that they can always make sure the victims are within 
their reach.

Giving up a child for adoption is not out of the question either, especially when 
the arrangement can be made within an extended family. A case in point is that 
of Nguyen Thi P. Y. and her husband, Tran K., in Xuan Ha Commune, Thanh 
Khe District, Da Nang, whom we interviewed the first time in December 2005. 
They had three sons. The first two sons were identified as being AO- affected. 
The first son, Tran N. K., who was born in 1987, usually looked calm but was 
mentally challenged and easily excited, and often beat his mother. The second 
son, Tran K. D., born in 1989, did not develop any signs of mental  disorder until 
the age of four. Unlike his brother, he was always hyper, laughing for no reason. 
Between 1995 and 1998, he suffered about 20 epileptic seizures a day. On the 
recommendation of, and pushed by, the Hanoi Medical University team, he was 
in the care of a mental hospital in Da Nang.

The father was working at the Department of Market Management in Quang 
Nam, south of Da Nang. The mother had had to give up her job on the  District 
People’s Committee in Hien District in 1993 because of her first two sons. 
She had opened up a grocery shop in front of her house since then. She also 
 processed parts for a bag company at home to earn about 10,000 VND a day 
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($5). The third son, Tran K. D., born in 1997, was fortunately normal and was 
a good student at school. Because the father was not working near home and 
the mother was so preoccupied with the two older disabled sons, they chose to 
take an action that made us pose for a second. They asked the mother’s brother, 
whose children were all grown up, to adopt the youngest son.

Another case is the family of Truong V. K. in the North (May 2006). He had 
three sons and one daughter. His brother was an Air Force colonel, living in 
Hanoi. Mr Truong V. K. sent his last son, Truong V. H., who was born in 1983 
with a congenital heart problem, to live with his brother and asked him to take 
care of his son.

These couples were fortunate to have a close relative in the position of  taking 
in one of their children. Short of that luck, however, the AO families have very 
few choices other than giving up a steady job. None of the families ever thought 
of sending the disabled child(ren) away to the care of unfamiliar  organizations 
such as a special school for the disabled with dorms. They had little time to 
 investigate those schools. Finding out the qualifications for admissions, the 
monthly or annual fees, the living conditions in the dorm, among others, was 
a time- consuming chore. Furthermore, there was the uncharted terrain of 
 negotiation for their children’s admissions without the assurance of the success-
ful result. All in all, entrusting the children with the organizations of unknown 
characters never crossed the parents’ minds.

In Phu Cat, even though parents may not be present with their affected 
 children at all times, their time, especially the mother’s, is always split up in or-
der to pay for extra care for the victims. Both parents usually have to engage in 
farming to earn enough to feed their families. But the mothers spend less time 
in the rice field in order to spend more time on housework and on taking care of 
both normal and disabled children. Parents could ask siblings to take care of the 
disabled, but they usually just provide company and are not really caregivers to 
the victims. If disabled children can still sustain a certain level of activity, such 
as running around in the neighbourhood or eating, the parents just let them do 
so in the community.

Sometimes they would spend hours looking for a child who had gotten lost, as 
in the case of Nguyen V. T. of Cat Trinh Commune, Phu Cat District, whom we 
met the first time in October 2004. He and his wife were both full-time farm-
ers. Out of six children, N.T. H. Liem (born in 1993) was suspected of having 
AO-induced Down’s syndrome. Liem was, and still is, a hyperactive child who 
kept running around everywhere in the Commune. The parents, relatively old as 
both were born late in the 1940s, could not keep an eye on her all the time be-
cause they were also preoccupied with taking care of the rice and other produce. 
On many occasions, they had to spend hours looking for Liem with the help 
of their neighbours. Liem even ran to the major thoroughfare of the country, 
Route 1, a few kilometres from her home. The children often test their parents’ 
ability to keep them within their arm’s reach.

During emergencies with regard to health or times of “crisis”, the parents 
must leave all farming work behind to take the child to a nearby District Health 
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Centre or even to a major hospital in the province (a journey of one to two hours, 
depending on the means of transportation available), which also costs a consid-
erable amount of time and money.

Here is the case of a Phu Cat family. Dao V. T. and his wife (Chanh Thang 
Village, Cat Thanh Commune, Phu Cat District, July 2005) had four children, 
two sons and two daughters. The second daughter, Cam, suffered from schiz-
ophrenia. The third daughter was mentally disabled. Whenever Cam exhibited 
worsening signs of sickness, the parents were in a difficult situation: the mother 
had to stay with her at a major mental hospital in Quy Nhon, an hour and a half 
away from their home. The stay might extend over a month, forcing the father 
to raise enough money for the expense. They even turned to rice buyers and 
borrowed five to six million VND ($300) in advance, which they were going to 
pay back by selling “young rice grains” (lua non). Taking care of the victim was 
consuming everything they had, including time and the resources for living.

If the head of the family was a single parent with no other family members, the 
situation appeared almost unsalvageable. A single parent has to be the breadwin-
ner and special caregiver to the victim(s), both at the same time. Obviously, he 
or she cannot do these two things at the same time and therefore would have to 
ask for help from relatives or neighbours to keep an eye on the child(ren). Giving 
full-time care would have to wait until the end of the day.

Tran T. H., who we mentioned in the Introduction, is another case in point. 
Her case is extreme, although not necessarily exceptional. She had two out-
of-wedlock daughters by different fathers. Both were affected by AO-dioxin 
 contamination. She gave her older daughter away after she was born and found 
to have mental and physical disabilities. Now she lives with a younger daughter, 
Mai, who was born in 1998 with some brain damage and a crooked body. When 
we met for the first time, the mother and the younger daughter lived in a small 
4 m × 6 m cubicle with brick walls, a wooden door, and windows. There was 
nothing inside except a small cupboard and a TV. In addition to farming, the 
mother also did, as she does now, a lot of menial work to earn extra cash. While 
she was out working, she had to leave Mai with her brother and his children, who 
lived nearby, to take care of her and keep her company. Not much has changed 
since except for better roofing and walls for their small house. Although her case 
may be extreme, the burden of having a disabled child on her and her extended 
family is no different from that of other families.

Mothers spend most of their time caring for disabled children, and therefore 
fathers take on the responsibility of “earning bread”. They have to increase their 
income in some way, either by increasing their productivity or looking for ad-
ditional job opportunities. Some look for better-paid jobs in big cities. Usually, 
however, that alternative has not panned out as one that was supposed to sup-
plement the reduced income at home. Dao T. T. (Cat Trinh Commune, Phu Cat 
District) could not do much else because it was a handful taking care of the two 
children from her husband’s previous marriage and her AO-affected son, Vo V. 
V., who was born in 1999. Her husband left for Ho Chi Minh City in 2003 and 
had been working as a carpenter there ever since. The amount of money that her 
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husband sent back home was very little: just about 300,000 VND ($15). And 
that was only once every three to four months.

Time is one of the important factors in making every AO family’s life easier or 
more difficult. Good time planning helps share the work among family members 
to sustain and then improve the quality of family life as a coherent unit. For 
the families of AO victims, time planning is a very difficult task because of the 
unpredictability or the seriousness of the victims’ ailments. Having a disabled 
child in the family means that at least one of the members must be fully engaged 
in caring for the child while the others have to spend that much more time 
working to earn more. Having a child with AO-induced disability in the family 
also means that the parents have to spend extra time on the victim and less on 
the other “healthy” children. The goal of the family then becomes as modest as 
merely sustaining their life as it is on a daily basis.

Social stigma

In Vietnam, as in many other countries, HIV patients can easily become the 
target of discrimination and isolated from the rest of the community. Unlike 
HIV patients, AO-dioxin victims and their families are not so readily subjected 
to biases or prejudices. Perhaps the subtler stigma attached to them is often 
self-imposed, and they are often subject to other forms of discrimination. The 
aforementioned isolation of the AO families from each other plays a role in this 
dimension of the AO families’ lives.

For one, AO-induced birth defects may trigger a chain reaction in the com-
munity that may not be entirely the making of the AO issue. For example, the 
presence of a child who is handicapped (not necessarily related to AO) would 
make people around, especially the father’s family, strongly suspect that there is 
something wrong with the mother of the child for not being able to produce a 
healthy and therefore normal child. If more than one child is born with physical 
and mental problems, this blame becomes absolute, and the husband’s family 
becomes firmly convinced that the mother is the source of the problem. Whether 
or not the child’s disability is AO-induced becomes a secondary issue.

The case of Tran T. H., whom we referred to earlier, is such an example where 
the mother was blamed for everything. Her socially deviant behaviour (premari-
tal sexual encounters) only aggravated the role that the AO issue played in mak-
ing her life extremely difficult. She had her first daughter, Binh, out of wedlock. 
She was born in 1988, a time when the issue of AO contamination was shared 
exclusively among the top medical professionals in the nation and a time when 
the conventional norms of the community were much less tolerant of any deviant 
social behaviour than they are now. As one of the Commune Clinic staff casually 
confirmed, there was “no better excuse” than the birth of the disabled child for 
her boyfriend’s family to deny their marriage, and force their son to leave her 
and get married to another woman in the commune. Tran T. H.’s family was no 
more tolerant of the situation. They asked her to leave the baby for someone else 
who might want to adopt her because the family considered it a shame that she 
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had had an “illegitimate” child. She gave up her first child to another unmarried 
woman in the same Commune in a different neighbourhood.

Tran T. H. had another daughter ten years later. Mai (born in 1998) was born 
with birth defects. She has a learning disability and speech impediment, and can 
walk only with the support of a cane. Mai is also an illegitimate child. The father 
did not accept her. The mother decided to keep Mai and tried to work alone to 
support Mai with the help of her family.24

If social stigmas are attached to AO victims, the targets are usually female, 
 reflecting something other than the presence of permanent disability. The  status 
of women is still lower than that of men in rural Vietnam. The case of AO 
 victims is no exception. It is hard for AO female victims to get married because 
not many of them can work to support a family. It is also feared that they might 
not be able to produce children or their children might be born with the same, 
or similar, defects as their parents.

Kim Bang, where relatively many of the victims are married, confirms this 
pattern. In the ten families we interviewed (in two phases in May 2006), there 
were 18 certified AO victims. Of the 18, 12 were men, and 6 were women. Out 
of the six women, only one was married: Dinh T. T., the daughter of Dinh D. 
T., a former soldier in the North Vietnamese Regular Army. She married and 
bore two daughters. But she did not fit the profile of an AO victim. Even though 
she was receiving the largest amount of financial support allowed then for AO 
victims from the government, her health symptoms were very simple, such as a 
chronic headache, and she could still work in a chestnut-processing company in 
Bien Hoa near Ho Chi Minh City. In fact, she did not even need that supporting 
pension and left it for her father instead.

By contrast, among the 12 men, there were 7 with serious disabilities who had 
married and had children. It was the parents of these 7 disabled children who 
had arranged their marriages. One example is the case of a brother of Dao T. 
N., in Kim Bang (May 2006), who was born mentally challenged in 1973. He 
could not do anything but look after the family-owned cows. But all the cows in 
his care, in his mother’s words, were very skinny. His parents arranged for him 
to marry a woman who was 15 years older than him. His wife had to find crabs 
in rice paddies to support him and their two children. Another example is Dang 
Q. T., also in Kim Bang. He was born in 1973 with a severe hernia and cerebral 
palsy. His hands were crooked and twisted. His parents arranged a marriage with 
a healthy girl living in the same village. They had two children, but he often beat 
up his wife whenever he was mentally out of control. The wife left for Taiwan to 
work and never contacted him since.

These cases show that male AO victims can relatively more easily find a part-
ner through their parents. The parents of male victims are particularly persistent 
in putting all efforts to follow the norm of communal life that a single male of 
marriage age is an odd presence. The age gap is easily glossed over by the par-
ents of AO victims. Moreover, another rural convention that holds unmarried 
women as oddities gives the parents of male victims an opportunity to take 
advantage of.



Agent Orange and Vietnamese farmers 91

The signs of self-imposed biases are relatively easy to spot. Truong V. T., a 
veteran who fought some of the fiercest battles of the war in AO-contaminated 
Quang Tri and Khe Son near the demilitarized zone, and his wife, Pham T. H. 
in Kim Bang, kept repeating the word “shame” as they had one disabled child 
after another. Shame may be a misnomer since it is a self-inflicted fear that the 
isolation of the entire family might be deepening, which is also aggravated by the 
lack of knowledge of other AO families, as pointed out earlier.

The self-imposed stigma may also be the result of an understandable logic 
in the parents’ efforts to keep the fact that they have disabled child(ren) all 
to themselves, as in the case of N. X. Sang in Kim Bang (May 2006). Sang 
was born in 1946 and was probably exposed to AO while he was active in and 
around the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the war. He and his wife, born in 1945, 
had three daughters and one son. The son was healthy and two of the older 
daughters grew up to be beautiful women. But the last child, a daughter, was a 
dwarf and tended to lapse into violent fits. Their parents’ fear was that the way 
in which their neighbours saw the youngest might prevent the older daughters 
from getting married.

These signs of social stigma, whether they come from outsiders or originate 
within the families, do cast a shadow over the lives of the disabled children and 
their families. The mutual isolation of AO families may be reinforced by the 
stigma they impose upon themselves. This stigma may also highlight the family’s 
awareness that what is acceptable as “normal” to them is by definition inferior to 
others in the same community.

Hope

Parents in Vietnam and elsewhere, when left alone, are expected-utilitarians of 
a sort. They invest everything in their children for the possible returns that they 
will do well at school, become good workers, or even become known as “this 
Madam, that Mister” (ong no ba kia), i.e., become their pride and joy, get mar-
ried and start a life better than theirs, and become shelter for them in the latter 
stage of their life. Children are a bridge taking their parents to somewhere other 
than where they are. In all these hopes, as an economic historian sees it, there is 
distinguishable value in terms of entertainment, labour, and security.25

Hope occupies a unique place in AO families. The minute it is concluded that 
a child has an incurable ailment, nearly all utilitarian hopes of the parents for 
the new living creature evaporate. If the cause is determined to be AO contam-
ination, the desperation becomes absolute and stays with them, or so it appears 
to many.

Yet, after accepting that reality, their desperation may yield to somewhat re-
strained speculations. “I hope she can walk”, “I hope he can support himself”, 
or “I hope we will receive some more help from somewhere for them”. Instead of 
entrusting their better life to the children, they become more preoccupied with 
the hope of moderating the hard life of the children. Such hopes border on the 
intermittent worry: “who will take care of the children when we are gone?” As 
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a result, all the conventional hopes of the parents find their outlet in the normal 
children as if they are to make up for the disabled children.

That leaves a set of major questions surrounding the role of what the farmers 
learned from having the AO families in the community unanswered. How po-
tent is it in changing their behaviour or in generating a much broader warning 
against contact with the chemicals that are in widespread use in rural Vietnam? 
Before offering answers to these questions, we need to address two problems 
that accompany the AO issue.

A threat too far: confrontations with Agent Orange

Agent Orange presents two problems: first, AO is often too exclusively linked to 
the war; and second, because of the damages it is held to cause, scientists and 
other experts make it their professional responsibility to establish the cause- effect 
relationship with a smallest possible margin of error. The first underlies the sur-
prisingly limited capacity of the AO experience to generate lessons to be learned. 
The implications of the second are equally significant. The scientists and experts, 
who are well informed of the problematic nature of the  chemicals and thus capa-
ble of issuing warnings, stopped at doing just that, thanks to their obligations to 
scientific procedures. It suggests a significant void when the a ctual users of any 
similar substance have nothing else to rely on but their own  educated guesses.

The following pages address these issues: how the rest of Vietnam confronted 
the AO problem while the contamination victims and their families embraced 
the immense hardship.

According to Le Cao Dai, Vietnam began investigating the issue of AO and 
other wartime use of herbicides by the United States as early as 1972 and 1973.26 
Throughout the war, which includes the period of Vietnam’s military campaign 
in Cambodia, however, the research was exclusively conducted by medical and 
scientific experts. Some of these scientists only later began participating in many 
international conferences. The product of one such conference in which over 50 
Vietnamese experts on health and ecology participated is Herbicides in War: The 
Long-Term Ecological and Human Consequences (1984), edited by Arthur H. 
Westing.

The Vietnamese government, following these and other scientific efforts, 
 began devising policies and openly addressing the adverse effects of the wartime 
spraying of AO while remaining alert to the AO issue that was gradually taking 
shape in legal and political arenas in the United States. The government estab-
lished the 10-80 Committee in October 1980 under the Ministry of Health. The 
committee oversaw a wide range of scientific and relief activities for the victims 
of AO contamination until 1999 when another national body, Committee 33 
(Office of the National Steering Committee on Overcoming the Consequences 
of Toxic Chemicals used by the United States during the war in Vietnam) under 
the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment replaced it.

Also, the Vietnam Red Cross Society established the Agent Orange Victims 
Fund in 1998, which was to be complemented by the establishment of the 
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Vietnam Association of Victims of Agent Orange in 2004. Both organizations 
opened their local branches in nearly all provinces, districts, and cities.

A series of decisions and ordinances either paralleled or followed these changes 
at the upper echelons of the government. In the early 1980s, the Vietnamese 
government issued directives aimed at providing relief for AO victims and their 
families.27 Ministry of Invalid Soldiers and Social Affairs (later the Ministry of 
Labour, Invalid Soldiers, and Social Affairs) in 1981 directed the Department of 
Social Affairs across the provinces to support those families who had difficulty 
in taking care of their disabled children with various birth defects due to the 
parents’ exposure to toxic chemicals in the war.28 This directive, primarily a call 
for attention and an appeal for possible help at the local level, was to be followed 
by a succession of decisions offering upgraded cash allowances for the targeted 
population.

The government’s earlier use of a broad category, the “disadvantaged”, to em-
brace the AO victims also began to change slowly. Decision 167 of 1994 lumped 
the AO victims with others, such as the homeless, elderly, and orphans as recip-
ients of a monthly allowance.29 Although the all-inclusive term, the “crippled 
people (người tàn tật)”, remained intact, Ordinance 26 of 2005 singled out 
those “with disabilities who are invalid soldiers and their disabled family mem-
bers, and those (non-civilian) who are recognized as Dioxin victims” for the 
preferential treatment for their meritorious services, i.e., contributions to the 
independence and unification of Vietnam.

The Law on Persons with Disabilities came into effect in 2010. It replaced 
the earlier terminology of the “crippled people (người tàn tật)” with “people 
with disabilities (người khuyết tật)”, and expanded the monetary provisions also 
to cover those caregivers (including the family members) for those with severe 
disabilities.30 Beyond the expanded monetary provisions, the Law addressed the 
needs of the disabled in a more comprehensive framework for the promotion of 
their well-being. The areas of government intervention ranged from health care 
to special education, and from vocational training to support for employment. 
The Law even aimed at building a barrier-free society for the disabled by 2025.31

While these government-led efforts gathered momentum, the most dramatic 
event that finally caught the attention of the ordinary Vietnamese was a 2004 
lawsuit and the developments that followed. A group of Vietnamese AO victims, 
for the first time, decided to sue the 37 American chemical companies that man-
ufactured defoliants, including AO, for the use of the U.S. government during 
the period 1961–1971.32 Suddenly, the issue hit the whole country overnight. 
The most popular daily newspaper in Vietnam, Tuoi Tre (Youth), reported that 
between September 2003 and January 2008, there were 1,378 pieces of news 
about AO.33 The AO issue became a daily topic throughout the country.

Around the same time, several campaigns were calling for the support of 
 people around the world for the Vietnamese AO victims. The most prominent 
one was probably the effort by Len Aldis, secretary of the Britain-Vietnam 
Friendship Society, in establishing the society’s home page in 200334 calling for 
international support for the lawsuit. This website received 706,000 signatures 



94 Rural life in changing Vietnam

from all around the world.35 Moreover, there have been a significant number 
of documentary films about the consequences of AO through profiles of lives 
around the country, and numerous campaigns, such as the “White Night Festi-
val”, organized by the Vietnamese youth organization in 2004, whose aim was 
to soothe the pain of AO victims in Ho Chi Minh City. These activities have 
deepened the understanding of AO as one of the most critical issues, a legacy of 
the Vietnam War in many corners of the country.

However, these developments may not have been more than a media event 
for many. The residents in the communities where the AO drama unfolded and 
is still unfolding exhibited little or no interest in the developments. Addressing 
AO-related issues in light of these dramatic developments comes with one draw-
back: the human consequences of AO contamination appear too unusual or rare.

Agent Orange victims are “rare” incidents

There are several points to note here. The first is that a great majority of Vietnam-
ese farmers have not either become aware of, or paid attention to, the link between 
the AO families in their community and the wartime use of toxic agrochemicals, 
and if the link emerged in their understanding, the AO families’ presence is ex-
clusively tucked away as the legacy of a war from a distant past. Even at an earlier 
stage of our research, very few residents in the community showed interest in 
why and how we were conducting research on AO victims and their families. The 
presence of our research was of interest to no one else but the AO family members.

Second, although not surprisingly, given the monopoly of the research on 
AO-induced problems by medical and other scientists, a majority of Vietnamese 
ended up having nothing to do with the problems. The children with the AO- 
induced defects are seen as too far from their daily life and as outlying cases in 
the view of the ordinary farmers familiar with childbirth and rearing. They are 
truly rare incidents. There is little doubt that the AO families’ efforts to keep 
the fact away from the public eye, as mentioned above, must have reinforced this 
perception. More importantly, even some of the parents of AO victims may share 
this perception, given their very limited knowledge of the link between their 
disabled children and direct or indirect exposure to toxic herbicides.

Consequently, the presence of AO families, and their hardship, is virtually 
irrelevant to a majority of the farmers as a warning to be taken seriously in the 
conduct of their everyday life. The warning that AO may continue to influence 
human health, that humans and the environment remain carriers of the contam-
inants, and that some of the agrochemicals in daily use may well be a contempo-
rary, if watered down, version of AO is lost.

Another development reinforces this ironic consequence. It lies in the very be-
haviour of the AO families. Despite the hardship, many families show no unique 
pattern of behaviour in the very act that produced the hardship – reproductive 
behaviour. The usual expectation is that parents will refrain from reproduction 
once their child is found to be born with a birth defect, and that having more 
than one child with a birth defect should surely work as an even stronger deter-
rent. But the expectation is unfounded, as shown in Tables 3.7 and 3.8.36
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Up to 68 families in the three research sites still decided to have two or more 
children after the first child with a birth defect (69%, 80%, and 83% of the 
families in Phu Cat, Thanh Khe, and Kim Bang, respectively). Having had not 
only one but two such experiences, 22 families still decided to have one or more 
children.

What do the 18 families who had no child after the first handicapped child 
(Table 3.7) represent, then? The answer to this question may corroborate, at 
least partially, the absence of a deterrent effect of having a permanently disabled 
child. Of the 18 families, 9 already had 4 or more children. A conventional un-
derstanding is applicable here: the financial burden of having an additional child 
is a more powerful deterrent.

Many families of the AO victims do admit that they were nervous or scared 
after it was concluded that the first child had an AO-induced defect. But that 
fear did not stop them from having more children. The fear stays with them all 
the way until the day they find out about the condition of the next child. They 
just pray and wait.

T. V. Nghia is a carpenter in Phu Cat (March 2005, 2007, and 2016). He had 
three children with T. T. Loan, a farmer who was born in 1970. The first two 
children were healthy. The last daughter, Thao, born in 1998, had the body of 
a four- or five-year-old girl with short legs and arms. She slithered on her back 
most of the time.

When we met the family for the first time in 2005, the parents kept telling us 
how difficult it was for them to have a disabled child in the house. The  parents 
actually did try hard to keep the floor of their house really clean for Thao to move 
around on her back. They also said they would never have any more  children 
because they were poor and had enough difficulty. Two years later, in 2007, 
they had another daughter, born just a few months before our second visit. The 
house was in a worse condition than the first time we saw it. When asked about 

Table 3.7 E ffect of Birth Defects (number of children after the first disabled child)

0 1 Child 2 or More NA Total

Phu Cat 11 14 19 4 48
Thanh Khe 3 7 5 0 15

Kim Bang 4 4 19 1 28
Total 18 families 25 43 5 91

Table 3.8  Effect of Birth Defects (number of children after the second disabled child)

0 1 Child 2 or More NA Total

Phu Cat 5 4 1 0 10
Thanh Khe 3 1 1 0 5
Kim Bang 2 7 8 0 17
Total 10 families 12 10 0 32
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the presence of the new daughter, Loan responded with a shy smile: “It was an 
accident”. Nine years later we visited the family again. We detected almost no 
sign of change in Thao, except that she could at least sit up and had grown to be 
a talkative girl surrounded by her younger sister and her neighbours’ children. 
The size of her body had remained more or less the same.

The reproductive behaviour of AO victims’ families virtually confirms that 
there is nothing special at work dictating specifically the behaviour of these 
 families. The presence of AO families is not prominent in the community in the 
first place, leaving them to freely act as they please and behave in much the same 
way as the rest of the farmers. It should not be surprising, then, that the com-
munity of farmers as a whole has very little to learn from the consequences of 
the wartime use of toxic chemicals. After all, the AO-induced disabled children 
are in the absolute minority.

AO families and their neighbours continue to rely on resources such as food 
and irrigation water, and others acquired from areas that showed a high level 
of dioxin as recently as early 2000. People in Da Nang still went to the nearby 
lake, they told us, for fishing, and people in Phu Cat still fished in the ponds 
and lakes around Nui Ba Mountains or used that water for irrigation. They were 
not alarmed by the use of chemicals to remove weeds and insects as this was 
recommended by the local branch office of the Plant Protection Department, a 
part of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, which in some cases 
offered chemicals with the seeds as the farmers purchase the latter.

Conscious efforts were made to prevent the birth of disabled children. One 
 example was a project by the late Dr Trinh Van Bao around the year 2004: 
“Building a model of genetic consultation for families exposed to consequences 
of toxic chemicals in the war”. Its actual use reflected the dominant perception 
by the farmers of AO contamination. The purpose was to help young couples 
avoid giving birth to disabled children. The advice not to have children was 
given only when it was nearly 100% medically guaranteed that their children 
would be born with birth defects or other abnormalities. Out of a dozen cases 
that were advised not to have children, there were two in which the parents 
still decided to do so. The resulting children were born with disabilities. There 
were only a few who responded to the efforts in the first place, and even when 
the scientific evidence was presented to them, the young couples still decided to 
ignore the advice.37

Agent Orange as a distant legacy

These disabled children are obviously the victims of AO contamination. A closer 
look at their births also leads us to assert that they may well be the victims of 
their parents’ decision to risk the likelihood of birth abnormalities. And the 
parents, in turn, may be the victims of something else: the ambiguity surround-
ing the “probability” of birth abnormalities as determined by the exposure to 
AO and other wartime use of toxic chemicals. They are the furthest from the 
 position of even guessing the “probable” cause-effect relationship between AO 
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and the various ailments. The lengthy descriptions below show just how far- 
removed the  farmers are from the ongoing developments in determining the 
toxicity of the wartime chemicals as the cause of death and various disabilities.

The language of “probability” dominates the immensely long and divisive 
 debates. Peter Sills, in his seminal work on the AO litigations in the United 
States, chronicles the never-ending debate on the cause-effect relationship 
 between the exposure to AO and other herbicides, and numerous types of 
 ailments that  hundreds of thousands of veterans of the war, including some U.S. 
allies, have exhibited.38 As for the cases of the Vietnamese, the U.S.  Ambassador 
to  Vietnam, Michael W. Marine, in response to an enquiry concerning the 
United States’ assistance for Vietnamese AO victims, is quoted to have said as 
recently as 2007:

… [I] cannot say whether or not I have myself seen a victim of Agent  Orange. 
The reason for that is that we still lack good scientific definitions of the 
causes of disabilities … that have occurred in Vietnam…. We just don’t have 
the scientific evidence to make that statement with certainty.39

The pages below outline what transpired from the divisive evaluations of AO 
by relying primarily on three major sources: Robert Allen, Dioxin War: Truth 
and Lies about a Perfect Poison;40 Elmo Zumwalt II, Report to Secretary of the 
Department of Veterans Affairs on the Association between Adverse Effects and 
Exposure to Agent Orange (May, 1990);41 and William Buckingham, Operation 
Ranch Hand: The Air Force and Herbicides in Southeast Asia, 1961–1971.42 In 
sum, the divisive evaluations are a mixture of scientific discoveries, commer-
cial interests of the manufacturers, and political calculations of the time. The 
lengthy and divisive evaluations also created a significant void where the use of 
toxic chemicals was left unchecked.

Long before the Vietnam War, phenoxy herbicides, which produce the 
toxic dioxin, were first found in research in 1940. Scientists successfully 
 isolated indoleacetic acid, which is supposed to influence plant growth. From 
there, they developed several plant growth-controlling hormones,  including 
2,4- dichloro-phenoxy acetic acid (2,4-D) and 2,4,5-trichloro- phenoxyacetic 
acid (2,4,5-T). The latter contained the most toxic dioxin, 2,3,7,8-T 
 (tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin, TCDD).

Researchers at this early stage of herbicide development discovered that small 
amounts of these growth-controlling hormones could stimulate the growth of 
plants, and that if the dose was large, they could also kill the plants. They even re-
alized that some herbicides had different effects on different plants. In 1947, it was 
discovered that 2,4,5-T and 2,4-D affected broadleaf plants, but they left cereals 
alone. Phenoxy herbicides were then recognized as tools for removing weeds in 
the agricultural industry and at the same time as special weapons for the military.

Around the same time as phenoxy herbicides were found, experimentation 
with new rice varieties (high-yield varieties) was carried out in the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Mexico, and India to landmark the beginning of the 
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Green Revolution, which usually comes in a package justifying the removal of 
weeds and insects.43

According to John Perkins, plant disease and weed and insect control were 
considered “not necessarily a destructive factor every year” in the first place be-
cause plant disease, as well as the weed and insect situation, varied with weather 
and different areas. However, plant disease, and, especially, weed and insect 
control, gradually “matched the major factors in importance”44 after herbicides 
and pesticides started being used. Ironically, the demand for both herbicides 
and pesticides also increased accordingly. Although the United States was the 
largest market for these phenoxy herbicides, the manufacturers began selling 
these chemicals all over the world. Two American companies, Monsanto and 
Dow Chemicals, nearly monopolized the production and sales of 2,4,5-T.45 The 
production of herbicides in the United States kept rising. With the increasing 
wartime demand for herbicides during the war, the production skyrocketed.

Many warnings followed the spread of these herbicides, concerning their 
 negative impacts on the environment and human health. Monsanto was the first 
manufacturer of polychloride-biphenyl. They began operations in Anniston, 
 Alabama, by producing dioxin-like substances.

There were several significant incidents along the way, including two fac-
tory explosions: one in 1949 in a Monsanto factory and the other in 1953 in a 
Boehringer factory in Germany. Medical specialists and scientists who examined 
the severely affected workers in these factories found that the explosions pro-
duced TCDD. The problem was that, with or without these scientific claims 
about the harmful effects of the herbicides, the chemical companies with their 
massive financial assets were in a position to produce counter-evidence. In de-
fence of a 1949 factory explosion, for example, Monsanto succeeded in produc-
ing a conclusion, through a medical doctor whom they hired, that the affected 
factory workers merely had some skin troubles, called “chloracne”. In the case 
of the Boehringer explosion, a dermatologist, Dr Karl Schultz, examined the af-
fected workers carefully. He concluded that there was definitely toxic dioxin be-
cause of the explosion. But his conclusion was published in German. Moreover, 
the chemical companies, including Monsanto and Dow Chemicals, embraced 
the conclusion but did not share the findings with the public, and did not take 
any action to change accordingly. Allen claims:

Throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s the chemical industry had been able 
to defend itself against all attacks. If the battles to continue m anufacturing 
their most lucrative products – 2,4,5-T, 2,4-D, penta- chlorophenol – were 
eventually lost, the war to protect chlorine chemistry was being won. … By 
pouring billions into medical and scientific research and into the science 
departments of third-level colleges, the industry held the forward trenches 
in the battlefield for scientific glory.46

Allen’s whole book actually deals with these companies’ losing attempts to dis-
credit medical and other scientists’ efforts to prove and spread the reality of the 
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toxicity of dioxin. But evidence of the toxicity of dioxin and other chemicals was 
only gradually accumulated over some 30 years.

The usual assumption would be that the actual uses of dioxin or dioxin-like 
substances should decrease as the warnings against the serious impacts of di-
oxin on health increased. On the contrary, the reinforced scientific evidence was 
matched by the increase in the actual use of toxic herbicides. This widening gap 
between the scientific evidence and the actual use of toxic herbicides is inexpli-
cable since anything scientifically proven, in conventional thinking, would be 
understood or treated as common knowledge guiding people to act accordingly. 
Not so.

Table 3.9 summarizes some of the events related to the accumulation of scien-
tific evidence indicating the toxicity of dioxin and the continuous use of chem-
icals that produce dioxin. In addition to this, the U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs (upgraded Department in 1989) prepared an astonishing list. According 
to this list, there were 71 events between 1944 and 1977, outside Vietnam, 
 involving AO and other similar dioxin-yielding substances. Some of these events 
included small-scale experimentations on the effectiveness of toxic chemicals. 
A few of them were for actual military use, such as those used in the areas near 
the demilitarized zone in Korea. The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) was 
involved in 57 of these events, which took place in seven countries, including 
Canada, India, and Korea.

These developments leave one nagging question: what was the responsibility 
of scientists in the interim when the toxicity was not fully or even sufficiently 
established?

One more twist needs to be added, making these developments even more 
implausible. In 1968, Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt II (1920–2000) became Com-
mander of U.S. Naval Forces and Chief of the Naval Advisory Group in Vietnam 
and the Navy’s youngest vice-admiral. When he was in Vietnam, he planned to 
strike “hard and fast” by destroying the foliage along the ponds, lakes, and riv-
erbanks where U.S. Navy men in patrol boats could easily be hit from either side 
by enemy fire. He had checked with the Army and Air Force about the possible 
harmful effects on humans of AO, which had been used in other defoliation 
efforts for the same purpose. He was told there were none. “You trust those 
things, and I ordered the spraying of Agent Orange”. Later, in 1984, the Admi-
ral was given the responsibility of compiling and assessing nearly all AO-related 
research conducted in the United States up to that point, which led to the pub-
lication of the now definitive Zumwalt Report.

In August 1969, his son, Navy Lieutenant Elmo Russell Zumwalt III, arrived 
in Vietnam as an officer in charge of a Patrol Craft Fast, otherwise known as a 
“Swift Boat”. During his 11-month tour of duty in Vietnam, he “had seen Agent 
Orange defoliation nearly everywhere [he] had patrolled”, “often washed in the 
waters into which Agent Orange had drained and had eaten local produce which 
[he] suspected had been doused with the chemical”. He developed a skin rash 
while on the Sea Float (a floating mobile tactical support base on Cau Lon river 
in the Ca Mau Province in the south). But at that time, he was still “thankful 
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Table 3.9  An Outline Reinforced Scientific Evidence vs. Actual Uses of Dioxin through the 1970s

Scientific Evidence Actual Uses and Related Events

1930s The first discovery that dioxin-like chemicals created
dangerous industrial hazards to chemical workers 
when most of the workers in the Monsanto plant 
became sick.

 Monsanto began manufacturing 
polychlorobiphenyl in Anniston, 
Alabama, a process that produced a 
dioxin-like substance.

1950s Dr Karl Schultz examined the workers after the 
explosion at Boehringer trichlorophenol factory 
(1953), and found dioxin as a contaminant was 
produced by 2,4,5-T. 

Increasing volume of herbicides used in 
agriculture worldwide.

The British used Agent Orange in 
Malaysia.

1960s Early 1960. Military scientists were aware of the 
potential damage to human health due to dioxin 
contamination by the herbicide. In 1968, scientists, 
health officials, politicians, and the military began 
expressing concerns about the potential toxicity 
of Agent Orange and its contaminant dioxin to 
humans. In 1969, Bionetics Research Laboratories 
reported that 2,4,5-T showed a “significant 
potential to increase birth defects”. October 
1969, National Institute of Health confirmed that 
2,4,5-T could cause malformations and stillbirths 
in mice. Epidemiologists began noticing the 
impact on human health. 

18 million gallons of herbicide used in 
Vietnam (1961–1971) with increasing 
amounts at its peak in the year 1968.

Late 1960s: the U.S. sprayed untold 
volume of herbicides in Laos and 
Cambodia.

1970s In April 1970, The U.S. Surgeon General issued 
a warning the use of 2,4,5-T hazardous to 
“human health”. In 1973, a Swedish medical 
doctor examined a forest foreman and cancer 
patient, and began the research that showed a 
high correlation between exposure to phenoxy 
herbicide and soft-tissue sarcomas. In the rest 
of the 1970s, other doctors joined him and 
established the link. It took them into the 1990s 
to win the acceptance of their findings by the rest 
of chemical and medical establishment. In 1977, 
International Agency for Research on Cancer 
reported increased mortality rates in animals and 
humans exposed to 2,4-D or 2,4,5-T.

In May, 1971, 2,000 gallons of “waste 
oil”, contaminated with dioxin, was 
sprayed as dust suppressant in Times 
Beach, Missouri. The incident led in 
ten years to the evacuation of the whole 
town of Times Beach.

In 1976, a factory explosion in Seveso, Italy, 
released 3,000 kg of chemicals into the 
air. Among them were 2,4,5-T, used 
in the manufacture of herbicides, and 
anywhere from 100 g to 20 kg of dioxin. 
37,00 people were believed to have been 
exposed to the chemicals. 4% of local farm 
animals died; and 80,000 animals were 
slaughtered to prevent contamination 
from filtering up the food chain.

Source: We relied mainly on the following sources for the outline: Robert Allen, The Dioxin War – Truth and Lies about 
a Perfect Poison, London and Ann Arbor, MI, Pluto Press, 2004; U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Report on DoD 
Herbicides used outside Vietnam; Zumwalt, Report; Le Cao Dai’s Agent Orange in the Viet Nam War, especially Chapter 
3; and Barry Commoner, Keynote Address at the Second Citizens Conference on Dioxin, St. Louis, Missouri, July 30, 
1994, www.greens.org/s-r/078/07-03.html.

for the defoliation”.47 However, no warning was issued to those in the front-line 
combat units.

As if to confirm this, one military doctor in charge of preparing the herbicides 
is quoted to confess:

Because the material was to be used on the enemy, none of us was overly 
concerned. We never considered a scenario in which our own personnel 

http://www.greens.org
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would become contaminated with the herbicide. And, if we had, we would 
have expected our own government to give assistance to veterans so 
contaminated.48

The lax attitude, reflecting the ambiguous probability linking the chemicals and 
their negative effect on human health, resulted in even more irresponsible use of 
the chemicals. The military use had a much higher dioxin concentration than the 
version for civilian use, and AO was often sprayed undiluted in Vietnam. Despite 
the level suggested by the producers, the military sprayed AO in concentrations 
that were 6–25 times higher.49

This attitude, born of the belief that the cause-effect was not firmly estab-
lished, may also be found in the United States’ increasing use of the chemicals 
as the war accelerated. Table 3.10 clearly shows the increase in the use of the 
chemicals matching the worsening of the war and its Americanization between 
1965 and 1969.

In addition, the use of large quantities of herbicides was not stopped, even 
when some scientists, who might not have been involved in the dioxin research, 
began protesting against its use soon after the Americanization of the war started 
in 1964. The United States began spraying the chemicals in increasing amounts 
as the war was becoming more difficult for the United States, especially after 
1965 (see Table 3.10). The maps of the herbicide spraying in South Vietnam, 
prepared by Jeanne Stellman in 2003, also confirm the same increasing pattern 
graphically, reaching its peak later in 1968.50

In other words, the period when the scientific evidence was still in the process 
of building the case supporting the chemicals’ accountability for human health 
problems was the period when the use of the chemicals was almost unfettered.

In early 1967, President Lyndon B. Johnson received a petition from more than 
5,000 scientists, including 17 Nobel laureates and 129 members of the National 

Table 3.10  United States’ Use of Herbicides during the Vietnam War (in m3 = 103L)

Year Agent Orange Agent White Agent Blue Total

1961 ? 0 ? ?
1962 56 0 8 65
1963 281 0 3 283
1964 948 0 118 1066
1965 1767 0 749 2516
1966 6362 2056 1181 9599
1967 11891 4989 2513 19394
1968 8850 8483 1931 19264
1969 12376 3572 1309 17257
1970 1806 697 370 2873
1971 0 38 ? 38
Total 44338 19835 8182 72354

Source: From Arthur H. Westing, “Herbicides in War: Past and Present”, in Westing, ed., Herbicides 
in War – The long-term Ecological and Human Consequences, London and Philadelphia, Taylor & 
Francis, 1984, p. 7.
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Academy of Sciences, urging him to stop using anti-personnel and  anti-crop 
chemicals in Vietnam. Again, in early 1968, American scientists, health officials, 
politicians, and the military itself began to express concerns about the potential 
harm of AO and other herbicides to human health. These rising voices of con-
cern were met with increasing use of such herbicides.51 Only in October 1969 
did the National Institute of Health finally confirm that 2,4,5-T could cause 
malformation and stillbirth in mice. This finding eventually forced the DOD 
to recognize and issue a public warning about the toxicity of dioxin, six months 
later, in April 1970. Although the warning was initially limited to the use of 
herbicides in the United States, on the same day, the DOD also announced the 
termination of AO spraying in Vietnam.

Incidentally, a few of our informants, including Dr Truong Quang Dat, then 
head of the Phu Cat Health Centre, testified that he and others still witnessed 
the spraying, even in the years between 1972 and 1973. By April 15, 1970, 
the increasing awareness among scientists and some government officials of the 
harmful herbicides and the mounting scientific evidence pushed the Surgeon 
General of the United States to issue a warning that the use of 2,4,5-T might be 
hazardous to “our health”.52

The slow and haphazard way in which these toxic chemicals found their way 
into people’s awareness is a further illustration of how “distant” the threat of di-
oxin was in everyday life. Around the same time when the United States decided 
to terminate the use of AO in Vietnam and warned against the use of dioxin at 
home, the seeds for the eventual destruction of an entire town in the United 
States, Times Beach in Missouri, were planted. “[O]ne of the greatest tragedies 
in America’s secret toxic history”53 took over ten years to unfold.54

Russell Martin Bliss owned a company, the Bliss Waste Oil Company, which 
used oil waste and other industrial wastes. The company collected discarded 
motor and lubrication oils from gasoline stations, factories, garages, trucking 
companies, airports, and similar establishments. The company also disposed of 
chemical wastes and used waste oil, especially mixed with others, to control dust 
by spraying it over dusty roads or yards. One company handling chemicals asked 
another to dispose of hexachlorophene residue from its storage tanks, and the 
latter asked Bliss’s company to take care of the “waste oil”. Sometime between 
February and October 1971, one year after the Surgeon General’s stern warning, 
Bliss’s company disposed of at least 18,500 gallons of waste that was heavily 
contaminated with dioxin. He mixed these with more waste oil to make the dust 
suppressant, and sprayed it on truck terminals, trailer parks, and unpaved roads in 
eastern Missouri and on the small town of Times Beach. He did this at least twice 
a year from 1971 to 1982, spraying around 40,000 gallons each time. From early 
on, some of the animals and people in this area began showing all sorts of health 
problems. Later, even Bliss himself checked a sample of what he sprayed. All he 
did was use his eyes to observe what was happening and he found something sus-
picious. But his suspicions disappeared after he was told that what he had sprayed 
was regular waste. In 1971 alone, almost 20,000 gallons of what was supposed to 
be waste oil were sprayed on the soil in a nearby horse arena in Missouri.
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Strikingly, the mayor and others from the town were not informed that the 
town was contaminated with dioxin until 1982. The Environmental Protection 
Agency notified the mayor of the finding and said that it would take another 
nine to ten months for the Agency to finally determine the level of contam-
ination.55 Eventually, the whole town was evacuated in 1983. The place had 
become synonymous with dioxin contamination; it was guarded initially by state 
troopers and visited only by curious sightseers who were warned to stay outside 
the fences that enclosed its deserted roads, homes, and offices.

The laxness was challenged only ten years after the toxicity of the wartime 
 dioxin was formally recognized. In the early 1980s, a group of U.S. veterans 
of the Vietnam War decided to pursue a lawsuit again dioxin manufacturers, 
including Monsanto and Dow Chemicals. But the challenge was only half met. 
The suit resulted in an out-of-court settlement from the manufacturers of AO, 
with the latter agreeing to set up a fund of $180 million to help the victims of 
AO among the former for ten years. That settlement was only the beginning for 
those on whose shoulders fell the responsibility of proving that they had been 
exposed to AO, “leaving tens of thousands of veterans who were not yet sick with 
dioxin poisoning without access to settlement” and “the largest cash payout to 
any of the individual plaintiffs was a lame $4,000”.56

There may be one more factor that makes AO and other toxic chemicals  appear 
to be a distant threat. Traces of toxic herbicides are dispersed in a massive com-
plex consisting of different types of chemicals, their manufacturers, the purposes 
of their use, and numerous user and producer countries, among others. Their 
massive worldwide sale, easily in billions of dollars, resulted in a constant and big 
jump from a few billion dollars in 1960 to close to 35 billion dollars in 1999.57 
The jump partially paralleled scientists’ efforts to prove the toxicity of some of 
the chemicals. It implies that any effort to establish the level of toxicity of certain 
chemicals, among many, that are harmful to human health would  require years 
and an untold cost. The effort is also tantamount to challenging the benefi-
ciaries of a huge growing market. The United States’ expenditure on herbicides 
alone accounts for half of the world’s expenditure. From 1982 to 2001, the 
United States almost doubled its spending on herbicides from $3.8 billion to 
$6.4  billion.58 The increase matches the global increase.

Allen suggests that there is more than what the aggregate data show, i.e., 
the political interferences taking advantage of the absence of a definite cause- 
effect linkage between the chemicals and harm to human health. The absence 
makes any watchdog on the environmental issues susceptible to various pressures 
 unrelated to the scientific findings. He gives one example of the EPA’s suscep-
tibility to various pressures. Since the early 1970s, long before AO caught the 
attention of war veterans, the EPA had known that dioxin was a contaminant 
of pentachlorophenol (an organochlorine compound used as a pesticide and a 
disinfectant). One EPA report in 1975 revealed that workers who had handled 
pentachlorophenol contracted chloracne. An EPA researcher, Cate Jenkins, un-
covered the fact that chemical companies like Dow Chemicals tried to hide this 
revelation. At that time, chemical companies such as Dow, Reichlold, and others 
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were producing 79 million pounds of pentachlorophenol annually. In 1978, the 
EPA ordered the manufacturers to prove that the benefits of pentachlorophenol 
outweighed its risks to human health. A similar order led to a ban on the use of 
the highly lucrative 2,4,5-T in 1979.

Then, Ronald Reagan came to power in the United States in 1981 and things 
changed. His administration wanted to promote a free-market principle even 
in the production of chemicals like pentachlorophenol. They appointed pro- 
industry people to the top EPA posts. Cate Jenkins was moved to an irrelevant 
position. By the summer of 1982, the EPA was prepared to terminate the ban-
ning order on the use of pentachlorophenol.

There was a significant amount of time between the actual scientific findings 
and the time when these findings were made public. During that time, all kinds 
of political manipulations were carried out by the EPA. Gerson Smoger, a lawyer 
actively supporting the U.S. veterans’ legal actions since the 1984 out-of-court 
settlement, is quoted to have argued that “the dioxin reassessment still hasn’t 
come out. The draft has been approved and they still have not released it. That is 
one of the things going on in the EPA – stopping everything that is going out”. 
This susceptibility, if not an outright corruption of the EPA, shows that even for 
the scientists, scientific evidence alone is not the decisive factor in establishing 
the high “probability” that the chemicals threaten human health.

The point of this lengthy discussion on how AO and other toxic chemicals 
have survived waves of efforts at their elimination is simple enough. Efforts are 
mostly made within the scientific community, which is fragmented in the first 
place because of its susceptibility to various non-scientific pressures. Ordinary 
farmers are obviously deprived of access to this reality. So was Admiral Zumwalt 
until after he completed his Report. Neither are they in a position to draw “les-
sons” from the most obvious incident of chemical warfare threatening human 
well-being. For them, AO is a thing of the past; the parents of AO victims, the 
most likely candidates for changing their behaviour accordingly, exhibit virtually 
unchanged behaviour, and after all, the victims are too few and too rare in their 
eyes. AO alone is a distant threat, and agrochemicals as potential threats may be 
even farther away in the eyes of the majority of Vietnamese farmers.

It has been thirty years since the end of the war of unification as of the begin-
ning of our research and 45 years as of the writing of this book. The war itself 
receded into the distant past. And with it went AO. The research on AO and 
other toxic chemicals still goes on within the secluded scientific community. The 
great majority of farmers have no way of benefiting from the findings or even 
from the ongoing research. All that the AO victims represent is as far removed 
from their life as the war itself.

Disturbing findings are now available. Arnold Schecter and his associates, who 
have been actively involved in AO contamination research, recently found that 
AO as a source of dioxin contamination is beginning to become indistinguish-
able from other sources, such as industrial production and wastes, even in the 
former hot spots of established AO-induced contamination, such as Bien Hoa, 
north-east of Ho Chi Minh City.59 There is a high possibility that efforts to 
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multiply wealth by way of economic development may occur with collateral dam-
age to the health of the beneficiaries of the increased wealth. And yet they are 
still perceived as distant and unaffected by the threat.
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4 Farmers in Post-Doi Moi 
Vietnam

We move closer to the life of the farmers in Post-Doi Moi Vietnam and capture it 
in their local context. Changes in their living environment are opportunities for 
them to exploit to their advantage. At the same time, these opportunities come 
with elements of uncertainties, or risks, which make the farmers more apprehen-
sive, or at least cautious, about taking any path deviating from the past, familiar 
course of action.

The site of our closer observation is Phu Cat District, with a population of 
210,000, one of the original three research sites. The District, a nondescript, 
mostly rural community, had its share of turmoil during the war. Late in 1965, 
a fierce battle took place between the U.S. ground forces, on the one hand, and 
a large number of units of North Vietnamese Regular Army and of Liberation 
Front, on the other hand, in Ia Drang Valley, 100 km southwest of Phu Cat, in 
Gia Lai Province. Another battle of an even larger scale soon followed in Bong 
Son, the northern end of Binh Dinh Province, much closer to Phu Cat, involving 
division-size forces from both sides.

These two battles, marking the beginning of the Americanization of the war, 
dragged Phu Cat residents into its unpredictable unfolding. The battles were the 
unmistakable signs of deep penetration by the North Vietnamese Regular Army 
units into the South, with the National Liberation Front (NLF) either leading 
the way or tagging along with them. The District was a stage as many other 
rural communities in the South where the forces supporting the South and the 
North crossed their paths at an alarming frequency. The residents had no choice 
in  siding with either but went along with the dominant side at any given time. 
They, with no apparent partisan loyalty, sometimes helped the forces for the 
South, and, other times, those for the North and the NLF.

Consequently, the farmers sustained their daily activities as farmers with 
great difficulty. They needed to stay alert to any signs of disruptions and often 
suspended their work in rice paddies whenever spotting troop movements near 
and around their backyard. The farmers in the North suspended their familiar, 
family-centred, life under the collective farming method; the Phu Cat farmers 
intermittently put a moratorium on their family-led daily activities as they faced 
unpredictable turn of events in their backyard.
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The two battles also drew Phu Cat into the middle of the war in another way. 
Recognizing the need to secure the basis for troop’s air mobility, the United 
States installed an airbase in the middle of the District. The airbase and its 
surrounding areas quickly became one of the three “hot spots” of the toxic 
 herbicides spray, along with Bien Hoa near Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang 
to the north. The end of the war did not help the farmers restore their familiar 
life. It merely extended the moratorium on the family-centred rural life as the 
collectivization of agricultural production replaced the war.

Against this background, the District, in many ways, represents the changes 
that Doi Moi reforms triggered, and some of the characteristics of farmers’ lives 
that remain untouched by them. Phu Cat also embraces both the families of 
Agent Orange (AO) victims and those who were spared the misfortune. As such, 
Phu Cat and its farmers offer an opportune focus for our examination of how 
the farmers behave.

The focal point of the observation is the farmers’ attitudes towards the choices 
that may change their standing with wealth and health. The standings on these 
two fronts are not as self-evident as they seem for two reasons: that wealth c annot 
be so readily captured as increased profits alone, and health even less so, as we 
discuss it later. More importantly, neither concern, wealth or health, consumes 
the farmers’ cares, worries, hopes, wishes, speculations, or attention on its own. 
Both are only among many areas that the farmers find worth investing their time 
and resources in.

Phu Cat, Binh Dinh Province, Vietnam

We came to Phu Cat for the first time in 2004, ten years after the Land  Reform 
of 1993, to develop research on AO. There was not much hustle and bustle 
in the narrow streets in the business section, Ngo May, 15 km north of the 
Airport, or on either side of the main North-South thoroughfare, Route 1, 
along which the District stretches. Seemingly prolonged blasts of horns from 
heavy trucks and long-distance buses passing by did not seem to disturb anyone. 
The residents, in pyjamas or casual rolled-up khaki trousers and dirty T-shirts, 
were walking around or riding bicycles or motorbikes. They seemed to be just 
 wandering at a leisurely pace to the extent that we began to doubt if they had 
a  destination in mind. Away from Route I, the whole area was a green mosaic 
of rice p addies,  peanut farms, and tall and drooping bamboo bushes, all with 
the Nui Ba Mountains rising in the background. It was a picture-perfect rural 
landscape of Vietnam.

The Nui Ba Mountain range, we soon learned, was known as the “Man Eater” 
because it had been a target of AO spraying since around the battle in Bong Son 
in early 1966, and numerous ponds and lakes on it were badly contaminated. 
The discoloured “No Trespassing” signs were everywhere near these bodies of 
water. The name, of course, was given only recently and usually shared only by 
a few who came into contact with some of the medical and social research teams 
like ours.
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A few farmers returning from their farms with hoes and forks or spades on 
their shoulders looked at us with curiosity but did not forget to throw a friendly 
smile with a slight nod. A group of kids quickly gathered right behind us, calling 
out “hello, hello” as they caught us riding into the villages in a District Health 
Centre ambulance, which served as a makeshift limo.

Not much has changed since then. Several new cafes and eateries have opened 
up at both ends of the Ngo May section, and two 30-room hotels, including 
Anh Phu, the first of its kind, now stand at its northern end. As if to justify 
these new additions, an industrial park is being built on the former rice paddies. 
One wide paved-road runs through the park, although the park remains mostly 
unoccupied. There is a world of difference between this and the vast Nhon Hoi 
Economic Zone further to the south around Qui Nhon, the largest development 
project of the province, which began in 2005.1

Phu Cat Airport has gone through rounds of renovations. What was once 
a small attachment to the air force base now has the look of a major regional 
airport, with its entirely new, stylish terminal, complete with decent restaurants. 
Most of the eye-catching changes are along the road to, and the areas around, 
the beach, which is poised to become a major tourist attraction. An enormous 
statue of Buddha overlooking the South China Sea (East Sea, as the locals call 
it) completes the list of changes over the past 15 years or so. These changes are 
mostly to the east and south of the airport. Everything else has remained more 
or less the same, the farmers included.

Phu Cat: a farming country

Phu Cat is a district in Binh Dinh Province, which is one of 90 provinces, and lo-
cated in central coastal Vietnam. Binh Dinh is an emerging economy. In the first 
several years of our research, the province was enjoying a high annual growth rate of 
about 10%, with per capita income of around $900 in 2010 (doubling that of 2005). 
The reliance on agriculture and forestry was still heavy (35%), although their con-
tribution to the province’s economy had been on the decline, from 42.2% in 2000. 
The rise of development parks in Nhon Hoi continues to push this relative decline.

In the long run, the development projects in the Nhon Hoi Economic Zone 
may lift the province’s economy. As of now, however, the new economic zone 
and its neighbouring Quy Nhon, a port city and tourist spot, is no more than a 
place for occasional weekend visits for the majority of Phu Cat farmers. In addi-
tion, part of Binh Dinh’s major contributions to the national income comes from 
servicing the export of coffee, rice, cashew nuts, textiles, minerals, wood, and 
seafood (Figure 4.1 and Table 4.1). 

Nonetheless, the earlier phases of our close observations offered plenty of 
opportunities to see a few signs of change, though fragmented, in this rural 
community. The farmers in this district represented, as they do now, any combi-
nation of the rural poor and transitional farming.

The majority of the farmers never questioned the meaning of seasonal rituals 
such as the Tet (Lunar New Year), regardless of the costs they might incur, and 
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Figure 4.1  Economic Structure (%) of Binh Dinh 2000–2010.
Source: http://binhdinh.vietccr.vn/xem-tong-quan/thong-tin-kinh-te-xa-hoi-binh-dinh-default.html

Table 4.1  Binh Dinh: Facts and Figures

Binh Dinh

Land area
Forest land area
Agricultural land area
Population
Agricultural population
GDP
Value of agricultural production
GDP per capita
Export

26051 km
3065 km2

21315 km
1.5 million
30% (2009)
$159.7 million (2010)
1% total production value 
$900 
$304.6 million (2011)

Source: Collected from different sources including General Statistics House, ASEM Connect 
(http://asemconnectvietnam.gov.vn/infodetail.aspx?infoid=11184), Binh Dinh Industrial Zone 
http://kktbinhdinh.vn/default.asp?id =0&ID_ tin =1963); Science and Technology Department 
of Binh Dinh, www.dostbinhdinh.org.vn/Magazine NewsPage. asp?TinTS_ID=495&TS_ID=48

they routinely and fastidiously observed the reciprocity of mutual help at harvest 
and other busy time of the year. Beyond these practices, however, they differed 
from each other in just about everything they did. Some supplemented their 
income by producing and selling Che and other snacks at their neighbourhood 
market; likewise, others sold the fruits from their yard. Still, others might keep 
what they claim were the “convenient stores” in small spaces facing a street. 
A few of them even sold cigarettes individually. Some parents wished their future 
to be with that of their children away from farming, and others were perfectly 
happy to see some of their children already capable of taking over the farming 
chores. These farmers, in short, spoke for the diversity behind their uniform 
self-identification as farmers. Not much has changed since.

The first inkling of a common thread was that the farmers were not as 
 concerned about how much wealth their farms brought in. As we mentioned 
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earlier in Chapter 3, all signs were that any question concerning income had 
little traction on their mind. One farmer, H. Ngoc, even gave precisely the same 
income figure in 2005 and 2009: “between 2,000,000 and 3,000,000 VND” 
(March 2005 and September 2009).

There was no doubt that they were concerned about whether their farms could 
support their families’ daily consumption, including sufficient food, or if their 
subsistence was secured. What mattered to them was that they were above the 
“subsistence” level, although what they considered “subsistence” varied from 
one family to another. Beyond that, the “income” seemed to be a concern of 
secondary significance among the full range of other factors inundating their 
daily lives.

The absence of efforts to reinforce the basis of household income illustrates 
this point. Nearly all farmers purchased and kept cows and pigs for future extra 
cash income. However, purchasing them was as far as their purposeful actions 
went. One farmer, Dang N., testified, “It would be nice if this cow gives birth 
to two or three calves”. He had acquired the cow by using a two-year loan 
from a local bank of 3,000,000 VND, approximately $150. Then he added: 
“That would be a big surprise”. “What?” was our unspoken response to that. 
So why did he bother with borrowing money? “Uh, everyone else does. Besides, 
I have plenty of livestock feed from the field” (March 2005). Conscious efforts 
to strengthen the basis of the household income in order to launch rounds of 
investment for more gains were conspicuously missing.

“Farming” was a typical response, and remains so, when asked about their 
vocation. And that response, too, can be somewhat misleading. It speaks first 
and foremost of what the farmers own: the land or, more precisely, the right to 
use it. Maximization of that right for profit, again, is not their top priority. Many 
produce cashew nuts, peanuts, and other products for sale, in addition to rice. 
Nevertheless, they exhibit little or no sign that they are engaged in efforts to 
produce surplus beyond what is needed to support the household. If anything, 
the additional income offers a safe distance for their life from the threshold of 
subsistence. It makes the difference between an easier and difficult life.

Looking at the peanut farm, which was nearly as large as a parcel of his rice 
paddies, one farmer, Mac C.T., who still considered himself poor, confessed that 
he and his family did not wish for anything more. His wish did not change be-
tween several visits in 2005, 2009, and now. A secure life, and not prosperity, 
occupied his mind. His wife, who was seated next to him, concurred (March 
2005 and March 2009).

Farming occupies much of what these farmers do. Farming, however, is o ften a 
part of the social relations within a community that owning the land, or the right 
to use it, has necessitated. Some parts of Phu Cat farmland are better i rrigated, 
allowing them to carry out the biannual harvesting of rice, thereby doubling 
the opportunities for, or burden of, farm work. Regardless of the sizes of farms 
they own, it is customary for the farmers to offer each other a helping hand in 
ploughing, growing and planting seedlings, weeding, and harvesting. It is a 
custom that goes hand in hand with a tightly knit community with untraceable 
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origins, or a practice reinforced by the collective farming era, especially of the 
decade following the unification in 1975. It is a common-sense understanding 
of the farmers that a free ride is not a choice for the majority of landowners, as 
the consequence of that would inevitably be that they would have to face their 
farm work alone.

In other words, whether to fulfil the collective obligation (reminiscent of the 
days of collective farming or of traditional communal duty) or to respect mutual 
help practices, farming is that much removed from the inspiration for producing 
“surplus” for profit. Farming is deeply embedded in communal life, so much so 
that it is “not just an economic activity”, to borrow economist Michael Todaro’s 
observation; “it is a way of life”.2

Their efforts to produce more than they need, of course, come from their being 
farmers. In Phu Cat, a substantial proportion, if not the majority, of the farmers 
produce for self-consumption and for the market. From a  development econom-
ics perspective, they may be at the second stage of a three-stage  progression of 
agricultural transformation, with subsistence farming at first and commercial ag-
riculture at the end.3 Except, the farmers’ behaviours, or their narratives, show 
no signs that they are eager to move to the final stage.

Nui Ba Mountains

Given the overall picture of Phu Cat as a farming country, the presence of the 
Nui Ba Mountains in the middle of the District offers a sharper focus on our 
examination of the farmers’ behaviour. Opportunities for commercial gains had 
never seemed to cross the farmers’ minds, even when the Mountains opened 
up its vast forestland to the farmers from the collective management in post- 
unification Vietnam.

As mentioned earlier, the Mountains are often identified with the AO contam-
ination. But this is so mostly for outsiders like us and medical professionals in the 
District. The majority of the farmers, especially the middle-aged and older farm-
ers, associate the Mountains with the recent yet bygone “collective farming” 
days: how the authority installed the cooperative’s mode of production after the 
war, changed over the years after Doi Moi, and eventually discarded it entirely. 
The changes in the agricultural activities in and around the Mountains illustrate 
more closely how the farmers have lived with the changes on the perimeter of 
their lives.

In 1978, the government established a state-owned farm, nong truong Nui 
Ba. Farmers were recruited from the lowland Phu Cat to work in the Farm. 
Once employed, they moved to live around the farmland in the Mountains, and 
received a piece of “livelihood” land, or a “household plot” to build houses, to 
grow vegetables, and to raise pigs to supplement their livelihood. The Nui Ba 
State Farm, a large-sized cooperative, coexisted with regular collectives in the 
lowland of the District. The main activity of the Farm initially was the produc-
tion of pineapples, sugarcane, tea, and coconuts. Later, the Farm added euca-
lyptus and cashew nuts in its production line. Like elsewhere, in 1985, the Farm 
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started product-based contracts among its workers by allocating the forestland 
to the workers’ households and assigning product quota to each.

Towards the end of the 1980s, some of the families on the Nui Ba Farm began 
to leave the Mountains when its operation began dwindling. An ironical and 
additional push for the farmers’ departure was the Land Reform itself, initiated 
in 1988 and formalized in 1993. The Reform restored the farm household as the 
principal agent of agricultural production and assured the farmers of their right 
over agricultural land. It completed the departure from the collective mode of 
agricultural production in the eyes of the farmers and helped them resume their 
familiar agricultural activities more openly in what now appeared to be their 
own lands.

Under Instruction 64-CP (September 27, 1993), each family member in Phu 
Cat (born before 1993) received rights over one “sao” of agricultural land (the 
allocated farmland), equal to 500 m2 for 20 years. They were among the 10 mil-
lion households who received certificates for the agricultural land, representing 
about 87% of farming households and 78% of the agricultural land in Vietnam.4

Against this background, the forestland in the Nui Ba Mountains offered ad-
ditional opportunities for farming. Earlier in 1968, North Vietnam had begun 
allocating forestland to the cooperatives as the North had firmly established the 
collectivization. As specified in Resolution 272/CP in 1972, the purpose for al-
locating the forestland was threefold: agricultural production, forest protection, 
and forest resources development. When the government began the forestland 
allocation elsewhere in 1983, the allocation was pushed through the existing 
cooperatives. The establishment of the State Farm in Nui Ba, in place of the use 
of an existing cooperative, appeared to be an exception in this push. However, 
the Farm’s function was the same as that of any other agricultural cooperatives. 
Nationwide, a total of 4.4 million ha of forest was allocated to 2,638 communes, 
7,442 cooperatives, and 432,500 households in the early 1990s.5

By the late 1980s, as in the regular allocated farmland, the farming households 
had almost replaced state enterprises in managing forests. In order to formalize 
and promote this trend, the government pushed further programmes targeting 
the forestland in quick succession. In 1992, the government announced Deci-
sion 327 concerning the distribution and use of land, including bare hills and 
mountains, forests, and alluvial ground by the sea, which again confirmed the 
“households” as the principal unit for the production activities of the forestland.6

Forestland allocation to each family was based on the family’s capacity (for 
growing perennial or annual trees). Families moving to these new zones or new 
land had the choice to transfer the right to use their farmland and housing land 
if they wished to secure funding for their new ventures. This provision was in-
dicative of the difficulty of moving a large number of farmers to mountainous ar-
eas. The government, nonetheless, expanded this provision in 1998 through the 
programme known as the Five Million Hectare Reforestation Project (5MHRP) 
or Decision 661. The new version had a numerical goal to achieve: reforest 5 
million ha of land, of which 2 million ha was earmarked for special-use for-
est and protection forest and 3 million for production forest.7 Furthermore, 
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in 1998, the joint Vietnam-UN reforestation and food programme, known as 
“PAM”, pushed even more the allocation of the forestland among the farmers 
with  immensely generous conditions, such as support for an initial investment 
fund and taxation favourable to the farmers.8

Finally in 2005, the government launched a World Bank-backed afforestation 
programme known as WB3, specifically for the four provinces south of the for-
mer DMZ including Binh Dinh. The programme offered technical training in 
rearing trees and saplings, among others, and investment support of 10 million 
VND/ha (about $500) distributed over three years.9 One catch was that those 
who had not participated in the earlier forestland allocation programmes were 
not qualified to be part of this final one, the WB3 programme.

In the meantime, many of the farmers who had initially worked on the Nui 
Ba State Farm left the Mountains as the right of land use was secured in lowland 
Phu Cat through the land reforms. Some had decided to stay on. Also, new 
farmers, though still at a modest rate in the early years, volunteered to go to the 
Mountains, receiving the assigned land from these afforestation programmes 
and began their new life in this mountainous area. The number of local farmers 
moving to Nui Ba increased somewhat in the 1990s, although no local officials 
could offer even a vague figure as regards the total.

Despite all these efforts in the Mountains, the government finally and per-
manently closed the State Farm in Nui Ba in 2006. Part of it was transferred to 
the People’s Committee of Cat Trinh Commune at the foot of the Mountains, 
while the mountainous area became Phu Cat Forest Farm (lâm trường Phù Cát). 
Cat Trinh People’s Committee began to sell this lower part through TV ads, 
and “red books” (land title) were to be provided to the buyers. This motivated 
some farmers to acquire land and/or move closer to this area while keeping 
the allocated farmland mainly to support the household. However, the fact that 
the Committee has repeated the efforts to lure farmers to the forestland in the 
Mountains suggests that the response has been disappointing to the planners.

The termination of the State Farm marked the end of de-collectivization in 
Phu Cat. It also meant that the vast forestland in the Mountains could have been 
exploited by the farmers to their gain, if they had wished. The gains that the 
farmers sought, however, were not commercial.

Land and the farmers: farming as a way of life

Land is one of the primary production factors in economics parlance.
However, the farmers seek more from the land than efficient production. They 

see the land as the basis for family life and its continuity and for practising 
communal obligations. More importantly, the farmers see the land where their 
actions secure the expected returns in many dimensions of the family and com-
munity life.

In the post-Land Reform Vietnam, as mentioned in Chapter 2, there are three 
types of land that the farmers possess or have access to: the allocated farmland, 
the auctioned farmland, and the allocated forestland. The first of the three is a 
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constant, or a given, as everyone born after 1993 has at least one in his or her pos-
session. In the eyes of the farmers, the other two present extra opportunities to cal-
culate the gains and losses to the minimum basis of life, which is already secured by 
having the first. As such, how the farmers deal with these two additional lands tells 
us more about how they see where they are going: preservation of, or improvement 
of, the status quo. They maybe even taking steps to commercial farming. 

Additional resources: the “Auction” land

Following the Land Reform and its associated changes in the early 1990s, the ma-
jority of the Phu Cat residents acquired at least a parcel of the “allocated” farm-
land to cultivate rice and have maintained their residence close to their farmland. 
Some of them may have become office workers since and moved their residence 
closer to the Ngo May section of the District but have still kept the land and hire 
somebody, if necessary, to cultivate it for them. Mr Phung, the assistant physician 
and our active liaison, is an example. He worked at Cat Trinh Commune Clinic 
until his recent retirement and his wife helped him run an I nternet shop for on-
line games from home. Between them, they still keep a 1,000 m2 rice paddy.

The eight informants ‒ those active in farming in the Mountains and lowland 
(plus one “middleman”, as shown in Table 2.7 in Chapter 2 and below) ‒ all 
have at least 1,000 m2 of the allocated farmland for rice cultivation. Without 
 exception, they all are the beneficiaries of the 1993 Land Reform.

Legally, the farmland is the state property, and the farmers have the right 
to use it for 20 years. During the tenure, the farmers can exercise the right to 
 inherit and transfer it. After the 20 years, they can extend the land tenure so that 
their production activities will not be disrupted, as stated in the amendment to 
the 1993 Reform Law in 2003. Moreover, they did not need to pay  agricultural 
tax. This exemption was again extended for another ten years in 2012. In r eality, 
therefore, the farmers nearly automatically assume the allocated farmland to 
be part of their assets and committed themselves to the production activities 
 seamlessly. The eight farmers are no exception. The table below presents a list of 
the landholdings of the eight (plus one “middleman”, No. 1), as of 2010.

Table 4.2  Sample of the Size of Landholding among Selected Farmers in the Mountains

Total Allocated 
Farmland 

Auction 
Farmland 

Allocated 
Forestland

Others

No. 1 na na
No. 2 2.1 ha 21500 m 0 2 ha na
No. 6
No. 3 3.2 ha 22000 m 1 ha 2 ha na
No. 4 8.5 ha 25000 m 0 8 ha na
No. 5 1.6 ha 21000 m 23000 m 1.2 ha na
No. 7 2.85 ha 22000 m 21000 m 2.4 ha 1500 m2 for house
No. 8 2.25 ha 2500 m2 0 2 ha na
No. 9 1 ha 22000 m 23000 m 0.5 ha na
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Binh Dinh Province, in general, and Phu Cat, in particular, are not known 
for large-sized operations of commercial agricultural production. The farmland 
is mainly used for growing rice and seasonal produce, mostly for household and 
local consumption. Surplus products, including rice, are usually sold in small 
domestic markets.

If they do not produce enough rice for self-consumption, they can rent more 
land, called ruộng đấu giá, “Auction land”, from the local People’s Commit-
tee. It is similar to the traditional type of communal land for shared use. Local 
People’s Committee manages and rents out the “auction land” in Phu Cat to 
those households that may not produce enough rice even for self-consumption 
from their allocated farmland. To highlight the purpose, the land has another 
name, “ruộng công ích” (land for public use). As can be seen from Table 4.3, the 
farmers with smaller landholdings (ranging from 1,000 to 2,000 m2) go for the 
“auction land” (four out of eight farmers). The rent per year for “auction land” 
is about 30 kg of rice grain per sao.

However, this “auction land” is usually of poor quality, ranked between the 
fourth and the seventh (out of seven ranks). According to the national standard, 
ranks one, two, and three are considered from “good” to “fairly good”.10 It is 
usually also located far away from residential areas, and sometimes way back into 
the Nui Ba Mountains and, therefore, good only for one-crop-a-year cultivation 
of rice and growing vegetables. The farmers grow rice on the “Auction land” in 
the Mountains only in the rainy season (winter-spring crop) and often leave it 
unattended for the rest of the year because they cannot afford irrigation costs for 
all seasons. Some farmers take a risk by growing rice in October. In one of our 
visits, they reported the flooded rice paddies and could not do much about it. 
Mr Phung insisted, “[I]t is a stupid idea to grow rice in that land in this season”.

Auction land is designed for those families in need, who do not produce 
enough for their household consumption. In reality, anyone can join the bidding 
for it. Since the quality of land is not that great, well-to-do farmers usually do 
not participate in the bidding.

Table 4.3  Rice Production by Selected Farmers

Farmers Allocated Farmland Auction Farmland Total (year)

Crop 1 Crop 2 Crop 3 Crop 1 Crop 2

No. 1
No. 2 1 ton 1 ton 200 kg 0 0 2.2 tons
No. 6
No. 3 2 tons 0 6 tons Vegetables 8 tons
No. 4 3 tons 0 0 0 3 tons
No. 5 400 kg 0 1.2 tons Vegetables 1.6 tons
No. 7 250~270 kg 180~200 kg 0 150 kg Vegetables ~620 kg
No. 8 1.1 tons 0 Not much 0 0 1.1 ton
No. 9 6–700 kg 200 kg 150 kg Vegetables ~1 ton

Crop 1: Winter-Spring, Crop 2: Summer-Autumn, Crop 3: Occasional.
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A closer look at the accounts given by these farmers reveals that they do 
not to go for the “Auction land” bidding in order to secure subsistence. A 
farmer no. 3 in Table 4.2, H. H. Gian, born in 1967, is one example (Novem-
ber 2010). He was not desperate to secure enough to feed his family of five. 
Nevertheless, he contracted 20 “sao” (one hectare) of the “Auction land” to 
grow rice during the winter-spring crop and cassava and peanuts for the rest 
of the year. The reason was simple: convenience. That piece of land happened 
to be near his home since 1993 when his family moved to the mountainside 
while retaining his 4 “sao” of the allocated farmland in the lowland part of the 
District. Besides, no one else wanted it since it was in the mountainous area.

Another case is that of no. 9, Vo N. K. (November 24 2010), who had had two 
children and tried to keep the land in the Mountains ever since 1984, in addi-
tion to the regular allocated farmland for rice production. In 1984, he received 
1 “sao” to build a house to live and 1 “mau” (equivalent to 10,000 m2) from 
the local cooperative to grow coconuts as the “Three Interests coconut farm” 
campaign (in the interests of farmers, cooperatives, and the state) was launched 
locally. The coconut farm did not last long because the productivity was not 
high, and after seven or eight years, the land used for coconut farming had to be 
returned to the local cooperative and became the “auction land”. Since then, he 
had continued to rent part of the land, except he grew cassava instead of coconut 
trees. He neither gained nor lost much.

On paper, farmers have to return the auction farmland after four years and the 
land is auctioned again. In practice, farmers usually get the same piece of land 
so that their cultivation is not disrupted, and nor is their previous investment 
wasted. Mr Vo. N. K. had always participated in bidding for the same piece of 
land and managed to keep the land right through until now to grow cassava. 
Our guess is that no one wished to compete for the land with him.

What emerges from these and other similar accounts is the consistency and 
continuity in the farmers’ efforts to acquire and/or keep their land and pro-
duction going. An unwritten law underlying their action is mutual respect for 
each other’s efforts to sustain consistency and continuity in their life; no serious 
competition is seen among the farmers during the bidding for the auction land. 
One obvious reason for non-interference may be that the auction farmland is 
usually not of good quality, and therefore not many farmers go after it. But a 
more important reason is reciprocity, as Mr H. H. Gian once put it: “tình ng-
hĩa” (appreciation) among the farmers to respect the continuous thread running 
through each of their lives. There was not even the slightest hint that the farmers 
looked at these additional lands from an investment angle.

Additional resources: the forestland

A confluence of a few factors makes the allocated forestland in the mountains 
of Phu Cat a particularly intriguing probe for the farmers’ behaviours. For one, 
as mentioned earlier, the forestland in the Mountains is mostly barren and is lo-
cated well into the Mountains away from the residential lowland of the District. 
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And, the land is fit for growing produce whose value fluctuates with its market 
price. It is not that the land had been entirely neglected as it had seen various 
afforestation and reforestation programmes. However, to lure the farmers, an 
extra incentive was needed: free and/or with government financial aid.

Even now, a visit to the forestland in the Mountains usually takes almost an 
hour from the Ngo May section of the District on a small bike to the former Nui 
Ba state-owned Farm area. A car ride would make no significant difference. The 
ride would be far from smooth, bouncing constantly on a dirt road with many 
bumps of different sizes and puddles of muddy water if it rained the day before. 
Without rain, the road is like a collection of tyre tracks of small pickup trucks 
and bikes twisting and crossing each other imprinted on the hardened surface. 
In other words, the road must have been well used, but is not part of the improv-
ing infrastructure, which is more visible in the lowland of Phu Cat.

Under these unfavourable conditions, cashew nuts, one of the key p roducts 
of the land, went through some changes. They started as one of the main 
ones along with eucalyptus. The latter was, and is, considered highly promis-
ing  commercially as it is the raw material for oil and paper and other synthetic 
goods. There was a period when the farmers in Phu Cat, including some in the 
lowland, went back and forth between these two products. By the early 2000s, 
the farmers had begun to opt for cashew nut production over that of eucalyptus. 
After all, cashew nuts were starting to make the most significant contribution to 
Vietnam’s foreign currency reserves.

According to a cashew nut collector (no. 1 in Table 4.2) ‒ a middleman 
 between the growers and the buyers, residing in Cat Trinh Commune ‒ about 
10% of the Commune’s farmers (3,400 households) were involved in growing 
cashew nuts, as of our first visit (November 2010). The collector from Phu Nhon 
village in the same Commune testified that 80 households out of the total 320 
had joined the cashew nut production, while in An Duc  village, 100 out of 
800 had done so. These are not negligible numbers considering the additional 
burden that the cashew production generates tacked on to the rice production, 
and the burden is multiplied since the farm is in the forestland. In other words, 
these farmers might be signalling that the commercially oriented farming had 
begun taking hold of some of the Phu Cat farmers’ guarded views of themselves 
as farmers.

Our initial interpretation was too hasty.
H. H. Gian, who had moved to the Mountains in 1993, recalled that “there 

was still no electricity and no paved road” in the Mountains back then. The 
 conditions have not changed much since. Our guess initially was that he, and 
many others, had a clear “gain” in mind as compensation for the difficult 
 conditions when extending their activities to cover the forestland. They were 
willing to risk even the fluctuating market price of cashew nuts. Their actions 
were indicative of the new consciousness. Or were they?

The important point to note is that the negative impact of the fluctuating 
cashew nut price was limited to the forestland, their asset in the Mountains, 
which is auxiliary to the allocated farmland.
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A puzzle still remains: why then did some farmers bother to move to or add 
the forestland when the living conditions were inhibitive in the Mountains then 
as now, and when in particular the idea of commercial agriculture or forestry was 
still in its early days. What could have been the “gains”?

Guard against the uncertainties or fear of losses

With the landholding in the Mountains gradually turning into a somewhat 
promising asset, at least for some, the farmers’ behaviour remains as consist-
ent as that of the farmers without such extra assets. The farmers exhibit little 
or no deviation from the past, a familiar course of action, where surviving the 
constant changes, and thus uncertainties, has become the norm. Changes in 
the legal framework for land-farmer relationships and the purpose behind the 
changes give little or no incentive for the farmers to change their lifestyle. They 
merely prompt small adjustments. The farmers’ narratives reflect this cautious, 
if  conservative, outlook. Their efforts at adjustments are aimed at making the 
noticeable changes in their living environment “unproblematic”, to borrow from 
Berger and Luckmann,11 to the lifestyle they have fastidiously observed and 
protected.

The story of N. V. Thom, born in 1959 (interviewed in November 2010, 
 August 2015, and March 2017), illustrates this remarkable consistency. Like 
those of many of the farmers with additional assets, his life in the Mountains 
began as a worker at Nui Ba State Farm in 1981 and survived the Farm’s termi-
nation in 2006. As mentioned earlier, Nui Ba State Farm gradually shifted its 
production strategy to concentrate on cashew nut growing. Along the way, in 
1985, Nui Ba Farm introduced product-based contracts among its workers by 
allocating them land. The amount of land allocated depended on its quality. 
If the land was ranked first out of the seven land quality ranks, it was 4 ha per 
person. If it ranked second or third, the families could receive more, say, 6–7 ha 
per member. These families were allowed to keep surplus products and sell them 
locally, or they could ask the State Farm to sell the surplus for them. 

N. V. Thom lived through these earlier years and the eventual dismantling 
of the State Farm’s collective production system. He found himself in the end 
with the rights of over 8 ha of land and has done just about everything himself, 
including the construction and improvement of a road to a nearby reservoir. 
Now over 60, he produces rice and grows cashew nuts. In the past, he had grown 
eucalyptus around the cashew farm. Most recently, he began producing peppers. 
He comfortably supports his family of five and even some relatives well up in the 
Mountains. Over the past 30 years, he moved from stage one to stage two and 
was poised to reach the final stage of Todaro’s three-stage agricultural transfor-
mation. Or so it appears.

Mr N. V. Thom is among the most senior of the farmers, with his experience 
of working at Nui Ba State Farm since the early 1980s. Initially he was a worker 
in a State Farm production unit tasked to produce pineapples, sugarcane, and 
cashew nuts. He met his wife there. They married and have since built their life 
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in this forestland. The Farm shifted production to concentrate on cashew nuts, 
which, at times, was susceptible to market fluctuations. Regardless, his family’s 
livelihood was “secured” by a small landholding in the Mountains, reserved 
for producing rice and other things for self-consumption. Soon after Doi Moi 
in 1986, his family took on the responsibility of the whole production process 
within the assigned land, which was about 1.5 ha. Thus, Decision 10 of 1988 did 
not come as a surprise to him and his family, nor did it cause any disruption in 
their life. It merely reinforced what he and his family, with occasional help from 
his relatives, had been practising – the family as the principal unit of production 
and of life generally.

The 1993 Land Reform and its amendments in 1995 and 2003 formally 
 institutionalized his land use and other rights over the 1.5-ha area. He was only 
slightly older than 30. He along the way acquired the right to use an additional 
7.5 ha in exchange for 20% of any profit from the acquired land to the state under 
Decision 327, the forest land allocation programme, aimed at both land recla-
mation and reforestation. In 2006, Phu Cat People’s Committee took over the 
management responsibility of the State Farm’s land. The Committee presented 
Mr Thom with the choice of leaving the area or purchasing the land he had 
cultivated since 1993 for a token sum of cash; he chose the latter. He does not 
remember how much he had to pay.

He always seized the opportunity to acquire the use of more land. However, 
this was more an act of adjustment than of investment. He is now unofficially 
called the “land millionaire” by the local farmers. He owns a vast land in the 
Mountains but exhibits virtually no signs of him and his family being endowed 
with rich assets. His house in the Mountains is not any better or larger than 
any average farmer’s house, with only limited improvements in plumbing and 
lighting.

Likewise, N. X. Tien (no. 8 in Table 4.3), born in 1957 in Phu Nhon village 
in Cat Trinh Commune, happened to be in the right place at the right time 
where the acquisition of the forestland was concerned. He retained the  allocated 
 farmland at the foot of the Mountains. But when the State Farm ceased to func-
tion and its forestland became available, Mr Tien acquired part of it free on 
the condition that he did not build a house on it. On paper, the size of land he 
received was 1.4 ha, but in fact, he received 2 ha, on which he grew 300 cashew 
nut trees. He did not need to pay any tax. By having this land, he was qualified 
to be part of the WB3 programme and even enjoyed support from it.

The fact that he lacked a sense of management or interest in expanding his 
forest operation, however, was evident when we asked him about the “lease” on 
the land and the contribution (quota) of the products to the Commune: “I am 
not sure”, he said. He only recently began harvesting cashew nuts somewhat 
more systematically. Before, he was not “growing the nuts much”, even when 
acquiring the seeds from a nearby farm free.

A brief sketch above shows that concern other than investment for profit 
 underlies Thom’s and others’ moves in acquiring the forestland, and their 
 relocation and settlement in the Mountains. The decisions may be a little more 



Farmers in Post-Doi Moi Vietnam 123

involved, at least for Mr N. V. Thom and his wife, than merely going along with 
the changes in the land system as handed down from the highest authority. After 
all, they began their life together in 1980, a year before moving to the Moun-
tains and developed a special attachment to the forestland.

Even then, there was little or no sign of business speculation on their part. 
What mattered to them at the vital decision-making junctures was that the 
choices they made to acquire more land did not come with a sense of uncer-
tainty, threatening to disrupt their lives.

In much the same way as Mr Vo N. K., the consistency with which N. V. 
Thom’s family has remained the principal actor of production and life, in  general, 
has survived the test of an unpredictable turn of events in the mode of agricul-
tural production since the 1980s. That consistency has become an irreplaceable 
goal throughout his changing status from a collective farm worker to a head of 
an independent production unit, his family. The size of the productive land at his 
disposal would have placed him closer to the final stage in Todaro’s three-stage 
agricultural transformation, mentioned earlier. However, he would be the last to 
admit that he is conscious of the approaching final stage.

Starting “way of life”

Unlike Mr N. V. Thom or Mr Vo N. K., Mr H. H. Gian was too young to go 
through the whole range of changes in agriculture generated by the collectiviza-
tion campaign to the south of DMZ. In 1993, he moved to the Mountain area, 
part of Nui Ba State Farm, long after the heyday of the cooperatives was over. 
The physical conditions were inhibitive then. He quickly added, as if to insist 
that there were more than economic opportunities: “I was young”. Mr H. H. 
Gian was only in his mid-20s then.

He had married in 1990 and had the allocated farmland through the coop-
erative in Phu Nhon village in Cat Trinh Commune. When he acquired 2 ha of 
forestland through the cooperative in 1993 in exchange for 5% of whatever he 
made, he and his wife moved to the Mountains and began producing “bricks” 
for housing construction. Their efforts to raise eucalyptus did not pan out and 
they sold the trees even as firewood for cooking. They then began growing 
cashew nuts as the State Farm in the Mountains shifted its emphasis from raising 
eucalyptus to growing cashew nuts. They asked the Farm for cashew seeds and 
later began selling the products through a middleman in the Mountains. They 
now usually made around 40 million VND ‒ about $2,000 ‒ per year off the 
cashew nuts and other operations, which was more than a decent income.

What appears to be a success story, nonetheless, did not fit well with Mr H. 
H. Gian’s far more modest and low-key narratives of their life in the Mountains. 
For one, the forestland was an alternative that presented itself at the right time 
in 1993 for him and his wife of only two years. They wanted to take on the task, 
however adventurous it appeared, of building the basis of their house away from 
their parents’. Having tried to produce bricks for years, growing eucalyptus trees 
and then cashew nuts were part of a navigation for a new and young household 
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to establish itself, and the navigators, the husband and wife, were especially alert 
to the opportunities and threats influencing the course of navigation, such as 
shifting operations of the State Farm and its eventual closure. The navigating 
eyes were always animated by the commitment to protecting their new house-
hold, something they did not wish to endanger at any cost.

N. N. Tien (no. 5), who was 40 years old at our first meeting in 2010, three 
years younger than Mr Gian and with forestland a 20-minute bike ride from 
Gian’s residence (November 2010), may have been a little more “business” con-
scious than the others. He had allocated farmland in the lowland Cat Trinh 
Commune but added forestland from the Commune’s People’s Committee, 
which took over the management responsibility of part of former Nui Ba State 
Farm in 1997. N. N. Tien and his wife, who married two years earlier, moved 
to the Mountains then. Two years later, they acquired 1.2 ha of PAM land from 
N. N. Tien’s sick uncle, who found it difficult to manage the land. The case of 
another opportunity presented itself. The price, or what he called the “family 
price”, was 2.5 million VND ($110), or six “chi vang”, the equivalent of 0.72 
ounces of gold, according to Mr Tien.

His uncle used to grow eucalyptus on this land as it was in high demand in 
the first half of the 1990s. The eucalyptus business began dwindling soon after-
wards to the point that the farmers had to cut down nearly all eucalyptus just to 
make firewood. Cashew nuts became a promising alternative then. Despite lim-
ited experience in the production of cashew nuts, Tien monitored this trend, as 
well as the price of cashew nuts, and decided to grow them soon after he moved 
into the area. After ten years of living in the Mountains, Mr N. N. Tien and his 
wife are quite content and financially secure.

With the size of the land being over 1,000 m2 for his housing alone, it may 
have given any visitor an impression that their household is a cut above that 
of the average farmer in the District. Nothing else, however, corroborates that 
 impression, with pigs, a few hens, and children in raggedy clothes making up the 
rest of the scene.

In Tien’s case, a few factors were at work leading to where N. N. Tien and his 
family are, some of which were fortuitous: the fact that they had been married only 
for a short period of time before moving to the Mountains, that the former state-
owned forestland became available through his Commune’s intervention, and that 
he had a sick uncle who had acquired a large forestland free as part of the PAM 
programme. What enabled him to exploit these factors was his wish, much like Mr 
H. H. Gian’s, to start and solidify his new household, i.e., there was less to lose 
by the move in the first place. Beyond this commitment, he exhibited no apparent 
interest in exploiting these and other factors to expand his family’s operations.

Mr N. N. Tien observed that this year’s (2010) cashew nut yield might be low 
because, as he casually commented, his “investment [in fertilizers] is low”. He 
spread pigs’ dung as manure, instead, over the cashew nuts’ roots. The under-
lying concern was the launching of a new life with his family and protecting it. 
A commercially motivated move, which may still come into his perspective later, 
may have been considered more as a risk to their young venture.
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Exceptions to the rule or new breeds

Some farmers’ behaviour is indicative of concerns beyond protecting their life 
against disruptions or establishing and promoting the family. N. T. Tung (no. 
6, b. 1957) and L. D. Cuong (no. 7, b. 1963) may be a case in point as their 
narratives hint more at concerns with production than concerns with protecting 
their families.

Mr Tung was 58 years old and vice-chairman of Cat Trinh’s People’s Com-
mittee at the time of our first visit and had been in a unique position to add 
a cashew nut-growing operation through greater access to the forestland 
 development programmes and “in-house” information. Alternatively speaking, 
he was in a position where he could not refuse to go along with the nationwide 
programmes. That position over time has landed him a large forestland and 
the position of Head of the Management Board for the WB3 programme in 
the local  Commune. The result is the emergence of, at least in appearance, a 
 commerce-oriented farmer.

Mr Tung had been a People’s Committee in Cat Trinh Commune long 
 before becoming its vice-chairman in 2004. He was also Head of the Man-
agement Board for the WB3 programme in Phu Cat. He benefited from his 
official  position, although he did not openly admit it. The joint Vietnam-UN 
 reforestation and food programme (PAM) provided him 2 ha of forestland in 
1998, with a generous provision that 80% of the profit went to the farmers and 
the rest to the state.

He said he “is overwhelmed by the administrative works on the People’s 
 Committee and running the WB3 programme and has no time to take care of 
the cashew nut farm [of 2 ha]”. He thus left all the farming work to his wife, 
Cao T. H. (b. 1957, no. 2 in Table 4.2). Cao, in turn, hired other farmers to take 
care of the nut farm because the rice farm alone was too much work for her at 
the age of 53. Their farms, for both the rice and the cashew nut production, did 
produce a surplus, but the surplus was primarily the means to keep the produc-
tion going, as they saw it. In other words, despite the appearance of commercial 
farming with the hired farm “workers”, Mr N. T. Tung and his wife were not too 
different from the other farmers we interviewed. Their work is more focussed on 
maintaining their current quality of life, on the two fronts of cashew nut produc-
tion and rice production, rather than raising it.

For a truly outlying case, we would have to bring in the other of the two, 
Mr L. D. Cuong. He had a daughter studying at a college in Quy Nhon and 
a son working at a bike shop in the Ngo May section. With the future of the 
youngest son, 17 years old, still uncertain, his family appeared more in line 
with “transitional” farmers moving up in Todaro’s three-stage transformation: 
farming activity was the means to change his family’s future status to something 
other than that of a “farmer” (November, 2010).

Like many other farmers in the Commune, Cuong’s family had its share of 
allocated farmland, with at least one crop of rice a year or two if and when irriga-
tion from a nearby reservoir presented no problem. However, he began growing 
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cashew nuts in 2004, learning through perhaps the first-hand experience of a 
former worker on the State Farm, his uncle, Mr N. V. Thom, the “land million-
aire”. Then, in 2006, by spending more than 100 million VND ($5,000), of 
which he borrowed 20 million VND, he acquired (the right to use for 50 years) 
2.4 ha of the forestland from the People’s Committee in the Commune, which 
was then taking over part of the defunct State Farm in the Mountains.

We heard and learned about Mr L. D. Cuong as his name was often mentioned 
in many of the conversations with the cashew nut growers. Mr Cuong was a 
“professional chemical sprayer” for their cashew farms. He was so busy with his 
spraying schedule for his friends and neighbours because it was just a month or 
so before the pollination period (usually in January) at the time of our visit. We 
could not meet him in the Mountains or on the rice farm, but we eventually met 
him after his day’s work at a café next to the hotel in Ngo May where we usually 
stayed.

He was acutely aware when the harvest was not good and alert to what causes 
the decline in production, and adopted ways to resolve the problem: the trees 
have been harvested for too many seasons during the State Farm era and after, 
and needed a lot more fertilizer to be more productive. He was not reluctant to 
make use of bank loans to sustain a reasonable level of productivity, the most 
recent loan being 30 million VND (about $1,300) from the local Rural and 
Agricultural Bank. It is also noteworthy that he developed the family-based op-
eration of chemical spraying into something of a small-business venture.

Perhaps a few words are in order concerning the cashew nut production that 
goes hand in hand with Cuong’s small “business”. The former is one of the many 
activities of commercial farming that picked up about ten years ago, around the 
Land Reform. In Vietnam in general, the cashew nut industry started in the 
1980s. In 1990, the Vietnam Cashew Association was founded under the aus-
pices of the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Technology (now the Ministry 
of Agriculture and Agricultural Development). Soon after that, Vietnam began 
exporting cashews to China and to the United States in 1994, even before the 
relationship was normalized. In 1996, Vietnam stopped exporting raw cashew 
nuts to India and instead began importing raw cashew nuts from Africa be-
cause cashew nuts produced domestically did not meet the growing demand for 
processed cashew nuts for export. In 2006, Vietnam became the world’s first 
cashew nut exporter, surpassing India. After that, Vietnam held that position for 
another four consecutive years. The largest markets are the United States (over 
36%), China (18%), and the EU (20%), as of our visit. In 2010, the export turn-
over reached $1 billion for the first time, even though the world financial crises 
spanning the EU and the US reduced the demand, and the price.12

Local reactions to these developments may be found in the latter years of Nui 
Ba State Farm. It first engaged in the production of eucalyptus and cashew nut, 
and then concentrated on the latter. Some of the farmers we interviewed closely 
had seized the opportunities presented by the changes in the operation, and 
the eventual closure, of the State Farm. WB3 and other local afforestation pro-
grammes helped multiply the opportunities. Table 4.4 shows the results of these 
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Table 4.4  Cashew Nut Production in Nui Ba Mountains

Farmers Land Size for 
Cashew Nuts/Total 
Landholding

Investment 
(VND)

Yield per 
Land

Profit (VND)

1 Middleman–
collector

 

2 2 ha/2.15 ha 9 mil 2 tons 36 mil
6 $1600
3 2 ha/3.2 ha NA 7~800 kg 15 mil

$750
4 7 ha/8.5 ha NA 10 tons 160~180 mil

$8000~$9000
5 1 ha/1.6 ha 1.5~2 mil 1 ton 16~18 mil

$800~$900
7 2.4 ha /2.85 ha 12 mil 1.6 tons 26~29 mil

$1300~$1450
8 2 ha/2.25 ha ~ 3 mil 1 ton 7 mil ~18 mil

$350~$900
9 0.5 ha/1 ha Not much 150 kg 3 mil

$150

(Collecting price for the middleman, #1 informant, for cashew nuts at the given time in 2010 was 
16,000 VND ~ 18,000 VND/kg. $1 = 20,000 VND).
Investment = agrochemical input and hired labourers to spray chemicals;
Profit is estimated by interviewees, not on any fixed price for 1 kg of cashew, therefore different 
outcomes of profit.

changes, i.e., allocation of the land for cashew nut production, investment in 
the input (labour, fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides), yield, and cash income 
generated from the production.

There are several points to note. First, the allocated forestland tends to be 
large in size, and thus tends to occupy the largest portion of these farmers’ 
landholdings. This may give the impression that these farmers allocate propor-
tionately more time for cashew nut production. The farmers’ accounts, as shown 
above, however, do not support this impression.

Second, there are discrepancies among their yields per ha, while cash earnings 
per yield show only a narrow margin of differences. We wondered why those 
with the low-yielding farms would not do anything to improve their produc-
tivity. We soon realized that they were not aware of the higher yield in other 
farms. This point suggests that the farmers did not see cashew nut production 
as a commercial venture and hence did not let it consume them. Of course, they 
thought of ways of keeping the production going when the production declined. 
However, the decline was damaging to their possession and not to their “busi-
ness”. The view that holds cashew nut production in a lesser light is a corollary to 
having secured the family’s livelihood through the use of the allocated farmland. 

Third, there is a variation in the figures in the “Investment” column. Some 
could not even quote the figures, while others allocated a large or small amount 
of resources for investment purposes. The variations in investment indicate that 
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there are no coordinated efforts among these farmers to raise or sustain the 
productivity, even though they are dealing with the common product for com-
mercial gains. It is clear that each farmer relies on his or her own counsel, which, 
in turn, explains the discrepancies in the yields per hectare.

The last point may explain how Mr L. D. Cuong started his chemical spraying 
operation exclusively as part of his family business. When he acquired part of the 
former Nui Ba State Farm in 2006, he quickly realized that the land had been 
of “impoverished quality” because of the prior “overexploitation”, and decided, 
on his own accord, to purchase a large spraying tank for fertilizers together with 
supporting equipment such as long tubes and a generator to support his pro-
duction on the new land. He had no idea that he was taking the steps towards a 
small business venture.

The expansion of the spraying operation was almost fortuitous as it hinged 
upon convenience and coincidence. The physical proximity to the neighbours 
was among such conveniences. The neighbours found it expedient to ask him to 
extend the spraying operation. L. D. Cuong then formed a spraying team with 
his brother and a friend. He now did the job for eight or more neighbours a year 
out of 41 cashew nut growers in the former Nui Ba State Farm and an additional 
two or three of his neighbours at the foot of the Mountains. The venture now 
earned him about 60,000 VND ($3) per ha, multiplied by four or five rounds 
for each.

Although the neighbours called him a “professional” chemical sprayer of 
cashew nuts, he had not bothered to acquire a work permit or qualifications for 
what he did. His operations may have reached the scale of a small business, but in 
the minds of the farmers, including his own, he was not engaged in a commercial 
venture.

The varying performances in cashew nut production more generally tell us 
something intriguing: farming is predominantly and exclusively a family affair 
having survived the recent 30-year experience with collective farming. There 
seems to be very little or no concerted effort among the farmers to secure key 
inputs such as seeds or fertilizers, or to raise productivity, or to ensure better 
prices for the products.

Many who missed out on the opportunity to acquire the forestland, especially 
through the more recent WB3 programme in 2004, may now look at some 
of the cashew nut growers, or for that matter even eucalyptus growers, with a 
 degree of envy. Nguyen V. T., the father of Liem ‒ an AO victim – planted a few 
eucalyptus trees in the backyard where the land was apparently too barren to 
grow anything else. Yet, he and his wife did not think of gaining any profit out 
of it. They planted it just because some farmers were growing it, and his wife 
summarized their decision, saying, “just in case some overnight luck knocked 
on our door”.

A similar indifference may be found in another farmer’s approach to cashew 
nut production: that of Mr Vo N. K., the smallest forestland holder (0.5 ha) 
among the eight. While concentrating almost exclusively on rice production in 
both allocated (0.3 ha) and auction (0.2 ha) farmland, enough to support the 
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family, he said he did not have sufficient time and, of course, capital to invest in 
cashew nut production. What was left for him to do was to purchase some seed-
lings from middlemen for the land he had acquired from his parents and leave 
them to grow on their own without much care. Our conversations with him left 
us convinced that he either grew cashew nuts just because he did not want to 
leave the land unused, or because it was what others did. It is hard not to assume 
that he had no incentive to raise productivity on the cashew nuts farm.

Phu Cat: home of AO victims and agrochemicals

The behaviour of the farmers needs to be analysed in the context of Phu Cat’s 
being a farming state that is also home to AO victims. The farmers in the 
 Mountains generally lack business acumen, even while using the forestland, 
which they consider an asset in addition to their allocated farmland. Their use of 
agrochemicals, some of which are toxic, also lacks caution as they rely more on 
their routine than on careful handling of the chemicals.

Do the farmers in the Mountains represent Phu Cat farmers generally? What 
does the presence of the large number of AO victims tell the famers about the 
use of agrochemicals and their impact on health?

War legacy

The farmers’ contact with AO and other toxic chemicals may be best summarized 
by Mr H. H. Gian’s anecdote. When he was in sixth grade (the early 1980s), he 
went to Nui Ba and saw a barrel filled with a white substance. Vaguely remem-
bering hearing of the spraying of chemicals over his country by the United States 
during the war, he gathered that the white substance was some pesticide and 
decided to bring back a bag of about 2 kg. Later he went fishing and threw the 
white powder into the river. It did not take long before dead fish started  floating 
to the surface, covering the length of nearly 1 km. He was stunned at how 
powerful the substance was. That was the last time he touched it. Vo N.K. also 
blamed AO for the problematic soil in the forestland that he had inherited from 
his parents. The tea trees that his parents had planted had failed to grow, and 
soon everything was dead. They’d had no idea that the substance, or whatever 
prevented the tea trees from growing, was the toxic herbicide known as AO. 
They learned the word only after Phu Cat Airport and its surrounding areas 
were designated as one of the “hot spots” i.e., the areas suspected of having been 
heavily sprayed with toxic chemicals such as AO.

The hazardous spots identified through the actual encounters with what may 
have been residue of AO were duly highlighted in a 1.5 m × 2 m map of the 
Mountains in the Phu Cat District Health Centre. The small and large dots on 
the map indicated the reservoirs in the Mountains where, as of our initial phase 
of research, people had been warned not to enter because of the contaminated 
water. The farmers also paid attention and acted accordingly “not to enter” 
the areas marked with “No Trespassing” signs. We quickly speculated about the 
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signal that these signs might be sending: as long as one stayed away from the 
closed-off areas, one would be safe from the toxicity of the chemicals.

Agent Orange, well-understood as “chemicals to kill weeds” (thuốc diệt cỏ), 
has no place in the daily life of the farmers. More telling is the fact that Mr H. H. 
Gian, or for that matter everybody else among the nine people we interviewed 
closely, did not even think much about AO-dioxin contamination in human 
bodies until we brought it to their attention. Pressed further on if they knew of 
any AO victims’ families, they said “yes”. What they meant by “yes”, however, 
was that they had seen these “families” now that we had identified them by 
name.

The acknowledgement did not mean a higher level of consciousness about the 
problematic agrochemicals. The AO victims and their families, rather, symbol-
ized what had gone on in the distant past, which was now sealed within the areas 
with “No Trespassing” signs. Their significance, too, stops there in the minds of 
the farmers who are spared its devastating impact on the human bodies among 
their family members and relatives.

The increasingly frequent and more substantial use of agrochemicals did 
reach the farmers in Phu Cat, especially after the early 1990s, when Vietnamese 
 agriculture was opened up to more commercial ventures. Their use, however, 
exhibits no trace of what AO may have signified in the present-day context.

Chemicals and health: muted guard

The statistics around our initial phase of research showed how Vietnam, 
 including Phu Cat, has been exposed to a disturbing worldwide trend. About 
3 billion kg of pesticides was used globally at a purchasing price of nearly 
$40 billion in the beginning of the twenty-first century.13 This resulted in 
26  million cases of non-fatal pesticide poisonings, of which 3 million cases in-
volved  hospitalization. There were approximately 220,000 fatalities, and about 
750,000  chemical- induced chronic ailments every year.14 As mentioned earlier, 
the costs of chemical-induced ill health and other damages in Vietnam were 
equivalent to 2% of the total GDP in 2006.

In Phu Cat, though the corresponding figures are not available, the use of 
chemicals was spreading widely both in rice paddies and in the fields for cashew 
nuts and other products. A narrow path we walked between the fields was often 
littered with empty chemical bags of unknown origin. The walk was indeed an 
unnerving experience, especially for us, with our special interest in the negative 
impact of chemical abuse on health.

A lack of close attention to AO and its implications, however, does not mean 
that the Phu Cat’s farmers are entirely ignorant of, or indifferent to, the p otential 
health risks of the daily use of agrochemicals. When asked if they were concerned 
about health, the farmers, including the members of AO families and cashew nut 
growers, responded almost instantaneously: “Of course I care about health”. 
They also reported wearing cloth gloves, cloth masks, and motorbike helmets. 
Table 4.4 indicates that some of the farmers can even quote how much they invest 
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in pesticides and other chemicals, and the cost of hiring personnel for spray-
ing them. These signs suggest a certain degree of alertness to c hemical-induced 
health risks. Mr L. D. Cuong claimed that at least those who could afford to 
hire someone for chemical spraying did so because they “[were] afraid of getting 
sick”, and he quickly added that he took “every caution as much as [he] can”.

From the observations of the farmers, we were left with the impression that 
for the majority of them, health risks may be a collateral but tolerable damage 
from the chemicals, which they consider to be their “salvation” in their efforts to 
secure a constant yield or prevent crop failure. To that extent, the farmers’ guard 
against chemicals is somewhat muted.

In the early 1990s in particular, partially because the country was still 
 recovering from the prolonged turmoil of war, the farmers may have looked 
for inexpensive chemicals or whatever was available. Mr H. H. Gian recalled 
purchasing a 100-ml bottle of a red “chemical” for his rice paddies. He did not 
remember what it was or in what proportion he diluted it with water because 
“everything was written in Chinese”. The chemical was “amazing, the first time 
when it worked”, he said, adding, “it may have been just a matter of luck” as it 
stopped working the second time, and he stopped using it (November 2010).

More recently, if a warning or a rumour reached them, saying that the use of 
questionable chemicals might trigger food poisoning, they would rush to defend 
their action by saying, “Oh, we always wash our food carefully”.  Alternatively, 
some of them found solace in the fact that they saved part of their land to p roduce 
vegetables and other produce for the family’s consumption. Not far from this 
sort of muted caution against the chemicals was hiring somebody else, such as 
Mr L. D. Cuong and his small team, to spray the chemicals. Mr N. V. Thom, 
the “land millionaire”, insisted that he monitored the mixing process before the 
chemicals were ready for spraying. As long as they did not touch the chemicals 
directly, it seemed that they presented no threat to health.

As examined in Chapter 2, nationwide efforts to curtail agrochemical- induced 
health problems began around 1992 and 1993 through a series of ac tions 
 initiated by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), 
 including the installation of Plant Protection Centres in various regions. A 2006 
World Bank Report shows that the effects of these measures still remained far 
from satisfactory. The presence of a Plant Protection Centre in Phu Cat serves 
more to direct the traffic of chemicals than to raise the farmers’ awareness of the 
chemicals’ risk to health.

The farmers, both in the Mountains and in the lowlands, invariably responded 
with “Plant Protection Centre” to the question of where they procured the 
chemicals. They preferred the Centre to the local cooperatives now offering 
some agricultural inputs, such as fertilizers and pesticides. The latter offered 
products of local origin, similar to those of the Centre’s, but they were of a 
“lesser quality and higher price”, they claimed.

The presence of the Centre is significant. Here is a situation where its presence 
is ubiquitous beyond its local location. The farmers ask for the same varieties of 
chemicals as the Centre’s, especially when they go to regular retail shops because 
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of a shortage of cash. Regular retail shops are sometimes willing to wait for pay-
ment until harvest time.

Nonetheless, a nagging feeling has never left us concerning how seriously these 
farmers took chemical-induced health risks. We often came across instances of 
casual use of chemicals. An episode such as the following popped up in our in-
terviews with an alarming frequency.

The farmers often, if reluctantly, admitted to having a “secret formula”. We 
suspected that its use was, and is even now, fairly widespread. Mr N. N. Tien was 
embarrassed to bring up this topic, but after being pushed by Mr Phung, who 
was accompanying us, he revealed the use of a certain liquid: a liquid in which 
to soak mosquito nets (thuốc nhúng mùng). Farm workers frequently used the 
nets for the prevention of malaria in highland areas such as Gia Lai.15 Mr Phung 
declared that this chemical worked like a “miracle”. Mr N. N. Tien did not know 
how toxic the substance could be. He bought it from long-distance truck drivers 
at a price of 600,000 VND/litre ($30), which was relatively expensive compared 
to other pesticides. Therefore, he used it only once or twice a year. He said that 
the label on the bottle had been removed so he could not tell what it was. He just 
diluted 8 litres of water to 10cc of the substance before spraying it.

Mr L. D. Cuong, a “professional sprayer” and no stranger to agrochemi-
cals, claimed that it was “berberine” (which he claimed had antibiotic, anti- 
inflammatory, and anti-diarrheic effects for malaria and dengue fever patients). He 
added that he bought it at a much lower price (450,000 VND/litre ($23)) from 
the city, presumably Quy Nohn. N. X. Tien, another Tien, reported having used 
the same substance, and he acquired it from the Malaria Centre in Quy Nhon at 
a price of 50,000 VND ($2) for a small bottle. It didn’t have any smell, but it was 
very toxic, he had heard. He mixed it with water by himself (20 cc with a tank of 
16 litres of water) and used it only for a small patch of cashew nut plants because 
he didn’t have enough money to spray the whole farm. They all believed that since 
these chemicals were used in hospitals, they must be safe to use to kill pests.

The fact that the farmers paid varying prices for the “miraculous” chemical 
confirms one of the earlier points in the chapter that their production activities 
are maintained more or less independently of each other. There were no con-
certed effort to coordinate the acquisition and use of land or pesticides and fer-
tilizers. The use of chemicals, therefore, is tailored to the needs of the individual 
households, and so are the measures of caution against the chemicals. Little or 
no thought is invested in the health complications induced by AO contamina-
tion (Table 4.4). For example, the low cashew nut yield (600~700 kg) on H. H. 
Gian’s forest land (2 ha) did not bother him. He could not quote how much he 
had spent on fertilizer and pesticides, but he felt he had invested “well enough” 
as he contentedly showed us the labels, bags of chemicals, and a spraying tank 
(of the professional kind) he had bought from the Plant Protection Centre. His 
allocated and auctioned farmlands offered plenty of resources to fall back on, 
and he was content maintaining the cashew nut farm the way he always had. It 
was, and is, difficult to see how any use of the chemicals stood out in his mind 
and served as a reminder to him of the more devastating consequences of the 
wartime use of the toxic chemicals.
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Evidence of risks

To the extent that the herbicides and other chemicals, and their use do not figure 
prominently as a crucial production factor, the chemicals are not even a remote 
threat to health. Despite the presence of AO families – the clearest evidence of 
the abuse of herbicides in their community – the farmers in Phu Cat are little in-
clined to protect themselves against health risks presented by the abuse or misuse 
of agrochemicals and far less predisposed to draw any hint from the exposure to 
wartime toxic chemicals.

Additional factors lie behind the lackadaisical reactions to the possible warn-
ings represented by AO families and the casual use of agrochemicals. For one, 
evidence of the wartime chemicals’ devastating effect is isolated and present only 
with very few families as they, although significant in number, are scattered in 
a large rural district. Consequently, and ironically, the farmers, and indeed al-
most everyone else, might hope that the evidence supports the unlikelihood 
of the misfortune happening to them. Therefore, farmers who were spared the 
 misfortune view victims’ families as having been struck by bad luck, so phan 
(fate), another factor that helps them to be less concerned by the toxic  chemicals. 
Conversely, this convenient narrative of so phan is monopolized not only by the 
farmers with healthy family members but also by AO families with multiple 
 victims, who may think that they might be struck, next time, by good luck, 
and therefore do not think that there is a likelihood of having another disabled 
child after the first and/or the second. Evidence that could have led the farmers 
toward a more cautious use of agrochemicals is too few or too remote.

There is something more to this convenient way in which the farmers avoid 
the confrontation with health risks that the use of agrochemicals presented, so 
 symbolically represented by AO. Farmers made exceptional use of the  chemicals. 
One Plant Protection Centre official casually remarked, with a snigger, that the 
farmers used the agrochemicals to “kill themselves”, and such incidents often 
took place around the Tet time, when family reunions (with those who had 
moved to the cities for jobs) failed to materialize (March 2009). The fact that 
some farmers resort to such an extreme measure must have been fairly well known 
in Phu Cat. Such incidents probably have a similar effect upon their p erception 
of health risks induced by chemical such as AO: too extreme to raise ordinary 
farmers’ awareness.

In the absence of meaningful evidence alerting the farmers to health risks that 
underlie what appears to be their overly casual attitude towards agrochemicals, 
the observations and remarks of some medical specialists on our team, such as 
“we need to educate them”, point to a difficulty that both parties have to face.

Rumours of food poisoning motivate some farmers to set aside a small patch 
of land for producing food exclusively for the family’s consumption. The usual 
evidence that may faintly arouse suspicion comprises “skin rashes, headache, diz-
ziness”, as Mr L. D. Cuong, among others, testified. These symptoms could 
well be those that “chemical poisonings can mimic” often at the earlier stages.16 
There is no means available, at least for the farmers, to see if these earlier signs 
are signals of something more serious than food poisoning.
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Furthermore, the establishment of the cause-effect relationship between the 
chemicals and farmers’ health in and of itself is part of an enormous and com-
plex process within chemical-medical establishments. As examined in Chapter 
3, it took a few decades, not even years, to determine the toxicity of dioxin and 
ban its production and use. That leaves a major question: what should the users 
of these toxic chemicals do when scientific evidence does not yet suggest deadly 
consequences beyond reasonable doubt?

Phu Cat’s farmers are very much like everybody else on this matter. They are 
caught in a curious void created by the availability of chemicals and the “find-
ings” that their use may damage their health. In the void, the farmers were left 
only with their own limited resources. In the end, the ultimate responsibility 
for the use of chemicals rests with the farmers, though they have little scientific 
knowledge. Mr N. V. Thom, who monitored closely how the sprayers mix the 
chemicals with water, and L. D. Cuong, who gives it “a few days” to see if “rash, 
headache, and dizziness” last long or become serious, are examples of Ulrich 
Beck’s “individualization” of responsibility in a modernized world ‒ of farmers 
leading a life within and despite their limited resources.

Farmers in Phu Cat: a summary

Our account of the life of a Phu Cat farmer does not entirely discredit econo-
mists’ argument that efficient production, with an appropriate return, is a driv-
ing force in changing behaviour. We did see indications of this force at work in 
the life of the “sprayer” or the “land millionaire”. Nonetheless, their behaviour 
does not nearly conform to that of the farmers transitioning towards Todaro’s 
final stage. Their acquisition of land, in addition to the allocated farmland, was 
hardly an act of pursuing more profit. That the land remains state property may 
have kept any idea of profit-making from crossing their minds. Fortuities, such 
as having an ailing relative with a vast amount of land, had a great deal more to 
do with their acquisition of additional lands.

Farmers had even less say in selecting what to produce in the acquired land. If 
the State Farm concentrated on eucalyptus production, they went along with it. 
Likewise, when the Farm added cashew nuts to the production line, the farmers 
went along with that too. The only exception, in which the farmer took the 
initiative in changing or adding a new product, was the case of the “land mil-
lionaire”, who recently added the production of pepper trees to his land. But his 
case is the exception that proves the rule.

There was no sign of the farmers’ treating agrochemicals as “capital goods”. 
Some almost unconsciously used herbicides and other agrochemicals just because 
others did, without really examining the contents. A few acquired a spraying ma-
chine, but they were more the exception. If there is anything common in their use 
of chemicals, it is their attempt to prevent a given level of production from falling. 
We rarely heard of chemicals’ being used for the improvement of land quality.

Farmers’ disinterest in profit, or surplus gains beyond their needs, was puz-
zling. Some farmers earned more than others. It did not occur to the latter 
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that a better use of chemicals or machines might improve yield because the 
disparity in yield and earnings did not bother them, as in the case of Gian or 
N. X. Tien.

The reward for efficient farming and improved earnings in the manner of 
Theodore Shultz did not even seem to cross the farmers’ minds. Relief from 
“work[ing] so hard and long”, and freedom for their relatives and friends “[to] 
move to town to earn their living” were no part of the expectations the farmers 
had of themselves.17 They were acutely aware that some of them undermined the 
very rewards they were seeking: secured earnings and a cohesive family.

“No, she [who had gone to Ho Chi Minh City] does not send us money reg-
ularly. She must be busy taking care of herself” (March and December 2012), a 
lowland farmer, the oldest son in the family, testified. Some had not heard from 
their loved ones who had moved to the distant cities “for such a long time” that 
they “don’t know how they are doing there”. Shultz may have agreed if he had 
had his field of research in a developing area that release from hard labour in 
agriculture only resulted in enlarging the “informal sector” in the cities where 
the surplus labour from rural communities barely survives as a day labourer.18 A 
casual remark by a Plant Protection Centre official that suicides were common 
around the Tet (the lunar new year) belies the gravity of “losing” family members 
to big cities.

Inquiries into the farmers’ reactions to the use of chemicals elicited only casual 
responses. Agrochemicals and their aftereffects did not figure prominently in 
their minds. Their use was mostly part of a routine, and the farmers rarely re- 
examined its impact. After several interviews in Phu Cat, which houses a large 
number of victims of the wartime use of herbicides, the farmers’ wide-spread 
indifference to the disastrous health consequences ceased to surprise us.

Their indifference alerted us to their health, which usually escapes the careful 
consideration of even alert users of the chemicals. Phu Cat’s farmers are not the 
only ones guilty of being disinterested in heeding the warning signals from AO 
victims and, in turn, neglecting their health. Their indifference has a lot to do with 
this particular area of anyone’s concern. Health, like wealth, is a state of conditions 
that profoundly influences one’s well-being. Health, unlike wealth, is a state of 
physical and mental conditions that particular behaviour and habits, in addition to 
innate biological characteristics, have cumulatively built over time through their 
complex interactions in a changing living environment. A given state of these con-
ditions thus has an almost untraceable path, leading it to where it is.

In other words, it usually takes a health crisis for someone to realize what 
being healthy entails. Consequently, while some may react to every incident by 
protecting their health, fearing its loss, others may pay no attention to it until 
it is irretrievably damaged. Inevitably, everyone in Phu Cat was at a point some-
where between the two extreme reactions: overreacting and being indifferent.

Phu Cat’s farmers represent a society whose well-being is at stake. We explore 
the farmers’ behaviour from a health-care perspective. This is a necessary step 
before we can press further the argument that the farmers’ behaviour is “reason-
able”, given their living environment, past and present.
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behaviour
Farmers’ choices and 
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Most of the farmers in Phu Cat do not behave as residents of a rural community 
that practises commercialized agriculture. Deviation from expectation was even 
more apparent in their use of agrochemicals in a community with unmistakable 
evidence of the wartime use of toxic chemicals, displayed by a large number of 
Agent Orange (AO) victims, even in second and third post-war generations. The 
farmers are not, however, entirely indifferent to these opportunities to exploit for 
their gains or for caution against hazard.

One reason for the deviation is the distance that separates the experts in the ag-
ricultural, medical, and agrochemical professions on one side from the farmers on 
the other. The former may not be solely responsible for this divide, which shows 
no signs of disappearance: they are fully engaged in honing their expertise. In the 
meantime, the latter is absorbed in rural life, which encompasses more than agri-
cultural production in that it is their “way of life”, to repeat Todaro’s and others’ 
observations. The farmers are engaged in multidimensional activities stretching 
from the observation of communal obligations to the protection of their families’ 
well-being. Agricultural production is only part and parcel of their lives.

The division, in other words, is characterized by the different responsibilities 
of the professionals and the farmers. Those of the former end when they prepare 
the necessary recommendations, fortified by scientific findings at any given time. 
Those of the latter begin where the former’s end and start with interpreting and 
examining the utility of the recommendations through an exercise in evaluating 
this utility in the specific contexts of their lives. These contexts are much broader 
than those in which the professionals prepare their recommendations. The ex-
ercise is an integral part of the latter’s responsibility as it leads to their decision 
to go along with, customize, or ignore the recommendations and live with the 
consequences of that decision. It is a disproportionately heavy responsibility for 
those who may be the least informed of scientific findings.

In this division of responsibilities, the farmers have no choice but to go 
through a wide range of interpretations of the professionals’ recommendations, 
which, in turn, makes them seem to behave independently, or irresponsibly, in 
the eyes of the professionals.

In the area of health, the division of responsibilities leaves the farmers with 
an even wider margin for interpreting the professionals’ recommendations and, 

5 Health and elusive risks



140 

thus, prone to “independent” behaviours. As mentioned in the previous chap-
ter, health is a set of mental and physical conditions. It is only when one feels 
sick or less than ordinary that he or she becomes aware of something interfer-
ing with that set of conditions. He or she appreciates health only in its absence. 
Besides, farmers are not consumed by the concern of their own health; concern 
only arises in full force when it begins to interfere with the other demands and 
needs of their well-being. It is an entirely foreign exercise for them to exam-
ine if and when they feel, or are, healthy, especially when they think they are 
healthy.

While medical professionals may readily offer a long list of warning signs, the 
farmers usually lack a coherent framework with which to interpret their health 
conditions. They are not cognizant of the need for staying alert to any changes 
in that set of mental and physical conditions alone. The only exception to this 
underlying attitude towards health may be a sporadic concern that something 
might happen to their health in the indefinite future: a concern of a “future loss” 
in a given set of mental and physical conditions.

Health and risks

A casual exchange with the farmers illustrates how easily the demands of health 
elude their attention. “Of course, I care about my health” was the usual response 
to our query. This carried no more weight than daily greetings. We pressed 
further on whether they had prepared for any health contingencies. The farmers 
pointed to a Clinic staff accompanying our research and said, “these people” 
(May 2005).

Elusive health

Among health professionals, debates on understanding health never cease. 
A general understanding of health as “the key resource for everyday life”1 to 
facilitate human activities is widely shared and beyond debate. The World Health 
Organization (WHO), as early as 1948, had an added dimension to this under-
standing: health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and 
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.2 The definition is clear enough. 
Health is “the absence of diseases or abnormalities”.3 Conversely, health thus 
defined can, after all, be perceived and appreciated in its absence. Besides, a 
degree of ambiguity follows expressions such as “complete”, leaving health to a 
wide-open debate.4

There have been efforts to turn this understanding into a more operational 
concept. Among the efforts to capture health in an operational concept, Jo hannes 
Bircher, Bern University health specialist, proposes:

Health is a dynamic state of well-being characterized by a physical, mental, 
and social potential, which satisfies the demands of a life commensurate 
with age, culture, and personal responsibility.5

Farmers’ choices and behaviour
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Health, in this conceptualization, is the making of the balance between the 
“biologically given potential” and “personally acquired potential”6 on the one 
hand, and the demands of life on the other. When the latter surpasses the  former, 
Bircher calls it “disease”, whereas when the first two surpass the third, it be-
comes “health”.7 The “potentials” and the “demands” can vary with age,  social 
status, and familial environment, among others, which makes this particular 
definition a little more useable.

However, all these definitions have left a principal question unanswered: 
who determines if “health” is present or absent, i.e., when the demands are 
lower or higher than the potentials? Is it up to how the individual feels or up 
to what the doctors or specialists with particular expertise determine? Until 
now, the  common assumption has been that the determining role for health 
belongs  exclusively to medical professionals. This practice does not help define 
health in more explicit terms. Instead, stricter definitions of health by medical 
 professionals make health an almost impossible condition for anyone to achieve 
and sustain.

One medical commentator sees this irony in the following way. The m icroscopic 
search for negative factors such as illnesses, diseases, and abnormalities has been 
the means for medical doctors to discuss health. Consequently, “ finding more 
abnormalities” and “narrowing the definition of normal” has become a “great 
strategy for [their] industry [medical–pharmaceutical complex]”. For  example, 
even “failing to do the laundry or to stock the kitchen with food because of 
procrastination and dawdling” can be the “routine traits of a mental disorder”. 
The monopoly of the means by medical experts to decide what abnormalities are 
creates a world in which “we all harbour abnormalities”. This monopoly is un-
touchable as it has been accompanied by an increase in “diagnostic technologies 
that are able to find smaller and smaller abnormalities”.8

That leaves us with another, discomforting question: is there a threshold 
that separates “healthy” from “not healthy”? Our contact with AO victims 
through the weekend classes – Lop hoc Uoc Mo, Dream Class – offers plenty of 
opportunities to observe “disabled” children. They are concluded to be so by 
the medical establishment and hence by their parents. Some of these children 
are perfectly capable of behaving with almost no trace of medically defined 
defects. The  difference between these and other healthy children seems to be 
one of degree.

If Phu Cat’s farmers, or anyone for that matter, live in a world where medical 
professionals rule and where they could spot health problems in everything 
they see, everyone would have to be only either sicker or less sick. Without 
a means of measurement, everyone is either obsessed with or otherwise in-
different to any health-related phenomenon. It is too complex to grasp in his 
or her own terms how he or she is. Regular farmers are not medical special-
ists. Health is a given, which they take as something to start with and not 
something to  question. Therefore, to them, the pursuit of that which is a 
given would have to be an extra, and odd, endeavour. Another specialist com-
ments on this irony. For a healthy individual or those who may think they are 
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healthy, the pursuit of health is, thus, a “symptom of unhealth”[sic]. The same 
specialist goes on to say:

Health, like love, beauty or happiness, is a metaphysical concept, which eludes 
all attempts at objectivisation[sic]. Healthy people do not think of health, un-
less they are hypochondriacs, which, strictly speaking, is not a sign of health. 
Similarly, when our organs perform their functions perfectly, we are not 
aware of them. It is the absence of health that gives rise to dreaming about 
health, just as the real meaning of freedom is only experienced in prison.9

In practice, therefore, a risk to health is usually non-existent, since when one sees 
it, it has already damaged health. Thus, health that can be captured through its 
absence is a conceptual nightmare, especially for healthy individuals or those 
who rarely question whether or not they are healthy like Phu Cat’s farmers.

The only practical argument that one can make for protecting health is to learn 
either from the past or from somebody else – to search for empirical e vidence 
of the failure to acknowledge the deteriorating health, i.e., the presence of risks 
to health. That argument is still open to a circular argument – how convincing 
could the empirical evidence be for those who have never doubted their health? 
Therefore, the elusive health makes health risks, too, elusive.

This problem of health may be highlighted in another way: by contrasting it 
with wealth. Adam Smith sees wealth as the “annual produce of the land and 
labour of the society to satisfy human needs and wants of utility”,10 which is 
similar to health’s being defined as the “key resource for everyday life”. Gains 
in wealth can be measured in terms of increments such as cash income and fixed 
assets. There may not be a limit to the increment as in “[n]o matter how rich one 
can get, there is always someone richer”.

By contrast, gains in health mean no change for healthy individuals. If a nything, 
no change is proof of the increment. That may be all the more r eason why some 
medical professionals make it their calling to find something,  anything, wrong 
with ordinary people, as the commentator above points out.

Therefore, the difficulty of capturing health, as opposed to wealth, is graphi-
cally presented in Figure 5.1.

Elusive risks

Health is elusive, and what threatens it – risk – is also elusive. Human poison-
ings and serious illnesses can be the highest price that the use of agrochemicals 
such as pesticides or herbicides may exact from the users and from the consum-
ers of the goods benefiting from the use. But the chemicals alone are not the 
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Figure 5.1 G ains and Losses in Health and Wealth.
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risk. Somebody must use them carelessly before they threaten health. The usual 
users, on the other hand, have no ground to grasp what risks the chemicals in-
volve. The only push for cautious use comes from the instructions on the labels 
of the containers, which in some cases are ineligible, as shown in the previous 
chapter.

There are a few more factors that push health risks to elude the attention of 
even alert farmers. The use of chemicals usually takes a long roundabout route 
before it actually begins to show damages to health, variously called “collateral 
damage”, “unintended consequences”, or “side effects”.11 The time that elapses 
between the use and the actual negative results may take a few hours, days, 
weeks, or even months: the longer the lapse, the less obvious the causes of the 
negative results. The sense of health risks, accompanying the use of particular 
chemicals, has no traction on the minds of the users or even the consumers of 
the products for which the chemicals are used.

Worse still, the negative consequences may not be so obvious nor alarming 
to the users or the consumers of the contaminated products. Farmers use the 
agrochemicals to kill pests and weeds, and to protect or increase production. 
In turn, the practice may leave a negative impact on human health and the en-
vironment. However, a chain of effects follows, setting off the “risk trade-offs”: 
Successful efforts to combat a “target risk” (removal of pests and weeds) result 
in an increase in “countervailing risks” (side effects on human health and the 
environment)”.12 Some users may make light of the latter while emphasizing the 
benefit only of the former.

In reality, such a self-serving act is unnecessary when the beneficiaries of the 
use of chemicals and the victims (damaged health) are not the same. All farmers 
need to do is to procure food away from the usual distribution system. As seen 
before, some farmers inadvertently admitted that there might be other farmers 
suspected of abusing, or of careless use of, the chemicals when they casually 
remarked: “We grow the vegetables we eat in our yard”. That is an uncanny 
way of protecting themselves against the “unintended consequences” of others’ 
chemicals as well as a way of diverting their attention away from potential health 
risks outside their yard.

Health risks from toxic chemicals evade the farmers’ attention in the following 
manner. At present, farmers may have experienced some effects, such as rashes 
or headaches, but after “three to four days”, they may still be doing “okay”. 
The farmers recognize these symptoms, but they are not sufficiently prepared 
for speculating on whether the symptoms are threatening enough to warrant 
preventive or corrective behaviours. They even tolerate these side effects and 
disregard them as long as they gain in wealth (more yield, or at least prevented 
losses), attributing this gain to the use of pesticides.

The law of diminishing returns in the use of agrochemicals does not cross the 
farmers’ minds since the use of chemicals is not meant to maximize their gains. 
Phu Cat’s farmers use chemicals more as a routine. Regardless of the incremental 
changes in wealth (increase in yield or even the absence of a decline in yield), the 
farmers keep using the chemicals. Health risks remain elusive.
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The symptoms suggesting damaged health may become alarming after a 
while. Still, the farmers, either as the producers or as the consumers, do not see 
anything beyond their eyes can catch. If they are the producers, they may be 
away from the site of the actual health damages that their products may cause, 
and if they are the consumers, they are facing the intractable path of chemi-
cal contamination only eventually leading to damaged health. The evidence of 
“risks” lies in the eventual damages. The eventual damages are, ironically, the 
proof that there are risks.

Consequently, before the damages materialize, the farmers settle with the 
relief that the front cover of Deborah Lupton’s Risk13 best represents: “IT’ll 
NEVER HAPPEN TO ME”. Phu Cat’s farmers find ample evidence reinforcing 
this relief in the presence of AO victims.

Risks in division of labour

To uncover where health risks are hidden, we need to broaden our perspective 
and reconstruct the lives of Phu Cat’s farmers from that perspective.

Time and physical distance separating the cause and effects of the use of 
 agrochemicals are integral to a larger whole of production, distribution, and 
consumption, of which the farmers and others are part. It is a whole where the 
individuals are expected to act according to the “roles” that only co llectively 
contribute to its continuation. That is a whole, also, where and what one does 
is often detached from its consequences and from what the others do. Elusive 
health risks, or more precisely the difficulty in recognizing health risks, are 
rooted in this whole where parts are detached from each other. In this massive 
whole, and given the nature of health, only the damaged health conditions or 
“losses” in a set of mental and physical conditions prompt us to speculate on the 
presence of preceding health risks somewhere.

Even in Phu Cat, which is still far from becoming fully engaged in 
 commercializing agriculture, the presence of that whole is relatively easy to 
 recognize. Farmers produce and consume, the Plant Protection Centre offers 
good  seedlings, chemicals, and other agricultural inputs, and the middlemen dis-
tribute the products to markets near and far. Each has a specific role to perform: 
production, procurement of agricultural inputs, distribution of the produce, 
and consumption. For a brief period, even within the process of production, 
the individual farmers of Phu Cat performed distinct roles, which collectively 
 contributed to the performance of the whole, that is, the production brigade of 
the collective farming era.

One may also see the ubiquitous Commune Clinic staff as integral to this 
whole. Their role may be at best auxiliary: they offer a cursory diagnosis on the 
signs of minor ailments, which the farmers bring to their attention. Given the 
relatively low-level medical expertise, the staff’s role in most cases appears to 
signal that nothing is serious in that whole or else to offer a conclusion that the 
whole needs extra-role players or medical professionals with more highly special-
ized training.

Farmers’ choices and behaviour
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Lost risks

Ulrich Beck and others offer the contours of the ground in which the “whole” 
described above has emerged and persisted.14 It is the whole in which the divi-
sion of responsibilities, described above, also has its roots.

The world’s population grows, but the resources offered by the earth can 
increase only so much, threatening a demand-supply equilibrium. The scarcity 
of resources has multiplied the pressure for technological innovations for more 
production and more efficient distribution of them. Individuals based on their 
skills, or the abilities to perform specific roles, are integrated into the whole 
process of making the scarce resources last longer or of enriching them to meet 
the demands of the growing population. Division of labour is a human answer 
to what little nature can provide. It is also a process that has antiquated the 
term “subsistence activities” – activities to produce enough for self-consumption 
where the producers and the consumers are one and the same, and the place of 
production and consumption are one and the same.

Differentiation of the producers and consumers inevitably necessitates another 
role that somebody needs to perform – the role of linking the production and 
consumption, the producers and consumers, i.e., the intermediary or mediators. 
Mediators of all kinds would have to be capable of striking a balance between 
what is consumed and what is produced, and of taking into consideration all the 
costs of striking that balance. Ironically, the need to cover the costs justifies the 
mediator’s efforts to lure producers into producing more and consumers into 
consuming more. Supply no longer means meeting demand; it often dictates 
demand leading to overproduction and overconsumption. The classic supply- 
demand equilibrium disappears, and so does the awareness of who is doing what 
for whom. A division of labour complicates the cause-effect chains, thereby 
 giving birth to the basic backdrop of “side effects”, “risk trade-offs”, and “un-
intended consequences”.

We produce and use cars, among others, to make the distribution of goods 
more efficient; cars emit carbon dioxide; carbon dioxide contaminates the air. 
Those who are in the car assembly line are rarely aware that their productive 
activities contribute in no small part to cancers attributable to environmental 
factors. We began producing pesticides and herbicides long before the Second 
World War and since have kept, outside their production lines, “millions of peo-
ple ignorant of the danger to their health”.15

The differentiation between the producers and the consumers (users of the 
products) blinds us to another division: that of responsibilities. Producers of 
toxic substances may not feel secure about the fact that “there is no evidence 
of a threshold – a dose below which the chemical is harmless”.16 They would 
feel slightly relieved by the possibility that “the statistics of small effects make it 
unlikely that we would ever find [the threshold], even if it existed”.17 But their 
sense of relief becomes stronger when they realize that the responsibility of suf-
ficient warning against the potential danger could be easily replaced by another 
responsibility, that of proper use (consumption) of the product which belongs to 
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the users. The producer’s responsibility does not cover the use of the product. 
As shown in Chapter 3, the chemicals were often used in a more concentrated 
combination than recommended. Or else, a U.S. military doctor’s confession 
unwittingly poured out a sense of relief, though it was laced with a degree of 
regret, that he and others “would have expected [their] own government” to do 
something about the use if the U.S. soldiers were to be exposed to AO.

In short, risks to health lie somewhere in a seemingly seamless flow of produc-
ing, distributing, and consuming a problematic substance. The question, then, 
remains if there are ways as to how we capture them in a manner that induces 
everyone involved to change his or her behaviour.

Risks as presented

Smoking leading to lung cancers may be an exceptional example of health risks’ 
being explicitly presented, leaving the entire responsibility of absorbing the 
 devastating impact of nicotine addiction to smokers. However, millions of  smokers 
signify one more kind of distance between the cause and the effect: not all smokers 
contract the deadly disease. The restrained language of the health risk warning, 
the use of “may” or “likely”, for example, on the label on a cigarette packet, does 
not represent the cigarette maker’s false modesty. It represents the fact that scien-
tific evidence can support only the likelihood of contracting the disease, and that 
the scientific evidence cannot put an end to the indeterminacy of that likelihood.18

In other words, risk signals possibility, and the question of when a risk 
 becomes a reality – actual “losses” in health – is a matter of probability. The 
role of scientists and experts has been to identify and examine conditions under 
which the chances of a risk turning into reality can be estimated. Any other risks 
beyond “probability estimates” are called “uncertainty”.19 Modernization is an 
effort to diminish this uncertainty by enriching probability estimates. Thus, 
there is an almost zero-sum relationship between risk and uncertainty, or as 
Anthony  Giddens sees it, the world of uncertainty has been like a “territory to 
be  conquered or colonized” by extending probability estimates.20 All risks are 
usually thus presented as Risk = Danger × Probability.

However, this is where risks, as presented to influence people to act in a certain 
way, pose real difficulty in practice. For one thing, the habitual responses are 
almost exclusively to the first half of the equation to the neglect of the second. 
A statement such as “the chances of a destructive earthquake hitting Tokyo are 
xx% within x years” usually elicits no responsive action. While “a destructive 
earthquake” may grab the attention of ordinary citizens, millions continue to 
reside in the city. Tens of thousands of people continue to reside in areas adjacent 
to active volcanoes such as Mount Merapi, one of our research sites in Indonesia, 
in a very similar way to the millions who continue to smoke.

It is difficult to decide whether they ignore the danger presented as a possi-
bility despite the warning or because of the warning. In the latter case, people do 
count on the part of the probability – i.e., the remaining possibility of risks not 
turning into a reality. Or, at least, the probability leaves a margin for indifference 
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in the minds of ordinary people, leaving them to conduct life as if a final push 
turning a risk into a reality is something over which they have little control. In 
other words, the final and perhaps the most critical piece in the puzzle, when and 
to whom the risk turns into a reality, is lost in an infinite range of probability.

Another reason for the equation – Risk = Danger × Probability – to have only 
limited traction on people’s mind is an unconscious assumption of the experts’ 
warning that theirs alone matters or matters the most. No message is in their 
warning that the use of resources to prepare for the damages may cut into the re-
sources which others in other professions may consider indispensable to address 
their “risks”, showing a high probability of them turning into reality. Caught in 
the crossfires of risk warnings, ordinary people have very little to rely on for their 
selection of which warnings they should be alert to, and hence let them sit on the 
back burner, so to speak, of their consciousness. The experts, in the meantime, 
engage themselves in refining their techniques and technologies in order to re-
duce the margin of errors in probability calculations in the “trenches”, to borrow 
from Ulrich Beck,21 of their narrowly defined concerns to the neglect of others.

Among the experts within their “trenches” of expertise, specifics of when 
and to whom a risk might turn into a reality belong to the realm of uncertainty, 
and thus efforts to diminish it continue. They do extend their efforts to cover 
even the contextual specifics of when (time of day, climate conditions, geological 
 features, and others) and to whom (physical make-up, age, sex, income, educa-
tion, and others). Nevertheless, these efforts are part of strengthening the prob-
ability estimates. Thus, when and if a risk turns into a reality, the experts may not 
blame particular individuals for having failed to heed their warnings. Instead, 
they merely add more “cases” that justify their efforts to refine the probability 
estimates, thereby diminishing uncertainty that much more. While each expert 
may increase the confidence in estimating the period between risk detection and 
occurrence, ordinary people face the crossfire of various scientifically supported 
warnings in the interim.

Ordinary people face the impossible task of confronting many risk equations 
simultaneously while each expert may treat them as his loyal followers. They are 
left with only their own counsel, while there is no expert on risk who may offer 
appropriate counsel on which risk equation may be more urgent or essential, and 
on how to strike a balance among many equations.22 They face an overwhelming 
flood of warnings, in which risks are presented as no more or less than possibilities. 
The decisions that they make carry all the weight of choosing the right course(s) 
of action. Moreover, in all likelihood, there may be contradictions among at least 
some of the suggested courses of action. Consequently, some, if not all, of the 
risks may turn into realities, but that is not part of the experts’ responsibilities, nor 
a consequence of miscalculated probability by scientists or experts.

There is an irony to this division of responsibilities where the experts  refine the 
probability estimates, and the ordinary people make final decisions –  supposing 
that people heed the warnings and may take preventive actions within the 
 resources at their disposal. The likes of consuming fewer alcoholic beverages, 
exercising, and not smoking may top the list of preventive measures for health. 
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Storing emergency food and medicine, reinforcing the structure of a house or 
a building, securing an evacuation route among others may not be so taxing 
to people’s daily life as preventive measures against a natural disaster such as 
earthquakes. These preventive actions are the insurance, a means by which to 
moderate, but not to prevent, the projected damages to health or their assets. 
The insurance may be more or less costly, depending upon the resources at peo-
ple’s disposal. However, regardless of the cost, the insurance does not stop a risk 
turning into a reality, which remains a matter of probability. When and to whom 
a risk turns into a reality would have to be the making of something over which 
ordinary people as the final decision-makers have very little control. They may 
call it “fate” in the absence of a scientific term for it. Here, the scientists and 
experts, who refuse to offer definitive conclusions as to when and to whom a risk 
turns into reality, are allowing this highly unscientific notion of fate to play the 
decisive role in much the same way as the ordinary people.23

Risks in life: Phu Cat’s farmers

These observations on “health” as an almost ethereal framework for action may 
help capture the twin puzzles about the Phu Cat farmers in a different light. 
Why don’t AO families change their behaviour, despite the most unequivocal 
evidence of health damages being presented amongst their own? Why does the 
presence of the AO families not have any significant impact on the rest of the 
farmers in the District? On the other side of the same twin puzzles, there is an-
other set: (1) what is more potent in dictating the farmers’ moves than reinforced 
caution against the agrochemicals, a means of higher productivity, and (2) what 
risks do the farmers (AO families included) see in obviously more cautious reac-
tions to toxic chemicals? 

We have already touched upon one self-defence “mechanism” against the fear 
of health risks. These risks are, in the eyes of residents, an integral part of the 
war that ended in 1975. The majority of Phu Cat’s farmers lived through war-
time confusions and difficulties partly because of their location: south of the 
 Di- Militarized Zone, not far from the branches of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the 
main artery for transporting war material, food, and soldiers from the north. 
The war was fought in a manner, i.e., dictated by the search-and-destroy strat-
egy, that effectively erased the mark separating the front and the rear. AO and all 
that it has brought about are part of this past, which is unlikely to repeat itself; 
they are the “legacies” of the war.

Within this overall framework in which AO is conveniently swept into obliv-
ion, however, other factors deprive the farmers of the “lessons”, retrievable from 
AO complications.

Agent Orange impacts as isolated incidents

Whenever we interviewed AO victims’ families, we were rarely alone. There were 
always either a “platoon” of neighbourhood kids or adults standing by out of 
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curiosity; the adults occasionally joined in our discussions, sometimes actively. 
Their presence sometimes helped us to make conversations with the families 
lighter by not focussing exclusively on the AO victims. But more importantly, it 
helped us recognize how their neighbours interacted with the victim’s families: 
with understandable sympathy and sense of safety that they were spared of the 
misfortune, or, as we read from their fragmented comments, that the AO fami-
lies were too exceptionally unfortunate.

These neighbours know about the families, not just about their children, but 
also other aspects involving their production activities, the healthy kids’ where-
abouts, and their social relationships in the neighbourhood. To the neighbours, 
the AO families are merely unfortunate. They are willing to help them when 
needed, such as by fixing their houses or babysitting their disabled children. 
There was an odd kind of reciprocity between the AO families and the rest of the 
farmers that helped make the evidence of the consequences of AO less capable of 
generating lessons to be extracted.

Physical distance from AO families only reinforces the effect of this reciproc-
ity. After all, Phu Cat has a land area of nearly 700 km2 with a population of 
210,000. Moreover, small villages would look like isolated dots in a map, and the 
rest are Nui Ba Mountains and mostly rice paddies. The population density of 
290 per 1 km2 is nowhere close to hinting at how sparsely Phu Cat is populated.

The “distance” exists not only between the AO families and the rest but also 
among AO families. As mentioned earlier, none of the parents of AO victims 
recognized that others had experienced the same misfortune, at least at the be-
ginning of our research. Only after our prodding as to their knowledge of other 
AO families did they remember hearing something about some other families. 
This lack of communication among the AO families is indicative of the strength 
of their will to keep their affairs all to themselves. The effect of this reciprocity 
has an additional impact: a reinforced belief that an AO-induced ailment is an 
isolated incident.

Apart from the presence of AO victims, the farmers are always willing to speak 
about their encounters with what they now believe is AO or something similar 
to it. Some claim to have had direct encounters before and after 1975. However, 
each story never develops beyond their personal story.

N. S. Thuc is among the very few who were very straightforward. “I must have 
been exposed to Agent Orange in the Nui Ba Mountains” while he was active 
in the militia in 1966. Later he even saw three barrels of white substance in the 
Mountains and saw some villagers bring them back to kill rats. He blamed the 
health condition of his sixth son (with a stiffened body, difficult to turn over) on 
AO. He did not call it “fate”, as often heard from other AO families. He believed 
that having one of his children affected by AO was his personal matter. “I have 
to do something about it”, he uttered in one of our interviews. What he meant 
was that he had to do something about his family having a severely disabled 
child, not about the child’s disability. Neither did he think much of the other 
AO families. He did not know any of them. Agent Orange, Nui Ba Mountains, 
and a disabled child are all personal matters to him (July 2005).
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Another villager, Dao V. T. of Cat Thanh Commune, located in the northern 
foothills of the Nui Ba Mountains, related a story about cow herders from the 
commune. The incident had happened in the mid-90s. The herders had led their 
cows to the Mountains and let them graze there. Soon after they returned to the 
commune, nearly all the cows had died, one after another. The villagers had been 
stunned and terrified since the cows were important assets for the farmers. Since 
then, the villagers have stopped using any part of the northern slope of the Moun-
tains for feeding their cows. They now attribute the mysterious deaths to AO or 
similar chemicals (July 2005). This story has a metaphorical quality to it: the deaths 
of their cows, much like dead fish floating in H. H. Gian’s personal story in Chapter 
4, are evidence of how seriously the “No Trespass” sign was meant to be taken.

These and other stories about encounters with AO never extended beyond 
personal memories and, instead, have the effect of indicating to the villagers that 
they are isolated incidents.

Agent Orange as an irrelevant lesson

Then there are the families of children with AO-induced ailments. As seen be-
fore, many of the parents of AO victims went ahead and had a child or more 
after being confronted by clear evidence – one or even two children with severe 
congenital disabilities. The parents face more opportunities to re-examine the 
warning represented by a disabled child and reconsider having another. The ad-
ditional opportunities include seasonal use of fertilizers, herbicides, and other 
chemicals for their rice paddies, cashew nuts, or peanut farms. However, they 
have exhibited no precaution.

A closer look at their reproductive behaviour is in order.
Of the 98 AO families we examined in Phu Cat, Thank Khe, and Kim Bang, 

the number of disabled children per family was 1.27, which is much higher than 
the estimated 0.22% national average as of 1979.24 The figures for each district 
are 1.16 for Phu Cat, 1.26 for Thanh Khe, and 1.8 for Kim Bang.

The extremely high rate of incidence of birth abnormalities alone is alarming, 
especially to the medical experts. The risk of having a child with congenital dis-
abilities should have alarmed also any couple contemplating having a child. But 
many did not hear the alarm.

The parents of AO victims are no exception, as shown before. Many of them 
had one child or more, even after a child adversely affected by AO contamination 
was born. Beyond the physical distance separating the AO families, the fact that 
they keep AO-induced health issues to themselves also accounts for the lack of 
responsiveness to the alarmingly high probability. They rarely have the opportu-
nity to compare what happened to them with what may be happening to other 
AO families, i.e., those in the same “risk” group. The experience of having a 
child with birth abnormalities is either irrelevant or not potent enough for them 
to reconsider having another. 

How much time did these parents allow themselves to think of the risk of giving 
birth? How much time did they give the precedent (within their personal world) 
to sink in? Table 5.1 presents average figures for the intervals between births.
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Table 5.1 B irth Spacing after the First Child, Year (healthy and disabled)

Birth Spacing after the  
First Healthy Child

Birth Spacing after the 
First Disabled Child

Phu Cat 3.64 3.75 
Thanh Khe 3.20 5.28
Kim Bang 2.60 2.25
Total 3.88 3.92

Note: The target group is 74 families, 18 less than the original 92 AO families. Eighteen 
were r emoved from the list for various reasons, such as the parents’ ambiguous memory.

The first child means a great deal to the parents because it is the very first 
experience for them. The child embodies great expectations, hope, and excite-
ment as well as anxiety. Would that excitement dissipate after the second or the 
third? Or, more to the point, would having a disabled child entirely alter their 
view towards reproductive activities? Almost none of the parents of this category 
gave up on having more child(ren) after the first disabled child, with 2.18 more 
children on average to follow. Not only that: the first disabled child seemed to 
rush these parents to have more children, especially in the cases in Kim Bang, 
in the north. Birth spacing after the first disabled child (2.25 years) is noticeably 
shorter than birth spacing after a first physically fit child (2.6). This tendency 
may be partly attributable to their being relatively older parents – the former 
North Vietnamese regular army soldiers fitting Madame Nguyễn Thị Bình’s 
portrait of the survivors of the War of Unification, cited earlier.

Among the three areas, Thanh Khe families responded distinctly to the birth 
of a first handicapped child. These families were more cautious when having 
their next child, as shown by the longer interval of 5.28 years, compared to 3.1 
years after a non-handicapped first child. This may attest to the fact that Da 
Nang is an urban dynamic emergent economy. The more developed the market, 
the more available and the better the services, including health services, though 
this also means that access to these services is costlier. In Thanh Khe, people 
have choices beyond the 11 Commune Clinics; they are also able to access pri-
vate health services or larger health facilities. Most of the 15 families we inter-
viewed reported that they took their children for regular check-ups or therapy 
sessions. The reliance on cash income, for that reason, becomes more critical. 
Even without a disabled child, the parents cannot afford to have many children. 
This financial concern is particularly true for younger couples (in their 40s). 
The parents, given the presence of one or two disabled children, cannot simply 
go ahead and continue pursuing a healthy child. They need to decide based on 
full consideration of all their choices after overcoming their initial reaction to 
intuitive feelings – the desire to have a healthy child. If they take a risk, it is a 
calculated risk after taking into consideration costs from all aspects, including 
medical costs, daycare costs, and education costs.

Among the five young couples in Thanh Khe, two had two disabled children. 
After their first disabled child was born, these couples had given it one more try, 
but they’d stopped after this since they had also failed at the second attempt. 
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Only one family whose first two children were disabled had decided to have 
one more.

In Phu Cat, there is only a marginal time lag between births after having the 
first healthy child (3.64) and after having the first disabled child (3.75). This 
is the group representing the responses to one unanswerable question: “why 
us?” But the questioning itself did not deter them from trying to have more 
children. Our conjecture may not be ungrounded: the idea may have crossed 
the parents’ minds that if the decisive factor of turning risks into realities (chil-
dren with birth defects) is fate, it could well be also fate that the risks remain 
just risks.

Taking these findings and adding them to another on the limited deterrence 
effects of AO-induced disabled children on reproduction (in Chapter 3), one 
point becomes clearer: the incidents of birth abnormalities are seen by their par-
ents as an irrelevant lesson from which little is to be learned (with a few possible 
exceptions among AO families in Thanh Khe). No matter how recent the birth 
of a disabled child may be, it is still in the past and irrelevant to the present.

Agent Orange as irrelevant evidence

A rare event is, by definition, an infrequent and unpredictable occurrence. How 
could such an event be a signal for anyone to change his or her behaviour? Health, 
as discussed earlier, is a difficult value whose gains often mean no change, espe-
cially as far as people who consider themselves to be healthy are concerned. How 
could AO and all that surrounds it signal a risk that needs to be heeded? 

Furthermore, the usual probability estimates are arrived at by removing cases 
too far outside of a probable standard deviation. Inclusion of the rare cases 
 seriously distorts the probability estimates. Not only ordinary people but also 
scientists and experts within their “trenches” reconstruct a world in which a risk 
is likely to turn into a reality by eliminating the cases deviating from reasonable 
standards and expectations. Rare events, like “outliers” in statistical observa-
tions, are considered irrelevant.

Epistemologist Nassim Nicholas Taleb developed an argument in his Black 
Swan – The Impact of the Highly Improbable (2007) that our cognitive capacity 
often fails to consider “outliers”. Rare events, in his argument, usually lie outside 
“the realm of regular expectations, because nothing in the past can convincingly 
point to its probability”. Rare events do have an extreme, or shocking, impact. 
However, whether or not they actually interfere with life is not important to 
most of us as they remain outliers. Finally, even though rare events may lie out-
side our conventional expectations, they nonetheless trigger our predisposition 
to look for explanations for their occurrences, to make them “explainable” after 
they occur. To illustrate a “rare event”, Taleb uses the analogy of “sighting a 
black swan in Australia”, which has changed the unassailable belief that swans 
are all white to highlight the “extreme impact” of the event. Despite this “im-
pact”, according to Taleb, people tend to turn a blind eye to the event due to 
“the highly improbable” nature or uncertainty of it. To Taleb, “[a black swan] 
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illustrates a severe limitation to our learning from observations or experience 
and the fragility of our knowledge”.25

Given our cognitive tendency, as summed up by Taleb, the consequences of AO 
exposure trigger different reactions among people. Medical and other scientific 
experts are not entirely immune to the cognitive trap of the “black swan”, but they 
have become accustomed to the unusually high rate of birth abnormality incidences. 
So, to them, a flock of “white swans” in Phu Cat still includes the thousands of 
disabled children. These children are not the “black” swans but the “white” ones as 
they represent the “expected” results of the reproductive behaviours of the parents 
in the risk-laden living environment. Healthy children among the AO families are 
the “black” swans. Accordingly, their expectation for the others living in the same 
living environment is that of restraint from reproductive activities.

Their scientific minds do not stop operating just because they have estab-
lished a high correlation between the high rate of birth abnormalities and the 
parents’ living environment, i.e., Phu Cat in the middle of the risk area, as the 
 contaminant – dioxin – remains active not only in the Mountains, the soil, and 
water sources but also in human bodies. In their minds, the “contingencies”26 
that may interfere with their risk probability are the reproductive behaviour of 
the farmers, which is, to the medical professionals, unexplainable.

On the other hand, to the majority of Phu Cat’s farmers, the incidences of 
congenital defects are isolated and thus “rare” events: 1.16 disabled children 
per family, spread thin over a 700 km2 area, seems like virtually no instances. 
Families struck by AO-induced health complications do not seem to signal any-
thing. They, or more likely one or two AO families within the immediate living 
environment, are cases of exceptional misfortunes. AO victims and their families 
are “black” swans for the majority of Phu Cat’s farmers.

Neighbours who gathered around during our visits to the AO families often 
expressed their sympathy for the unfortunate families as well as their admira-
tion for the families – “Oh, this family…they are doing fine, though”. This and 
 similar statements sent us the neighbours’ sub-textual message, which we could 
put together from the fragmented statements thrown into the interviews: that 
the neighbours felt they were out of harm’s way. 

For the AO families, the disabled child(ren) is (are), first and foremost, a 
black swan. Once the families are convinced that the birth of a disabled child is 
 “improbable”, they see their child not as a case from which to learn something. 
In turn, however, families with disabled children are black swans for the rest of 
the farmers. The families are sui generis.

The victims’ families usually learned about the relationship between AO expo-
sure and the current conditions of their children. The medical experts gave the 
parents an explanation for the misfortune. We often raised a rhetorical question: 
“Do you know why your children were born with birth defects?” This received 
various but firm answers: “the doctor said it was because of Agent Orange”, 
which was followed by “my husband used to be a soldier in (the sprayed areas like 
branches stemming out from the Ho Chi Minh Trail)”, or “my husband used to 
go to the Nui Ba Mountains to raise cows”.
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Having a handicapped child or two is hard enough for these AO families. 
Therefore, these efforts to explain away the births of disabled children still leave 
them with an understandable puzzle, demanding an answer. “Why us and why 
not others” who have been leading nearly an identical life in a nearly identi-
cal living environment? The desire to seek an explanation is clearly evident, 
 albeit intermittently. The desire for an answer betrays their view of the disabled 
child(ren) as the “black” swan(s).

Here the AO families’ responses reveal an intriguing narrative about them-
selves, which underlies the oft-uttered statement: “we have to live with it [the 
fact of having a disabled child]”. On the one hand, the statement speaks for the 
families’ resignation to the birth of a disabled child(ren) as something beyond 
their control. The statement is a companion to the frequent resort to fate, so 
phan, an all-too-common Vietnamese response to a situation over which they 
have no control.27 The parents repeat the statement as they cannot do anything 
about the disabilities, and as they, and nobody else, had the children with the 
birth abnormalities.

The statement, on the other hand, also speaks to the families’ resolve. It sig-
nals their acceptance of the disabilities, which make their child(ren) a “black 
swan” and an unchangeable or undoable given in their life. This acceptance of 
their disabled child(ren) enables the families to go on with and sustain their life 
as usual, albeit with the additional burdens of care. The disabled children are as 
integral to the families’ normal life as a black swan is in a flock of white swans.

Of course, just because the AO families manage to embrace their misfortune as 
a “black swan”, the presence of the highly improbable, it does not mean that their 
life becomes easier. An interesting and poignant case is the behaviour of a couple, 
Kim and Hien, in Kim Bang in the north: in order to deal with their being a black 
swan in the community, they hid their first two disabled children inside the house. 
They initially just felt “ashamed”. But after two more children (and a couple of 
miscarriages and a stillbirth in between), the wife developed a fear that no one 
would want to marry their younger and healthy children because of the label of an 
AO victims’ family (May, 2005). Our initial thought was that their efforts to hide 
the disabled children were carefully designed to conceal the traces of abnormality 
from outsiders’ watchful eyes. The black swan metaphor helped us to see that 
there was more than an attempt at concealment. Theirs were the efforts to isolate, 
reduce, and confine the working of that fate within the first two children. 

To call this and other similar actions the parents’ thoughtlessness may belittle 
something more fundamental to the process by which the parents come into 
contact with and digest the implications of the “rare” event – AO and its human 
consequences. Their reactions are merely parts of keeping their everyday life free 
of changes, or protecting it from a demand of an “extreme transition”, as Berger 
and Luckmann would call it.28

Having a disabled child(ren) does not consume their life, which consists of 
other equally important needs and concerns such as the household economy and 
caring for their healthy children, among others. Here lies one more considera-
tion that needs to be added to Taleb’s black swan metaphor.
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In real life, there are many flocks of white swans that impose upon ordinary 
people a set of regular expectations. Complete acceptance, even of just one 
“black” swan in a flock, may consume a great deal of time and other resources. 
An instinctive act, such as the neglect of the “black swan” or its root cause, is 
an act of balancing the cost of doing something about it and of doing nothing 
within this multiple set of regular expectations.

The overloaded cognitive capacity of AO families usually has no place in med-
ical and other professionals’ concerns. As we saw earlier, it is not surprising that 
the young couples with one disabled child, or those living in an area suspected 
of AO contamination, often ignore medical experts’ insistence on refraining 
from conceiving another child. The couples are inundated with other equally 
important demands such as meeting the expectation that a farmer has as many 
children as their household economy demands and allows. The disregard may be 
irrational, given the fact that the couples are from an area that has a record of 
a high incidence of birth abnormalities. It is irrational, however, only from the 
perspective of one set of regular expectations, that of the reproduction experts. 
It is less so when the disregard is thrown into a broader range of concerns that 
consume the young couples’ resources.

Agent Orange contamination is undoubtedly a significant health issue. With 
nearly 2,000 victims of the contamination and the Mountains that are suspected 
to be still contaminated, Phu Cat should be the best candidate for efforts to 
launch a warning campaign against the abuse of agrochemicals. Moreover, Phu 
Cat is not like the other contamination “hot spots”, such as Bien Hoa near Ho 
Chi Minh City, where the effect of the dioxin-yielding AO is becoming increas-
ingly indistinguishable from other sources of dioxin due to the encroachment of 
industrial and other complexes.29

However, we developed a nagging feeling about possibly one ironical conse-
quence of the medical specialists’ efforts to establish a more accurate “proba-
bility” of chemicals causing health damages. Their research focussed upon the 
reproduction-related health records of a sample of Phu Cat’s farmers, and iden-
tified a pattern – higher incidences of birth anomalies. The research efforts with 
the prominent, yet isolated, presence of the medical researchers may make the 
AO-induced abnormalities even blacker.

After two years of research in the early 2000s as part of national efforts to 
address AO-induced health problems, Dr Trinh Van Bao and others reported 
results where the samples from Phu Cat exhibited much higher scores in all cate-
gories, including miscarriages and stillbirths. Dr Truong Quang Dat and others’ 
research ten years later corroborated Dr Bao’s team’s findings on Phu Cat.30 Dr 
Bao’s team had a little over 13,000 respondents, and Dr Dat’s had 1,644 (for 
congenital deficiencies). The findings suggest the relatively higher incidences of 
birth abnormalities among the samples from Phu Cat. They also show that the 
actual total of AO victims in Phu Cat might have been larger than 1,857 certified 
victims at the time of their research. 

Behind the findings, however, these numbers conceal one important implica-
tion. The total number of the samples for either research is perfectly acceptable. 
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Sometimes, the researchers invite dozens of informants to a large conference 
room at the Phu Cat Health Centre. They explain the intent of the research to 
the informants and circulate pages of questionnaires to be filled in carefully by 
the informants. A team of research assistants stand by to answer questions, as 
raised. Occasionally, the researchers visit some of the informants at their homes.

All these efforts are the basis of the researchers’ findings that the health 
 anomalies are common, i.e., unusually high among the samples. The differences 
between 1% and 2%, or 0.1% and 0.4% catch the attention of medical experts – a 
slight difference is enormous for those who are looking for it.

However, the respondents are spread thin over the vast Phu Cat District. The 
findings have not been widely circulated beyond the circle of researchers. The 
anomalies shown in the findings remain unknown to the informants. R egardless 
of a specific method of identifying correlations between the living environment 
and health anomalies, the research efforts, too, remain an isolated event that 
has very little to do with the informants’ everyday lives. Therefore, there is 
only a limited effectiveness in the medical professionals’ claim that the samples 
 (informants) represent the rest of the farmers in the District.

While the efforts of medical professionals might be considered steps to p revent 
the occurrence of another “black swan”, the research operations themselves 
 appeared as a “rare” event to the majority of farmers. Issues pertaining to chem-
ical contamination seemed unconnected to their everyday lives. The researchers 
had not foreseen such an effect; however, it is likely that the medical research 
that was conducted has left the black swan even blacker, its relevance limited to 
a small group of farmers and their families.
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6 Health and the farmers
Whose responsibility counts?

Risk is merely a probability, as shown in Risk = Danger (damage or losses) × 
Probability. Phu Cat’s farmers may readily agree on a given danger but often 
debate on its probability. The debate remains a debate among the experts, and 
occasionally among ordinary farmers. However, no matter how sound scientific 
evidence may be, the point of debate is the probability, not the risk.

From the previous two chapters, it is evident that the behaviours of the Phu 
Cat farmers vary, even when they are expected to behave more or less in a similar 
manner, faced, for example, with opportunities to increase earnings or prepare 
for threats to health. Even when health is, or appears to be, at risk, they still do 
not react solely to health risk warnings. They often do not take preventive action 
even when the risk, if materialized, might mean severe damage to their health.

The farmers usually acquiesce to the blame as the final trigger for a risk t urning 
into a reality. The medical professionals of the Phu Cat Health  Centre, who often 
accompanied us on our research trips, or the doctors on the preceding research 
teams, often repeated, “We need to educate the farmers”. As far as these experts 
are concerned, the farmers do not see the obvious, i.e., as e ntomologist David 
Pimentel puts it, “human pesticide poisonings and illnesses are clearly the high-
est prices paid for all pesticide use”.1 The blame goes back to the  beneficiaries 
of the warning. The only difference among the beneficiaries, then, lies between 
those who do and those who do not heed the warnings. As Ulrich Beck puts it, 
they carry the ultimate “responsibility for performing the task and for the con-
sequences of their performance” (italics added).2

Health experts’ efforts to motivate the farmers to act in a certain way are a 
reminder of those efforts by the old development planners or economists, such as 
Theodore Schultz, as examined earlier: why do the farmers not see the b enefits 
of efficient production? Likewise, in the eyes of the medical professionals, why 
do these farmers not see health risks as the health experts see them, and act 
accordingly?

One of the reasons, as discussed in Chapter 5, is the ambiguity in commu-
nicating a risk turning into a reality. Another reason, to be discussed in this 
chapter, is that the farmers are in a position to take ultimate responsibility for 
the action – including non-action. Medical experts may be better at treatment 
when a risk becomes a reality, that is, when they have complete authority over 
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their patients. When it comes to preventing a risk from turning into reality, 
 however, medical experts often face unresponsive people. In many cases people – 
the  potential patients in their eyes ‒ do not even think they are the potential 
patients. People do not take the prescriptions for preventive behaviours seriously, 
thereby depriving the medical experts of the very basis of their authority.

One earlier point becomes more critical in this ironical twist in the  question of 
who is responsible for the farmers’ health. The point is that one single  concern 
does not consume the farmers’ time, energy, intelligence, and mental and 
 physical resources that make and keep them as farmers. The multiple c oncerns 
in the farmers’ life mean that, given the limited resources at their disposal, 
they can rarely satisfy all sorts of pleas or recommendations coming from dis-
creet “trenches” of expertise where various experts address various issues in life 
 separately. To satisfy all would require what Sven Ove Hansson calls a “unified 
calculation”, cutting across all risks, which is an impossibility in practice.3 The 
“individualized” responsibility, in the manner of Beck, for the consequences of 
many decisions underlies the farmers’ behaviour.

Individualization of the ultimate health responsibility does not mean that the 
medical experts abandon their responsibility, nor that the farmers insist on being 
the authority. There is a broader framework to consider for health management 
and its transformation that ultimately places the most critical decisions on health 
squarely upon individual farmers.

Health for the people

Medical and health experts may be most successful when dealing with the kind 
of risks endangering a large population and clear evidence of the failure to heed 
the warning is ubiquitous. Pandemics such as HIV or bird flu are cases in point. 
These examples may be associated with the advent of modern clinical medicine 
and pharmaceutical research. However, the success in preventing some, if not all, 
of the pandemics in recent times has a long history. Here, we rely on a few sec-
ondary sources to place the problem of individualization of health responsibility 
into perspective.

Hippocrates, as early as 400 BC, noted that “human well-being was influenced 
by the totality of environment factors: living habits, climate, and the quality of 
air, water, and food.” Here, there is already a notion of a confluence of many 
factors leading to damaged health.4 When faced with almost infinite combina-
tions of the factors leading to the outbreak of a communicable, i.e., devastating 
disease such as yellow fever, smallpox, or measles, the adopted method was one 
that lumped together and shut out all suspicious factors including human bodies 
from coming into contact with healthy bodies. In 1348, Venice, a contact point 
through commerce and other activities with the Orient, adopted the method we 
generically called “quarantine”.5 Variations of this initial catch-all approach may 
be found in colonial America throughout its eastern seaboard.

The distinct boundary of the habitat of suspicious elements (such as incoming 
ships) would soon disappear, and in its place, the living environment in general 
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was found potentially guilty of embracing communicative and other diseases. 
An all-embracing approach, that is, a sort of expanded version of “quarantine”, 
emerged by the mid-nineteenth century. In 1842, the idea of “sanitary” was 
introduced in the General Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring 
Population of Great Britain,6 alarmed by the poor working conditions of the 
Industrial Revolution leading to infectious diseases such as typhus, typhoid, 
and cholera, among others. When the wealthier people were found to be less 
 affected, policies informed of the notion of sanitary were promoted to improve 
the infrastructure for a clean drinking water supply and sewers for waste disposal 
for the poor.

The fight against infectious and debilitating diseases found a new turn with the 
“germ theory”, usually associated with discoveries by Louis Pasteur and Robert 
Koch. They represent a series of discoveries in the late nineteenth  century link-
ing germs (bacteria) and infectious diseases. These discoveries added another 
step in controlling the spread of diseases, that is, monitoring and controlling 
disease carriers – agents. The earlier efforts to improve the living and working 
environment were now pushed together with the efforts to keep healthy human 
bodies from becoming the carriers and/or to protect them from contact with 
the carriers. The development of immunization that followed these discover-
ies marked another peak in the organized efforts to protect health and prevent 
health from harm, i.e., public health.7

The emphasis up to this point has been on what the health professionals could 
do for people, a position that makes the professionals the protectors and provid-
ers of health. Ordinary people are passive beneficiaries of the services rendered 
by the health professionals, in addition to at least potentially being the hosts of 
disease-causing agents. The responsibility of the health professionals is to reduce 
the likelihood of the disease-causing agents striking healthy human beings by 
improving the living and working environment, by preparing effective immuni-
zation, and by reducing the number of people who remain untouched by their 
efforts.8

Health by the people

The role of the beneficiaries of health policies is still ambiguous in the develop-
ment of health management above. Medical and health professionals could push 
to improve the living environment. They could multiply vaccinations. However, 
these efforts have not addressed one type of health problem – the diseases that 
result from personal habits such as drinking, smoking, eating, or a lack of exer-
cise, i.e., those whose roots are in the daily routine of an average individual and 
its cumulative effects. The excesses in these habits, lumped together as “lifestyle 
diseases”, may catch the professionals’ attention. The attention, however, falls 
short of offering a fine line beyond which the habits become excessive.

Public health historians usually draw attention to the publication of one U.S. 
document, Healthy People: The Surgeon General’s Report on Health Promotion 
and Disease Prevention (1979), as the first of its kind to address this absence. 
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The Report conceded that individuals may not have complete control over, or 
take responsibility for, their health in part because of socio-economic and other 
factors. The Report was still emphatic that healthy behaviour was the individual’s 
responsibility with significant consequences.9

Furthermore, the Report, or for that matter any similar documents’, has a 
paternalistic undertone in its view towards the individual’s responsibility. The 
responsibility that it emphasizes is that of heeding the appeal; it falls short of re-
ferring to the equally important responsibility for medical and health specialists 
that the individuals are assured of positive consequences of being responsible, 
of heeding the appeal. The assurance, however, lies outside the “trenches” of 
medical and health professionals.

Responsibility as an individual sees it

It should be remembered that health is a physical and mental state best captured 
in its absence, or in the loss of certain conditions; to many, pursuing health while 
healthy is an unnecessary practice. While some may still go ahead and invest, 
say, time for physical exercise, flossing, or weight watching, they do not receive 
immediate “returns”: the results of what they do are not marked by recognizable 
changes. For healthy individuals, the return on investment is no change.

If the investment means cutting into precious time and other resources, the 
returns would have to be recognizable changes, especially for Phu Cat’s farmers, 
to whom time and money are scarce resources. Consequently, the farmers, at 
least, appear to be irresponsive to the appeal for certain actions. Their irrespon-
siveness is not a sign of ignorance, but it is a result of their trying to maximize 
the use of mental and other resources to satisfy their multiple needs. Health is 
one of those needs and one without obvious return.

There is another factor that we need to consider: a strange sort of distance 
between medical and health professionals and the farmers. The distance abets, at 
least partially, the latter’s irresponsiveness. Medical staff from either the Phu Cat 
District Health Centre or local Commune Clinics often accompanied our earlier 
visits to the farmers. The Health Centre even provided one of their two ambu-
lances as means of transportation. Although the medical staff never donned the 
usual white uniforms, their presence should have been motivating enough for 
the residents. Over nearly 15 years, first as part of the Keio University-Hanoi 
Medical University cooperation and then as an independent research team, we 
have visited some of the farmers more than once or twice. Our presence was an 
addition to the other visits by medical authorities, such as teams from Hanoi 
Medical University dating back to the early 2000s. The frequent presence of 
these personnel should be alarming enough. Yet the farmers exhibited no such 
sign or curiosity. They all remember the earlier visitors not for why they were 
there, but for how they acted – “Oh, Dr Bao always stayed in a tiny inn in town” 
(March 2009).

Clearly, the risk warnings did not stick, or if they did, they did not stay long 
in the minds of the farmers. The research teams’ repeated visits, including ours, 
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should have aroused at least some nervousness among the farmers leading to 
some corresponding changes in the farmers’ responses. Something must have 
been missing. The credibility of the message sender, Hanoi Medical University 
teams, was unquestionable. So was the quality of the information that their pres-
ence was sending. All the ingredients for making a “persuasive message” heard 
were present, or so it appears. Except one thing was missing: the predisposition 
or inclination on the part of the recipients, of the “audience”,10 to heed the 
warnings.

As discussed in the previous chapter, Agent Orange (AO) and its consequences 
merely represent a “black swan” to the audience. The nervousness or fear alone, 
as triggered by the outlying case, is not nearly sufficient to invite a protective 
behaviour.

Perhaps there is something in our presence, especially that of Hanoi Medical 
University teams and by extension the medical experts from the District Health 
Centre, that contributed to barring the audience from seeing the risk warning 
entirely. As we mentioned earlier, often the research, especially by the Medical 
University teams, was conducted in a large hall in the District Health Centre 
away from the informants’ homes and villages. The setting was definitely an 
elaborate stage for the experts to exhibit their authority. But it is an isolated 
stage, away from the farmers’ daily life. This is all the more reason why one of 
the team leaders, the late Dr Bao, was remembered by the farmers as being un-
usual for his unauthoritative presence exhibited, e.g., in his choice of a humble 
inn in town. 

This distance is virtually insurmountable. On one side are the farmers with-
out the benefit of heeding the warnings, that is, the utility of the action rec-
ommended by the professionals. They are without the test of efficacy of the 
recommended action. On the other side are the professionals who, like the sales 
personnel, assume that the right products need no sales pitch to the customers.

There are health specialists who captured the significance of this part of health 
warnings in their “health belief model”. Of the four points below, especially 
point three matters where the “customers” of health warnings are concerned.11 
They are: (1) perceived susceptibility, i.e., the subjective perception of risk or vul-
nerability to a health threat; (2) perceived severity, i.e., one’s perception of the 
seriousness of the health threat; (3) perceived benefits, i.e., the efficacy of an 
action designed to prevent or reduce the health threat; and (4) perceived bar-
riers, i.e., the negative consequences that might be associated with preventive 
or ameliorative behaviour. A variation of this health belief model draws closer 
attention to the influence of additional (or new) information upon the recipients 
in a manner that changes their expectations towards preventive or ameliorative 
actions they might take.12

These observations suggest that medical and health experts are unaware that 
scientifically sound warnings alone cannot induce their “clients” to buy them and 
that there is the stretch of responsibility beyond the view from their “trenches”. 
The ultimate responsibility for health management by an individual starts where 
that of medical and health specialists ends.
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This brings the examination of the farmers’ behaviour into a sharper fo-
cus: where a health risk stands in their everyday life, and how much it matters 
to them.

Farmers’ responsibility

The conventional approach to public health is to concentrate on delivering the 
incentives for people to change their behaviour. The role of experts is to p repare 
and enrich the evidence of the positive consequences and reinforce that  evidence. 
Here, there is an untested assumption behind this role of experts. To use an anal-
ogy, the better the products are, the more willing the consumers are to purchase 
them. Given this basic assumption, there are roles for the government to play too: 
(1) to establish infrastructure such as clean water, clean air, safe food, decent hous-
ing, safe working conditions, safe roads, among others, i.e., the fundamentals for 
a healthy life; (2) to enforce a legal framework for actions that may impinge upon 
the individual’s freedoms, such as enforcement of seat belts or banning smoking 
in public spaces; and (3) to regulate various commercial activities that may di-
rectly or indirectly compromise health (such as  product standards, labelling, pric-
ing, advertising, and marketing). When properly  performed, these roles definitely 
help construct an environment where the individuals are protected from health 
hazards. These roles are still those of a “steward”,13 a guardian of those who are 
receptive to health warnings and  willing to act accordingly. In other words, they 
help protect the benefits that accrue from health-conscious action.

All these efforts leave a large margin of responsibility for health that remains 
untouched by the government and health and medical experts: the responsibility 
of how to convince oneself of the need for health-conscious action. The clearer 
the responsibilities become for the government and for the experts, the less mar-
gin for the farmers is left for interpreting what is promoted and pushed on their 
behalf, and the weightier their responsibility becomes. The individualization of 
the responsibility is there for the farmers to live with. That responsibility is not 
something from which they can opt out.

One fact remains, however, that health experts, who are preoccupied mostly 
with “their risks”, ignore that health and health risks are just one concern among 
many that occupy the farmers’ minds, or anyone’s for that matter. This neglect 
may be a vocational predisposition and may be even more hardened when pre-
senting the risk to a high-risk group. Nevertheless, how individuals respond to 
health risk depends on how they see it among many other risks in their individ-
ual contexts, thereby exhibiting various behaviours in response to the risk.

This tendency towards a dispersed risk perception is especially prevalent when 
the probability of the risk turning into a reality is not in a clear-cut cause-effect 
sequence as in the cases involving the use of agrochemicals where the threshold 
of toxicity is at best ambiguous.14

The perception of risk does matter, and so do the factors that help shape that 
perception. Health education from early on may help people view health- conscious 
action as particularly valuable. However, Irwin Rosenstock, among others, is 
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quick to point out that there may be a sort of zero-sum relationship among the 
values people attach to action: “[A]ny attempt to increase the value of health may 
first entail decreasing the value of other dimensions of life”.15 Emphasis on health 
education per se may have a similar effect as that of the health and medical experts’ 
plea to heed their warnings as if to preach everything else matters less.

Moreover, even if the professionals’ push for health awareness is necessary, it 
is only the beginning of a long process before the receptivity to that push takes 
roots in people’s minds. Given the limited resources at their disposal, asking 
 individuals to change by investing less time and energy in other demanding areas 
of their lives amounts to asking them to disrupt their lives as they know them. 
It only triggers another round of complex calculations of the gains and losses. If 
so, even accepting the primacy of health awareness is tantamount to being part 
of that “individualized” responsibility.

Thus, the overall circumstances in which the individualized responsibility is 
put into practice become a crucial focus of this observation.

“Individualized” responsibility as practised

Farmers in Phu Cat are in a very difficult position to make the right decision, 
one that is acceptable to health and medical specialists. The first obvious and oft-
quoted reason is that they are poor. Buying health insurance as an investment in 
health is a luxury, especially when they do not recognize any problem with their 
health. A local newspaper reports that only 19% of poor households (account-
ing for 67%) in the whole province of Binh Dinh had health insurance in 2012. 
Phu Cat’s performance in health insurance is among the lowest in the province. 
“I am still healthy and therefore I am not rushing to buy insurance just yet”, 
remarked one farmer in Phu Cat.16 The limited financial resources weaken the 
sense of urgency for health-conscious action as they make other daily concerns 
equally urgent. Securing their daily food intake is as important as what they eat.

Another, no less important factor that does not help them develop a sense 
of urgency where health is concerned is their location, that is, what their living 
environment offers. Frequent visits to hospitals and to medical doctors are the 
result both of health problems and of the predisposition to make use of these 
establishments. The predisposition, in turn, is a product of the sense of effective-
ness of their visits in the past – the efficacy of their chosen action. Unlike Thanh 
Khe in Da Nang, Phu Cat’s farmers are deprived of the opportunity to test the 
efficacy of their health-related action. Medical and health services, including the 
number of clinics and medical staff, are much more limited in Phu Cat and other 
similar rural areas. Phu Cat’s farmers are thus doubly handicapped when faced 
with the need to make health-conscious decisions.

Farmers as decision-makers

To outsiders, the farmers in Phu Cat have lived a precarious life as if living next 
to an active “volcano”, the dioxin-contaminated Nui Ba Mountains, its ponds, 
and its streams, even though the level of dioxin contamination has lowered 
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sufficiently recently. Nevertheless, the presence of 2,000 victims of AO contam-
ination hints at the likelihood that some human bodies may well still be carriers 
of the contaminants. As discussed in the previous chapter, risks to health have 
nonetheless never become salient parts of their daily concerns because the farm-
ers “are still fine”.

Asking these farmers to change and adopt preventive behaviour is a challeng-
ing task because its benefits in terms of health are not evident; they have not yet 
experienced disruptive “declines” in their health. Information, written on the la-
bels of pesticide or herbicide containers, pieced together from rumours and mass 
media, is still not meaningful enough to influence their assessment of what risks 
they may have been exposed to or are facing. A medical doctor from a Hanoi 
Medical University team joked about one of Ministry of Labour – Invalids and 
Social Affairs’ (MOLISA’s) efforts to air warnings on the use of agrochemicals 
through a TV network. The farmers “just changed their channel”. Symptoms 
like skin rashes or headaches are expected and readily tolerated as “trade-offs”, 
and therefore do not help them think of the worse. 

Neither the presence of the AO families nor the information they collected 
about the contaminated Nui Ba Mountains seemed to have much impact on 
them. It looks as though the ubiquitous “No Trespassing” signs by the ponds 
and reservoirs in the Mountains had erased the danger to health altogether. 
Behavioural economists, Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, argue that people 
assess the likelihood of risks by asking how readily examples come to mind. “If 
people can easily think of relevant examples, they are far more likely to be fright-
ened or concerned than if they cannot”. However, the AO victims’ families who 
live right in the middle of the community are the “black swans”, not “relevant 
examples” that “readily” come to the mind of these farmers. In addition, the AO 
complications are not “vivid and easily imagined causes” because of the delayed 
effects. What Thaler and Sunstein call “availability heuristic”17 is not at work. 
The farmers do not have available (accessible) and emerging (salient) examples 
that they can think of in order to make a meaningful reference for their behav-
iours. Furthermore, Phu Cat’s farmers have an indisputable explanation for the 
“black swan”, i.e., that it is part of the distant past, the war with America, and/or 
the making of “bad luck”. The distant past and the bad luck prevent the farmers 
from seeing a potential link between AO and the current use of agrochemicals.

Worse still, the efficacy of the farmers’ action is particularly limited when their 
action is concerned with health. The habit of having a regular medical check-up 
is virtually non-existent among Phu Cat’s farmers, including the AO families, 
due to the limited medical infrastructure for health services.

Table 6.1 shows that the number of health clinics in Phu Cat is double that in 
Thanh Khe (Da Nang). But these clinics and other medical facilities (24) have to 
cover a large area of 679 km2, i.e., one health unit per 28 km2, compared to one 
per 0.8 km2 for Thanh Khe. Other major health services are also within their 
reach in the urban Thanh Khe. It is obviously easier for patients in this district to 
imagine the presence of medical services within their living environment. Given 
the limited number of clinics within commutable distance in Phu Cat, readiness 
to think of making use of the medical services is already limited among the 
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Table 6.1  Health Services in Thanh Khe and Phu Cat

Thanh Khe Phu Cat

Number of communes/wards 8 18
Size of area 9.3 km2 679 km2

Total population 160,582 210,100
Population density per km2 17,267 286
Number of health units (clinics) 11 24
Medical staff 133 190

– Doctors with medical degree 51 45
– Assistant physicians 51 81
– Nurses 15 48
– Midwives 16 16

Pharmaceutical staff 9 7
– High-degree pharmacist 1 2
– Middle-degree pharmacist 4 3
– Assistant pharmacist 4 2

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Source: General Statistics Office, 2006.

farmers. Quy Nhon General Hospital is even farther: a one- to one-and-a-half-
hour drive away. Phu Cat’s farmers are deprived of the conditions that otherwise 
would have primed them for making use of medical services.

From Table 6.1, we also see that the number of doctors is more or less the 
same in both areas. But the large size of Phu Cat conceals one important point 
that makes the presence of the medical staff even scarcer in Phu Cat than 
shown by the statistics. Usually more than 50% of the physicians with full 
medical degrees are stationed at Phu Cat District Health Centre. At the com-
munal level, however, medical staff are mostly assistant physicians, a category 
of professionals slightly more advanced than nurses. They are products more 
of vocational training in auxiliary medical services, thereby severely limiting 
the services they are allowed to provide. Besides, as noted earlier in Chapter 3, 
sometimes they may not always be available for different reasons. Given these 
limits, Communal Clinics in Phu Cat are not installed or equipped to treat 
serious ailments.

Despite representing the medical and health authorities, Communal Clinics 
are no more than an infirmary, serving as a halfway stop. Serious cases must be 
sent to the District Health Centre (a 30-minute car ride for many villagers) in 
the Ngo May section of the District or Quy Nhon General Hospital, one and 
a half hours away for most.18 The absence of sufficient medical services makes 
the cost of visiting the Centre even more taxing, which, in turn, makes people 
less inclined to rely on the medical establishment, unless their ailments become 
serious. Most of the parents of the AO victims in Phu Cat do not see the point of 
taking their children for regular check-ups or for rehabilitation. All such efforts, 
if any, are disruptions to their daily life. The great majority of the farmers are 
deprived of the opportunities to test the efficacy of health-conscious actions, 
even if they may wish to test them.



Health and the farmers 167

There is an additional factor that makes the physical and mental distance even 
greater. The medical staff at the Commune Clinics are well informed of the 
affairs of the farmers in their jurisdictions, a result of their efforts to familiarize 
themselves with the local villagers. Their presence is ubiquitous in the farmers’ 
lives. Their efforts, however, may have won them the kind of authority that does 
not correspond to their status as medical professionals.

The story of Mr Phung, an assistant physician at Cat Trinh Commune Clinic 
and a constant companion of our research trips, is a case in point. He knows 
everyone in his Commune and almost every detail of the family affairs of the AO 
families and others. The villagers see him as representing not only the Cat Trinh 
Clinic, but also the Phu Cat District Health Centre and all the medical estab-
lishments above it. Mr Phung and others like him are all genuinely sympathetic 
to those parents with one or more disabled children. Their sympathy has its 
roots in their conviction that there is “no cure for Agent Orange complications”. 
There is an unintended but ironical consequence of these staff’s ubiquitous pres-
ence. Mr Phung’s and others’ casual statements carry the finality of the medical 
authority. In other words, the presence of the medical and health services in 
the rural villages through these Clinics and the staff does not offer an oppor-
tunity, but pre-empts the initial step, to test the effectiveness of the villagers’ 
health-conscious action.

Left alone with all the health responsibilities, the farmers’ choice for action is 
to stay close to what they have within their familiar reach ‒ the use of thay lang 
(traditional health practitioners) to fix their health problems, or visits to local 
Commune Clinics just for simple medicines such as contraception devices. In 
other words, the efficacy of their health-related action is also tested only as far 
as the local medical and health services offer. These local conditions, contrary 
to the intention, serve as a “fundamental barrier” to nurturing a broader health 
consciousness.19

The following example may best illustrate how the limited local medical 
and health services prevent potential users from developing a reasonable health 
choice. During our first round of visits, one of the parents of the AO victims 
kept insisting that they would not have any more children because “it has been 
difficult enough” to take care of an older child with a birth defect. Her deter-
mination had led her to use contraceptive rings. In the second round of visits, a 
new baby, fortunately a healthy one, was there lying between the parents. Their 
explanation: “The [family] plan failed”.

They meant that they had had the baby by accident. The use of contraceptive 
rings is still the most popular, and free, method, especially in rural areas of 
Vietnam. She became pregnant during a period when she had to remove the 
contraceptive device, because the ring had caused severe infection. Her  honest 
explanation, when we pressed her, indicated more than a lack of prudence. She 
could have consulted with an obstetrician-gynaecologist, who would most likely 
have recommended an alternative such as condoms or pills in addition to careful 
infection treatment. However, the Clinic had only a mid-wife. The young mother 
had no past experience in consulting with a specialist. She works full-time in the 
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rice paddies and taking pills regularly is more of a nuisance and additional chore 
in her daily routine; and the use of condoms is still embarrassing for the young 
couples. There was no apparent reason for breaking the habit.

Cost of choices

Professionals try to sell their options by emphasizing the benefits of adopting 
them and, similarly, the costs of not doing so. But as we tend to forget, the costs 
for these poor farmers are usually more extreme either way, choosing or not 
choosing the “right” option. A conventional view of being poor may prevent 
us from realizing that being poor has special meaning to the people who feel 
they are poor, regardless of their actual well-being. To borrow from another 
 behavioural economist, Daniel Kahneman, “being poor is living below one’s 
reference point”, and therefore whoever feels he is poor is always “in the losses”. 
A small gain that they make is therefore likely to be perceived as “a reduced loss, 
not as a gain”.20 An obvious incentive is not so readily perceived as such.

This observation helps us see how many of Phu Cat’s farmers weigh an in-
crease in earnings and how that “increase” matters to them. The perception 
of gains or losses hinges upon where their “reference points” are. Any gain is 
not an automatic gain to them. This perspective highlights an earlier point, by 
 Rosenstock, about the lives of Phu Cat’s farmers: any attempt to increase the 
value of health may first entail decreasing the value of other dimensions of life.21

If we expound on Kahneman’s observation in real life, the effect of an incen-
tive for action turns out to be even more complex. Let us bring in the earlier 
point that many factors and concerns collectively make up one’s life. Each of 
these many factors and concerns demands an action, and that action will be 
 derived on the basis of one reference point. Life, in other words, rarely allows 
one single reference point to dominate the others. Each reference point is likely 
to be skewed somewhat as it is integral to a set of tangled-up reference points. 
Take, for instance, the young couple whose “family plan” had failed. Who knows 
if one reference point prompting a cautious reproductive action may have been 
skewed by another that holds that farming families usually have many children.

The farmers are at once the producers and consumers of agricultural products, 
the parents of children, community members, and potentially patients. The roles 
they take on vary depending on whom and what they interact with. A role may 
require them to act rationally in one sense, and another role may require them to 
act rationally in another sense. Therefore, they are faced with multiple concerns 
that make it an unavoidable task for them to run a calculation to see if gains 
in one lead to losses in another. A likely result is a good “enough” choice that 
 offers sufficient gains in one and satisfies some in another, the choice that is best 
described as “satisficing” by Herbert Simon.22 

There is more to the farmers’ “satisficing” decisions than what appears to be 
a product of random compromises. The professionals in medicine, economic 
development planning, and education, among others, especially in developing 
countries, are eager to promote changes by insisting more on the gains than the 
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costs of their policies. These experts reach the same people as the “beneficiaries” 
of their policies. A reversal of an object-observer relationship occurs. The farmers 
are no longer “farmers” in the eyes of these experts. The farmers are what these 
experts make them out to be. The relationship between an elephant and six blind 
men in a Vietnamese folk tale is apt, if cynical, metaphor about highly special-
ized observers’ view of an object that blinds the observers to the larger whole of 
which the observed object is a part.

The blind man who feels a leg says the elephant is a pillar;
The blind man who feels the tail says the elephant is a rope;
The blind man who feels the trunk says the elephant is a tree branch;
The blind man who feels the ear says the elephant is a fan;
The blind man who feels the belly says the elephant is a wall; and
The blind man who feels the tusk says the elephant is a solid pipe.

The farmers, on the other hand, are farmers. The demands of their lives prompt 
them to perform more than one “role” at any given time. They may pursue a 
course of action recommended by one professional but do so only to the point at 
which the action begins interfering with actions encouraged by professionals of 
other types or with other demands. Complete satisfaction of all demands rarely 
crosses the farmers’ minds, given the limited resources at their disposal. Even an 
attempt at satisfying some is immensely taxing. The calculation of the costs of 
recommended actions, intersecting with each other, without the benefits of the 
promised results, is virtually impossible. The net result: the farmers are likely to 
disappoint any one of the professionals of diverse expertise.

However, the professionals’ disappointment, bordering on condescension, is 
the other side of the same coin, that is, that of the farmers’ satisfaction with life 
because of it, not in spite of it. Their life is proof that their decisions have not 
left the damaging drain on the precious resources needed to meet the demands 
on their life.

The farmers who grow cashew nuts adopt health-conscious behaviours, such as 
hiring somebody to spray chemicals for their cashew nut farm. They do so, how-
ever, not necessarily or only because of the health motive. Some of the s waying 
factors are incidental, such as too large a size of farm to take care of alone and the 
neighbours having the equipment and manpower. The young  couples in Thanh 
Khe tend to have more birth space between disabled  children and the next than 
is the case in the other two areas. The examples may be taken as a sign that they 
do not want to face the higher risk of having another h andicapped child. This 
may be so, to some extent. But the higher living costs of having an additional 
member in the more urban Da Nang clearly have an impact on their decisions.

By contrast, regardless of the additional costs, having more children as a 
 compensation for a lost child, lost to birth defects, stays in the minds of the 
AO families in rural areas like Phu Cat and Kim Bang. The medical experts try 
to push their preferred option – not to have more children – by emphasizing 
the costs of not taking that option. Farmers respond by considering the cost of 
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taking that cautious option, which entirely removes even the slightest chance of 
their having a healthy child. A norm dictating the other demands of rural life 
such as having many children, even by default, retains its swaying power.

Decision-makers in action: Phu Cat’s farmers

Chemical and medical professionals may find it an imperative to present an ideal 
choice of action in the clearest way that gains in one demand or facet of life can 
also be gains in another. After all, the farmers are not to be blamed if they fail to 
see the negative consequences of one choice because of the fear that the choice 
may cause unintended collateral damages elsewhere. The best conceivable way 
for the professionals is to show an instance of killing two birds with one stone.

There is an interesting report on a rice-producing village in the Mekong Delta 
by a pair of economists from Vietnam National University.23 They found that 
the farmers spent about an extra 100,000 VND ($5) for 270 g of pesticide per 
hectare, resulting in its excessive use. Health costs due to pesticide exposure 
were calculated to be between 89,310 VND and 94,129 VND per farmer, per 
hectare. In order to reduce this excessive spending and use, the study proposes 
a tax of about 33% on current pesticide prices. This would lead to less use of the 
chemicals and decreased rice yields. It may also lead to savings on the inputs and 
reductions in health costs. In all, the researchers calculated that such a tax would 
bring a net benefit to the farmers of over 56,000 VND (a little over $2.5) per 
hectare, in addition to the government gain from the tax revenue.

Its feasibility aside, to the economists who conducted this research, a net 
benefit of 56,000 VND is obviously a gain for the farmers, even if it means a 
decrease from the previous crop. To the farmers who believe that they are poor, 
these estimates do not make much sense. As Kahneman would have concurred, 
the reduced gain for the poor is still merely a “reduced” loss. Besides, linking 
the gains in two different areas of wealth and health is an exercise in empty 
calculation since the gains in health are not readily discernible as mentioned 
before.

On the other hand, if the farmers pursue a higher productivity and do not 
take appropriate protection measures as suggested by the instructions for the 
use of chemicals, the cost (damaged health) could be extremely high when and 
if it  happens. The AO victims’ families are the living examples of how costly it 
could be, financially, mentally, and socially. Yet here, the presence of AO families 
may even have an opposite effect. Their presence, which is too exceptional, may 
decrease the others’ caution against chemical contamination as the farmers may 
believe, mistakenly, that the chemicals they handle are not as bad as AO.

Nonetheless, an alarming reminder awaits the farmers. Arnold Schecter, who 
has been observing the effects of AO for a long time, saw a new development: 
the children of the new generation are born where their parents may have been 
 exposed to dioxin contamination other than AO.24 Robert Allen joins in: “We are 
all exposed to dioxin and other contaminants. Pesticides have exposed millions of 
people ignorant of the dangers and other contaminants”25 (italics added).
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Decision-makers in action: Agent Orange victims’ families

Unlike the victims’ families in Da Nang, among whom was one parent who had to 
quit their job to become a full-time care-giver to their handicapped child, none of 
the AO families in Phu Cat have stopped being farmers. If one of the parents de-
cides to quit working on the farm in order to stay at home with their disabled child, 
it would jeopardize that much income, pushing them that much closer to a life of 
subsistence. Having a disabled child is already a great cost to these farmers. Hence 
the need for extra income, or protecting the current level of income, becomes crit-
ical. Knowing that disabled children are susceptible to lapses in their given health 
conditions, however sporadic they may be, the need becomes even greater.

Furthermore, the decision to have or not to have another child after a disabled 
child or two among these parents is also not an easy one to make. The desire to 
have a healthy child is stronger among them. If not stronger, it at least stays with 
them. If they go along with the advice from medical doctors (not to have more 
children or to have an abortion), they are concluding that they are not going to 
have another child, any child. This is a crucial cost that the AO families consider.

The doctors may try to tilt the AO families’ attention in their favour by first 
pointing out the higher probability of birth defects, then the cost of having an-
other disabled child. They pay less or no attention to the costs that these families 
have to weigh from not having any child, possibly a healthy child. Not having 
children, especially healthy children, goes against the dominant social norm in 
rural areas in which children are the source of three utilities for their parents (en-
tertainment, labour, and security)26 and the assurance that they are not isolated 
from the community. Having a disabled child may not make them look different 
from other families but having only one does. In other words, there is nothing 
particularly theatrical about Madame Nguyễn Thị Bình’s statement about the 
soldiers returning from the war: “[W]hen the first child was born with a birth 
defect, they tried again and again”. They were acting perfectly harmoniously 
with the long-standing norm that survived the war.

Deciding on a choice is a result of weighing up its costs and benefits. If the 
benefits outweigh the costs, the choice is a rational one to make. There is more 
to this simple equation. A choice made is another choice abandoned. In real life, 
there is more than one balance sheet of costs and benefits. What appears to be 
a rational choice on one balance sheet could well mean benefits abandoned on 
other balance sheets. As mentioned earlier, any decision would have to be made 
on a complex calculation of zero-sum relationships intractably entangling gains 
and losses “in many dimensions of life”.

Phu Cat farmers’ decisions, which appear to be far less responsive to the ex-
perts’ plea to make the right decision, follow the complexity of this calculation. 
The resulting choices appear to be, at the very least, irresponsive to the experts. 
The farmers’ decisions, however, are designed to avert the losses that matter 
most to them at decision times. This “compensatory strategy”27 is the means for 
Phu Cat’s farmers to be content with the choices they abandoned and with their 
unknown consequences.
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A Missing link

There has been a plethora of efforts to contain, minimize, and even undo the 
negative consequences of toxic chemicals, AO included. Of these, the most no-
table is the joint Vietnam-U.S. effort to neutralize the AO contamination in the 
exposed areas. Phu Cat, together with the other two dioxin “hot spots”, Bien 
Hoa and Da Nang, was the target of a $5 million UNDP and GEF (Global Envi-
ronment Facility) project. The Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources’ 
Committee 33 in close cooperation with the Ministry of Defence launched “En-
vironmental Remediation of Dioxin Contaminated Hotspots in Viet Nam” in 
July 2010. Le Ke Son and Charles Bailey detailed this massive and coordinated 
effort to neutralize the contamination in the three strategically important sites.28

In August 2012, more than 7,000 cubic metres of highly dioxin- contaminated 
soil at Phu Cat Airbase were safely contained in landfill. This Phu Cat landfill was 
constructed in full compliance with national regulations and met i nternational 
standards. The landfill stopped the spread of the dioxin to the surrounding 
environment and eliminated the exposure of the local population. In the words 
of Le Ke Son, Director General of the Viet Nam Environment Administra-
tion and Director of Committee 33, the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment:29

With the landfill’s closing, the Phu Cat Airbase has been removed from the 
list of the three dioxin hot spots in Vietnam. Dioxin is no longer leaking 
from the site and dioxin will not have an impact on the environment and 
people living in the surrounding area.

After this, the project focussed on Bien Hoa and Da Nang.
However, the 7,000 cubic metres around Phu Cat Airbase was not the only 

place exposed to dioxin during the war. Local witnesses reported spraying in 
many parts along the long range of Nui Ba Mountains, with a surface area of 
over 100 km2. Moreover, the contaminants do not reside only in the physical 
environment but are already inside at least some of the parents and kin of the 
almost 2,000 human bodies in Phu Cat. “Dioxin … will not have an impact 
on the environment and people living in the surrounding area” is true only for 
those who live around the airport. It is not the conclusion about the contami-
nation issues.

Professionals and experts in corrective and preventive medicine have not been 
sitting idly around either. Some of their actions are circulated through popular 
media. Here is one such example: a controversial approach called the “Hubbard 
method” applied by Hanoi’s military 103 Hospital.30 It is aimed at cleansing 
the contaminated bodies. The method is a detoxification treatment developed 
by Scientologists and not internationally recognized. The patients in this pro-
gramme receive treatment largely consisting of saunas, exercise, and vitamins. 
The treatment programme could take months. Currently (2012), about 24 peo-
ple are being treated on a trial basis at Hanoi’s 103 Hospital and most of them 
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are residents of the area near Da Nang Airbase and have all tested positive for 
elevated levels of the highly toxic compound.

The more popular practise is a blood test for people living in the contaminated 
area. However, the practice has been mostly random and not consistent, partly 
because of the lengthy as well as costly examination process. Doctors also ad-
vise young couples in the areas to have regular check-ups, especially ultrasound 
examinations during pregnancy to detect any irregularity. Again, the issue goes 
back to whether or not the necessary equipment for the testing is readily avail-
able to residents. The distance between the residential area and decent hospital 
facilities matters. None of the Communal Clinics in any of the three Districts 
of our examination have an ultrasound device. Therefore, a lot still needs to be 
done before this preventive approach can make a difference in the farmers’ life.

As regards agrochemicals generally, the government has focussed on the reg-
ulatory approach to monitor and supervise their market as well as their use since 
1990 (Chapter 3). The main achievement of the government is the establishment 
of Plant Protection Centre stations at the lowest administrative units through-
out the country. The Ministry of Agricultural and Rural Development (MARD) 
established the Plant Protection Department as early as 1961.31

These government’s efforts aimed at improving the living environment as a 
way of containing and reducing health risks. These are the more conventional 
top-down approaches, concentrating on isolating and cleaning the living en-
vironment, accompanied by a host of regulations, such as enforcement of the 
standards and explicit instructions on chemical use. Along the way, the role of 
information and education is emphasized to increase the awareness of the risks 
involved in the use of pesticides and other toxic chemicals.

These efforts, however, leave the farmers with the ultimate responsibility of 
what to purchase and how, where, and when to use it. The experts and pro-
fessionals in the matters of chemicals, health, and education remain in their 
own “trenches”. MARD may claim exclusive jurisdiction over the matter of 
agrochemicals, and the Ministry of Health likewise over the matter of health, 
while environmental and ecological issues belong to the Ministry of Mineral 
Resources and Environment. The opportunities for testing the efficacy of the 
farmers’ health-conscious behaviour are beyond the purview of these efforts.
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7 Farmers’ logic
Loss aversion

The actions of Phu Cat’s farmers (including the Agent Orange families) do make 
sense, most of the time. That is a view that not many experts or professionals 
would readily agree with. However, a closer look at the farmers’ behaviour may 
help us see the point of this view: their actions make sense because they are the 
result of incessant cost-benefit calculations in their everyday lives, without sus-
pending it even for a moment.

If this is the case, then, the seeds of action that may satisfy the professionals, 
and experts too, would have to be rooted somewhere in these farmers’ actions 
and how they come to act the way they do. The necessary step in this chapter is 
to reconstruct the farmers’ behaviour from the perspective that nearly all actions 
are taken for reasons, and that not all actions are meant to maximize their  utility. 
At the very base of this attempt at reconstruction is a simple proposition: if 
 people find it difficult to recognize the utility of an action, they do not take that 
action; insistence upon taking that action tilts their attention more to the costs 
accompanying that action. In turn, the attention to the costs greatly influences 
their behaviour.

As we have discussed, the examples of the negative consequences of toxic 
chemicals, the AO families, are spread thinly across Phu Cat District. In the 
eyes of the majority of the farmers, families with disabled children are “rare” 
events. They represent exceptions rather than examples. If the utility of the rec-
ommended action were the protection of the farmers from these “rare” events 
or anything similar to them, the farmers would have a difficult time recognizing 
that utility. More intimate examples such as headaches and skin rashes do not 
help the farmers see the utility either. They do not help because they are either 
part of a normal health condition or examples deserving, possibly, of caution.

The utility that the professionals wish to emphasize remains elusive to the 
farmers. Yet the experts and professionals concentrate their efforts exclusively 
on refining and strengthening the basis for their preferred action, and illumi-
nating and selling its utility. Oblivious to how little traction the utility of their 
“product” – a recommended action – has on the farmers, the professionals see 
the beneficiaries of their efforts in a simple framework, i.e., as either “unwise” 
(risk-taking) or “wise” (risk-averse) consumers.
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Worse still, their efforts to make their product (a recommended action) more 
indisputable, as their vocational ethics rightly demands, only harden their 
 positioning in their “trenches” of expertise. The likelihood that a zero-sum re-
lationship may exist where the resources of one course of action cut into those 
of the others rarely crosses their minds. Consequently, an important consider-
ation remains uncompelling and outside their purview. Take, for example, the 
situation where one considers whether or not to make a choice that is claimed 
to contain, neutralize, or remove a danger threatening to disrupt one’s life. It is 
not an easy decision to make, as Sven Ove Hansson, a philosopher with a special 
leaning towards decision-making theories, has this to say: “If risk management 
took place in complete isolation from other decisions in [life], then the uniform 
price tag promoted by cost-benefits analysts would make sense” but “risk is-
sues are dispersed over the whole social agenda, where they are parts of various 
larger and more complex issues”. Thus, the idea of founding risk decisions on 
a “unified calculation for all [aspects of one’s life] is insensitive to the different 
concerns and decision procedures of the various [aspects of life]”.1

The farmers and professionals of various expertise may not be so far apart 
on one thing. Both count on the consequences – the proven utility or the lack 
thereof – of an action for its continuation, adjustment, or replacement by an 
alternative. The similarity, however, ends there. The old Vietnamese folk tale 
we cited in Chapter 6 helps illuminate the difference in expectation between 
the farmers and the professionals: an elephant and those who see the elephant 
through its parts only and exclusively. The professionals rarely, if ever, q uestion 
whether what they see are merely parts of a whole and if that whole profoundly 
influences the behaviour of the parts they are concerned with. The p rofessionals’ 
presumption is much too strong that the farmers only need to heed their – 
 disparate – prescriptions for action. Consequently, the farmers’ reaction would 
have to appear to be irresponsive to the professionals’ expectations, as it is 
 directed more at the costs accompanying those expected actions.

In real life, samples abound where the professionals’ prescribed action rarely 
reaches its “beneficiaries” and leads them to change and navigate their  behaviours. 
Thousands continue to live dangerously close to a recently erupted volcano, as 
we see in the case of the villagers near Mount Merapi in I ndonesia. It recently 
went through a series of devastating eruptions, leading to the g overnment’s push 
for evacuation. The villagers returned from the resettlement areas to their old 
living quarters within a short while and resumed their life as they knew it. One 
villager offered an explanation: the most recent lava flow bypassed his village. 
The great majority of the residents in and near Tokyo do not change their every-
day life, even though the seismologists and other experts have increased the 
warnings about impending major earthquakes.

The soundness of the professionals’ warnings is not what matters to these 
residents. What matters to them is that the warnings have little to do with the 
various costs they would have to bear if they were to heed even some of them. 
Furthermore, the professionals give very little consideration to the specific, and 
various, contexts in which the alleged beneficiaries come into contact with the 
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warnings. To the professionals, that consideration is tantamount to customizing 
the warnings, and lies outside their “trenches”, or else it contradicts the very na-
ture of the warnings as a public policy. The beneficiaries are left with their coun-
sel when they need to work out which action to take and not to take through the 
intricately connected costs any action might incur.

We pay closer attention to these farmers’ winding decision-making processes 
that go through constant consultation with the resources they have at their dis-
posal. The processes are distinctly different from those that are inspired and 
sustained by the ultimate utility of an action, or a series of consistent actions.

Risks as they see them

The most striking decision-making cases that betray the experts’ expectation 
involves those who decided to have more children after a child was born with 
a birth defect(s). As the data (Tables 3.7, 3.8, and 5.1) show that the farmers 
exhibited no apparent caution against the risk of having a child with birth de-
fects. There is no discernible difference in the spacing of time between the two 
births of healthy children and that between one with a birth defect(s) and an-
other healthy child. Having a disabled child does not seem to have primed the 
parents for more cautious reproductive activities. Or, to these parents, a child 
with mental and physical disabilities appears to be more coincidental than an 
inevitable result of their action, and the fact that they had a child is the proof of 
their chosen action.

There are other, perhaps less dramatic, cases where we would not find 
 motivation leading to an action or where we would have difficulties tracing the 
origin(s) of an action. Parents casually picking up their children from school 
for the household chores on the spur of the moment, or so it appears, is one 
example. Pushing a male child with a fairly serious mental problem to marry 
a healthy girl may be another. Consequently, we are making ourselves suscep-
tible to an easy characterization of these actions as simply irrational or at least 
illogical. However, there are many cases where the result of an action is not a 
confirmation of its logical origin. Irwin Rosenstock notes, in the area where 
health- conscious behaviour matters, that “health-related motives may not always 
give rise to health-related behaviour, and conversely health-related behaviour 
may not always be determined by health-related motives”.2

The first step at reconstructing how the farmers make decisions, then, is to 
place it in a process characteristically different from our conventional view of 
it. It is a step that is necessary to free ourselves from a presupposition that their 
decisions are parts of a seamless flow of thinking. This alternative perspective 
captures the decisions as they are made, at the junctures of their being made, 
and the farmers in a constant consultation with the resources at their disposal 
and their understanding of their needs. Their acts of decision-making look more 
disjointed efforts, each taking place within a distinct phase. We take the case of 
a young couple in Cat Trinh Commune, Phu Cat, for a reconstruction attempt 
(November 2016, August 2017, and every spring and summer since).
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The husband, Luy (b. 1980), and his wife, Luu (b. 1978), run a small bike 
repair shop in Cat Trinh Commune off the railway track not far from Ngo May. 
They have a rice paddy (1,000 m2) 4 or 5 km away from home in another district 
where the husband was born and grew up. They also have a few livestock. They 
have three girls: the oldest is 16 years old, and the youngest is 4 years old. The 
middle daughter, Tuyet, who is 8, was born prematurely and has a severe hearing 
impairment. Tuyet, who recently began coming to Lop hoc Uoc Mo, Dream Class 
I, is the link between the family and us.

The farm away from home provides the basis of the family’s livelihood, but 
that is beginning to look less sufficient as the oldest is moving up through the 
school grades. The repair shop may bring in, as they testified, around 2,000,000 
VND ($100) a month. This additional income is unpredictable and thus less 
dependable, as the demand for their service varies.

When Tuyet was three, they took her all the way to Ho Chi Minh City for a 
physical examination and were told that an operation might fix her problem. The 
cost, they were told, was estimated at $15,000 and the chance of her acquiring 
the ability to hear was 50%. For the parents who would rely for any contingency 
on the additional but unpredictable $100-a-month earnings from the bike shop, 
the choice of surgery was tantamount to non-existent. After the trip, they ap-
parently stopped doing much for the girl apart from occasional visits to the 
commune clinic to pick up some medicines for her.

There was nearly a five-year hiatus before they took her to the Dream Class. 
“Can you help us financially?” was the first question Tuyet’s father asked in one 
of the rare meetings between the parents of Dream Class I children and us a year 
earlier. They are financially struggling. The husband still hopes to have a son 
but is willing to concede in his wife’s presence: “Oh, it’s up to her”. The wife 
is reluctant, if not rejecting the idea outright: “I’d rather not. I’m getting old”.

In sum, there is not a single train of consistent thought detectable in the 
thinking of the young husband and wife. They had their youngest daughter soon 
after they were told that the one before her was conclusively diagnosed as having 
a disability, which to them is “incurable” – requiring a $15,000 operation with 
a 50-50 chance of improvement. The father is still hoping, though he is willing 
to compromise that hope for a son. They run a small repair shop that generates, 
at best, an incidental cash income. There is no sign of him or his wife advertising 
their repair services. They set up their shop 4, or 5 km away from their rice pad-
dies in the first place, leaving very little time for running the shop. As it turned 
out, his request for financial support at a Dream Class parents’ meeting was not 
for Tuyet’s surgery but to cover the rising expenses for the oldest daughter’s 
middle school.

There seem to be no health-related concerns. Nor are there signs of manage-
ment efforts for running the repair shop. Not even a sense of time and labour 
allocation is present. Nearly all of their moves seem extemporaneous and look as 
though the couple has reacted to whatever push or opportunity presents itself.

Nonetheless, each decision, if taken as the result of a separate cost and benefit 
calculation, appears different. The three-year time lapse before taking Tuyet to 
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Ho Chi Minh City is part of the logical steps that they followed on an expected 
upward path, starting with the diagnosis at the Commune Clinic and consulta-
tion against the increasingly conclusive prognosis. The parents were faced with 
a firmer confirmation at each step concerning the difficulty of fixing or undoing 
the disability. The fact that they stopped medical consultations afterward is a log-
ical conclusion from the failed efficacy “test” of their “health-conscious” steps. 
These steps did not leave the parents merely unimpressed. The steps made them 
more aware of the accompanying costs. Given the financially tight conditions, a 
smaller cost appears larger. They say that they go to the Commune Clinic to pick 
up the medicine for Tuyet. The medicines’ effectiveness is not the motivation for 
the visit. “Oh, just once in five or six months”, the parents testified. It is a move 
that often vacillates, depending on their financial and other conditions.

They had a third daughter after Tuyet, a move that would have irked some in 
the medical establishment. It is a logical move, however, of parents without a 
son, in line with the norm that no one in this rural community questions. More-
over, had they been left with only Tuyet and the older sister, who may well leave 
the family in a few years, they would have been deprived of a key resource just 
to protect their current well-being. Trying to have another child was a perfectly 
rational course of action to take. The only conceivable reason for not trying to 
have a fourth child (regardless of its gender) is the ceiling that the financial bur-
den sets for a family of five.

Mr N. V. Thom, the land millionaire, is not too different from Luy and Luu, 
even with a family life he has no complaints about. As we saw it, they accumu-
lated their assets (land) as opportunities presented themselves. They could afford 
to hire many people but they have not done so. They could improve their living 
quarters in the Mountains, such as with a better electricity supply, easily. They 
are not inclined to do so. They are happy with their dimly lit rooms even when 
they are entertaining some of their close relatives and friends. We once ques-
tioned him about the other house he kept at the foot of the Mountains where 
they used to live before moving further into the Mountains. He answered: “For 
savings, just in case”. But he knows, as well as anybody else, that there is no such 
thing as a real estate market where he can convert this piece of real estate into a 
contingency fund or investment fund. To him, parting with what is already in 
his possession is, first and foremost, a loss, a cost that requires a sufficient benefit 
outweighing it. Mr N. V. Thom and his wife, who have lived with all the assets 
that made him a “millionaire”, are happy with the way things are. There is very 
little margin for seeking an “additional benefit” that may make a meaningful 
difference to their lives.

It is tempting but too hasty to conclude that the two cases represent a kind of 
life with no apparent plan or goal to pursue, a life drifting with the tide. How-
ever, some essential characteristics across these cases make these decision-makers 
more than mere drifters.

First of all, they have an accurate grasp of, and routinely examine, the 
 resources at their disposal at the decision-making junctures. Second, they do 
speculate about the gains that certain actions may bring about, but those are the 
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gains that have left no mark in their actual life. Speculations remain speculations. 
The medical staff might have given the young parents a broad idea about the 
 improvements in their daughter’s health. But the parents saw no proof of the 
gains (the improvements) as they moved up the ladder of medical examinations 
and treatments. The land millionaire had the asset – the seldom-used house – 
sitting vacant. Yet, the house is not the surplus asset that his conscious effort at 
investment has produced. He had no proof in his life that an investment effort 
in the past brought about its expected return. The house is more a coincidence 
alongside his efforts to navigate through the post-Doi Moi changes.

These are decision-makers under conditions of incomplete information, as the 
rational choice theorists may put it. Some of the professionals share this diag-
nostic view as they often stress: “We need to educate them”. This diagnostic 
view breathes life into the efforts to enrich the information about the “gains” 
from a specific action and to help the decision-makers increase their receptivity 
to the gains and their awareness of the increasing cost of ignoring the “gains”. 
A  genetic consulting effort at warning against the possibility of birth abnormal-
ities, which we have referred to in Chapter 3, may be a case in point.

These efforts, however, gloss over the significance of the information that 
these farmers have. In the absence of necessary information about the “gains” 
that a certain action may produce, what the farmers know and have come to 
know become a powerful force swaying their decisions. The young parents know 
that their past health-motivated moves came up short of the expected gains. 
Their actions were not rewarded with the expected gains. The information sticks 
in their minds: they witnessed failure in the efficacy test of their actions. The 
failed test of the health-motivated action’s efficacy, in turn, shifted their atten-
tion to the accompanying cost of the actions they took.

The case of the land millionaire may offer the opposite development, i.e., 
for better. But the implications are the same: the swaying power of a successful 
 efficacy test of their action. They have built the current status of the household 
by seizing the opportunities as far as the resources at their disposal permit-
ted. The family has had very little sense of investment – calculations of the cost 
from the perspective of uncertain gains – in their winding, but upward, move in 
building their wealth. The seldom-used second house is “for the savings”, the 
millionaire says. However, he has not checked the market nor sent out feelers for 
possible buyers so he could have some basis for speculating on its market value. 
If anything, parting with that house is a “loss” to his existing assets.

These two cases representing the farmers, the AO families included,  illustrate 
the individuals as decision-makers in action. They act only when  calculating 
that the cost, a logical response to any risk-cum-uncertainty, is “neither 
 frightening nor mysterious”,3 to borrow Herbert Simon’s apt characterization 
of a d ecision-maker under the conditions of incomplete information. Simon’s 
characterization may leave a strong impression that it gives a lot of weight to the 
subjective impression – frightening or mysterious – influencing a decision-maker. 
As such, it may sound justifiable to presume that there is an infinite variation 
in people’s, the farmers’, behaviour, leading to a refusal to give an explanation.



Farmers’ logic: loss aversion 181

His characterization, however, also draws our attention to the decision-makers 
at the decision-making junctures. We see them as not inspired by the result of 
an action that consumes a period of time and resources, while its consequence 
remains largely uncertain except in the script prepared by the designer-promoter 
of the action. The psychologist-cum-behavioural economist Daniel Kahneman 
offers a point of departure for this shift in our interpretations of the farmers’ 
behaviour.

Making sense: loss aversion

We start with a now well-known position. One has to choose between one of 
two alternatives.

A: 80% chance to win $100 and 20% chance to win $10
B: $80 for certain

If one chooses A over B, the loss of $80 is assured. A has a possibility of a larger 
gain but remains merely a possibility even with the assured $20 minimizing the 
damage when $100 is not achieved. Even an expected utility theorist would go 
for B, and would offer the explanation that choice B is perfectly rational as it is 
guided by a promised utility – going after an assured outcome that is larger than 
the assured minimum of $20 for A. B is a choice of avoiding risk (risk aversion). 
One point whose significance we may lose sight of is the assured $80. The $80 
becomes an endowment for the decision-maker the minute it is assured. It ceases 
to be the measurement of a gain. It has become the yardstick against which the 
decision-maker measures losses and gains. Kahneman and others call it a “refer-
ence point”. What if all the alternatives are bad?

A: A certain loss of $900
B: 90% chance of losing $1,000

An expected utilitarian expects everyone to go for A because of the assured 
smaller loss. Yet he is oblivious to an important human trait: the certain loss of 
a large sum of $900 runs deeper, prompting people to develop some ways (or 
any way) of averting the loss – loss aversion. Many in the experiment opted to 
make a risk choice – gambling on B. As Kahneman concludes, “[w]here a certain 
loss is compared to a larger loss that is merely probable, diminishing sensitivity 
causes risk-seeking”.4 These two cases highlight the prominence of our inclina-
tion  towards loss aversion with regard to both risk aversion and risk-taking.

We also need to note how this prominence works at the decision-making junc-
tures. With this “loss aversion”, we have a shift from viewing people responding 
to the promised value of an action to viewing people responding to a delicate 
calculation between gains and losses accruing on taking the prescribed action. 
Kahneman observes that human beings are “guided by the immediate emotional 
impact of gains and losses, not by long-term prospects of wealth and global 
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utility”.5 In fact, this sensitivity to “losses” may be more potent than an ex-
pected utilitarian wishes to believe. On capturing decision-makers over a longer 
span of time, Nassim Taleb has this to offer: “People tend to be sensitive to the 
presence or absence of a given stimulus rather than its magnitude. This implies 
that a loss is first perceived as just a loss, with further implications later”. With this, 
Taleb presents what we know only unconsciously: “the agent [human being] 
would prefer the number of losses to be low and the number of gains to be high, 
rather than optimizing the total performance”.6

A little more on how decision-makers work at the decision-making junctures 
and how that perspective is elusive to many of us: we usually evaluate a loss and 
a gain exclusively based on the cost-benefit calculation. We are often utilitarian 
theorists: we evaluate the utility of a gain by comparing its two states. Here is an 
example involving wealth. The utility of an increase of $50 to the current wealth 
of $500 is the difference between the utility of $500 and that of $550. By the 
same token, the utility of a loss of $50 to the current wealth of $500 is again the 
difference between the utility of $500 and that of $450. We casually assume that 
an increase of $50 and a loss of $50 only differ in the signs, + and −. Anyone’s 
reference point easily suggests where the optimized wealth is, as guiding a choice. 
Kahneman adds, “Possible differences between gains and losses were neither 
expected or studied”.7 Within this frame of mind, there is nothing clouding our 
conclusion about which choice to make, provided that we have “a complete and 
consistent system of [choices]”, as Simon might warn.

Kahneman shows that “the decision weights that people assign to outcomes 
are not identical to the probabilities of these outcomes”.8 Note here in the table 
below that both figures increase, but the increase in the decision weight is not 
proportionate to that in the probability (Table 7.1).

The decision weights are identical to the corresponding probabilities between 
the two extremes: 0 and 100. The decision weights are smaller as the probability 
gets closer to 0. Kahneman calls it the “possibility effect”. It is easy to see that 
unlikely events carry smaller weight in influencing our thinking. It is a reminder 
of Taleb’s Black Swan. The opposite is also true. A higher probability generates 
a larger weight swaying the decision-maker to make the choice. Kahneman calls 
it the “certainty effect”, which can help explain the preference for assured out-
comes. Caught between these two extremes, our motivation to take an action is 
not as finely tuned as a precision tool. “The combination of the certainty effect 
and possibility effects at the two ends of the probability scale is inevitably accom-
panied by inadequate sensitivity to intermediate probabilities [5%–95%]” (italics 
added).9 Note also the obvious inclination to take the probability seriously when 

Table 7.1  Kahneman’s Decision Weights

Probability (%) 0 1 2 5 10 20 50 80 90 95 98 99 100

Decision weight 0 5.5 8.1 13.2 18.6 26.1 42.1 60.1 71.2 79.3 87.1 91.2 100

Source: Kahneman, op. cit., pp. 315.



Farmers’ logic: loss aversion 183

it approaches zero, giving more weight not to act. The calculation at work makes 
the decision-makers more conscious of the cost than the benefit. Here, the 
 behavioural economist’s two factors are at work in swaying the decision-maker: 
the reference point that is derived from the decision-maker’s understanding of 
what is in his or her possession (the endowment effect).

The figure below summarizes Kahneman’s cost-benefit calculation of an act 
where a decision-maker responds more sharply to losses (endowment effect). 
The attention to the effect of changes in one’s endowment allows us to explain 
 people’s behaviour, which appears to be infinitely various. We see that people do 
not respond the same way to a gain of $100 and a loss of $100. An increase of 
$100 results in an increase of one utility unit but a similar loss results in a loss 
of up to four utility units. This makes the curved line in the losses area much 
steeper than that in the gains area (Figure 7.1).

Against this frame of observation, Phu Cat farmers’ behaviour now appears 
to follow a pattern. Kahneman’s observation helps our efforts to reconstruct the 
farmers’ behaviour: “Being poor […] is living below one’s reference point […] 
Small amounts of money that they receive are therefore perceived as a reduced 
loss, not as a gain” (italics added).10 It is debatable whether the majority of the 
farmers in Phu Cat are poor. It does matter whether or not they consider them-
selves poor, i.e., they consider themselves in the “loss” so that they see even small 
gains as merely reduced losses.11 If we translate this “poor” to mean “want”, then 
we may have an explanation as to why AO families’ try to have more child(ren).

Losses as they see them: the Agent Orange victims’ families

The group of families of the children with AO-induced physical and mental dis-
abilities have already experienced the negative impacts of exposure to pesticides 
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Figure 7.1  Diminishing Sensitivity for Gains and Losses in Prospect Theory.
Source: Kahneman, op. cit., p. 283.
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and/or AO. In facing the decision of whether or not they should have more 
children after the first disabled child, they are similar to those who have gone 
through a massive evacuation campaign away from an active volcano that has 
been dormant for a long time, facing a high risk of another eruption. One expe-
rience of a Black Swan – the child with birth abnormalities – could discredit their 
own belief that this “rare event” will never happen to them again. Risk aversion 
is expected to be the rational, and also the only, choice for these families.

However, there are more cases where the parents deviated from the utilitar-
ian expectation of the health experts. The medical professionals see their re-
productive activities as no more than risk-taking, and the parents are ignorant 
of their prescriptions. The preceding efforts at reconstruction of the farmers as 
 decision-makers force us to reconsider the power of utilitarian expectation.

The deviation suggests different perspectives in the parents’ decision- making as 
they face a choice with grave consequences. Ralph Hertwig and his  colleagues12 
warn that different kinds of information may lead those who would otherwise 
follow a similar course of action to often stand at odds with one  another. This 
certainly is the case for the AO parents and the medical specialists. Whether 
or not the latter’s information is squarely based on scientific research and find-
ings may not matter that much. The parents are more inclined to decide based 
on the information they themselves have obtained through their “experiences”. 
The  experiences, regardless of how the parents interpret them, are a power-
ful resource on which they rely for navigating their decision-making. With this 
in mind, we go through another round of reconstruction of the AO families’ 
behaviour.

To the doctors or health experts, with over 2,000 cases of AO victims in the 
community, having a disabled child is not a “rare event”. They offer and push 
the choice that eliminates any chance of the families’ having a child with physical 
and mental disabilities. An acceptable compromise for the medical doctors and 
the parents is the insistence upon the use of every possible measure of contracep-
tion. Further along the line of compromise, from the medical perspective, is an 
ultrasound examination to detect any sign of abnormal births during the preg-
nancy so that they can have a timely abortion. This progression in compromise 
is still within the risk aversion mode of reasoning. The reference point of these 
doctors suggests two opposing results: a disabled child on the one hand, and a 
healthy child and/or no child on the other, as shown in Figure 7.2. The former 
is a “loss”, and the latter is a “gain”, as far as the medical doctors are concerned.

To the AO families with a disabled child(ren), their desire to have more 
children is informed by a growing hope of having a healthy child after having 

A healthy child or No (more) child

Losses Gaines

One (more) disabled child

Figure 7.2 H ealth Experts’ Losses and Gains.
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experienced the loss of a healthy child, i.e., a child with congenital deficiencies; 
the social pressure from the living environment where having a few children is 
still the norm; pressure to pursue a son; and even simply an acceptance of the 
three expected utilities of having a child in normal families – Leibenstein’s en-
tertainment, labour, and security.

Here is another observation from our visit to one family, that of Thao, in 
September 2010: another child, a six-year-old daughter, was born soon after the 
parents had told us that they were not planning to have any more children. “It 
was an accident”, said the mother referring to Tao’s younger sister. She didn’t 
forget to add quickly: “It turned out to be a blessing because she can keep an eye 
on her [older] sister when we have to go out”. A 6-year-old girl taking care of her 
12-year-old disabled sister was a difficult sight but it was obvious that Thao was 
much more animated than the first time we saw her in 2005. Having a disabled 
child in the family, without any access to rehabilitation facilities, brings some of 
the parents close to tears with one particular concern: “who will take care of my 
child when we are gone?” Having a healthy sibling for a disabled child is a great 
relief for a family that already has one or two disabled children. Trying to have 
another child, against the likelihood of another disabled child, is a natural desire 
to the point that “why” is not the question in their mind but rather “why not”.

Borrowing Kahneman’s definition of the poor as those always “in the losses”, 
their efforts are first and foremost to reduce those “losses”. In other words, the 
parents may wish to have more children because, and not despite, the fact that, 
they already have a disabled child or two. Their wish is not necessarily aimed at 
a gain but at reducing the “loss”.

That underlying wish of the AO parents sets them further apart from the 
medical professionals. The latter’s reference point makes the action leading to 
“no child” indisputable. On the other hand, the AO parents’ reference point and 
their intimate experiences around them give them a choice of a somewhat more 
complex loss-and-gain pairings. A desire to compensate for the lost child (disa-
bled child) is just as, or even more, powerful. The observations of other families 
living in the same environment and still doing well make them undervalue the 
possibility of having another disabled child. Finally, there is nothing discrediting 
the belief that a “rare event” (bad luck) is unlikely to knock on their door twice.

They are less preoccupied with the “disabled” and “healthy” distinction than 
with another between “having” and “not having” a child at all. The medical pro-
fessionals’ prescribed choice is no prescription for the parents who cannot afford 
to underestimate even the smallest possibility of having a healthy child. The case 
of the three Phu Cat mothers who refused to abort illustrates the strength of the 
desire to have a child. They are among the mothers who are diagnosed as having 
more than an 80% chance of having an abnormal birth, including stillbirth.13 To 
use Kahneman’s language, the desire is so strong that the possibility effect out-
weighs the certainty effect. Figure 7.3 shows how the AO families see “losses”.

The burden of having a disabled child, of course, follows the parents. It is not a 
burden, however, that the parents willingly attribute to their effort to have a child. 
Nor is it a burden accompanying any efforts to undo the previous misfortune. 
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It is a burden that accompanies the efforts of parents and the  remaining family 
members to make it “unproblematic”, or in Kahneman’s  language, reducing the 
“losses”14 in their life. Sensitivity to the loss (loss aversion mode of thinking) 
continues to rule the AO families’ behaviour over the receptivity to the gains 
prescribed by the medical professionals.

For instance, the AO families rarely make use of District Health Centres and 
Commune Clinics. When they do, their visits are not really aimed at a chieving 
improvements in their disabled children’s conditions. Their reference point for 
any health-related action is clearly defined by the repeated statement by the 
 medical professionals: “Agent Orange? No cure”. In their mind, they are poor in 
the world of health, and always in the “losses”.

There is a reason for their behaviour that appears to be health-motivated. 
Tuyet’s parents visit their Commune Clinic for her medicine. But what is that 
medicine for? The price tag of the unreachable $15,000 with a 50-50 chance of 
any significant improvement makes Tuyet’s disability permanent, the possibility 
effect nearing zero. They say they visit the Clinic once every five or six months. 
The visits look more like a courtesy call to the Clinic staff, some of whom are 
more like their neighbours with nearly full knowledge of the family’s affairs. The 
visit may be an investment in keeping a good rapport with the Clinic staff.

“I don’t trust the district hospital”. Nihn is straight to the point. He has a 
younger sister with Down’s syndrome and mild cases of additional mental and 
physical deficiencies. His denunciation has come after years of looking a fter his 
disabled sister and his own family alone while his mother was trying to make ends 
meet in Ho Chi Minh City. His caring efforts have left no improvements in his 
sister’s health. Nevertheless, he makes use of herbal medicine for his sister. His 
answer to our query reflects his motivation, which is unrelated to m edical  effects. 
He admits that giving herbal medicine to his sister makes him feel  better in that he 
is doing something for his unfortunate sister. It is more than a self-serving act as 
it meets the important need to reduce “the loss” at least in Nihn’s consciousness.

Throughout the years of our research in Phu Cat, we have witnessed many 
similar efforts by disabled children’s parents and siblings. There is a lot more to 
what appears to be an obvious act of familial obligation to the unfortunate ones. 
Their act is an effort to reduce the “loss”, an act that follows a choice among 
only bad choices.

The attempt to reconstruct the AO families’ behaviour is incomplete until we 
locate a powerful role for a casual resort to fate, so phan, within the framework 
of their “loss aversion” mode of thinking. The word pops up too often and too 

One more Disabled child
and/or No chance of a child  

(Reduced) Losses Gaines

A healthy child

Figure 7.3  AO Families’ Losses and Gains.
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casually for it to reflect anything other than a cosmetic addition to the conver-
sation. However, when it follows the birth of a child with birth abnormalities, 
it becomes a target of ridicule by the medical professionals to whom there is no 
room for an unexplainable factor – so phan – to play a part. They have all the 
necessary correlations among the factors that support the high probability of 
an abnormal birth. Or the professionals join the parents when the latter utter so 
phan. The professionals are more than willing to empathize with the parents’ 
resignation that they cannot do anything about the child’s misfortune.

However, there is something else that the medical professionals, or for that 
matter any risk professionals with scientific findings backing them, cannot do 
anything about: determination of when, where, and to whom the probability 
turns into reality. The existence of over 2,000 cases of congenital deficiencies is 
hardly sufficient to “determine” who else among the others in the same living 
environment may meet the same misfortune. Someone who drinks heavily and 
smokes incessantly may live long while a jogging vegetarian may die young. Here 
the professionals’ use of risk comes close to fate, so phan: when what happened 
in the past may happen in the future under similar conditions is beyond anyone’s 
control. Anthony Giddens sees the irony: risk is the “substitute for fate in [the] 
modern period”.15

Finally, so phan may be an expression of resignation to a given misfortune. It 
describes the AO families’ and the medical professionals’ understanding that 
nearly all birth abnormalities cannot be undone. Beyond this, the resignation 
carries different implications. For the medical professionals, a distinction is at 
least conceivable between what is and what is not possible for physical and mental 
disabilities, and they have their ways of coping at least with “what is possible”, 
however remote it may be, such as sending the child to a better hospital or to a 
better specialist.

For the AO families, that distinction does not make sense in the first place. 
For them, the resignation is tantamount to abandoning the child, a decision as 
unlikely as seeking a $15,000 surgical operation. In other words, there are few 
choices left for the families other than embracing the disabled child(ren) as inte-
gral to their life. So phan signals to them a resolve to embrace a misfortune that 
cannot be undone. The least they could do is to protect the reduced “loss” from 
becoming larger. Nihn’s and the young parents’ efforts incorporate  anything even 
faintly relevant to the disabled children as part of their routine. Their  actions may 
not reduce the “loss”, but at least they survive their efficacy tests, as the disabled 
children are no longer a source of pressure on them to do more.

Losses as they see them: the farmers

We make use of the preceding framework to reconstruct the behaviour of AO 
families to evaluate other farmers who are spared direct damages to their family 
members.

Doi Moi and the accompanying reforms, especially in the early 1990s, made 
the land available to the farmers, who were liberated from the production line 
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of the cooperatives. The forestland, which used to belong to and be  managed by 
the state in the Mountains, was an opportunity to test the farmers’  investment 
curiosity and readiness. With all sorts of incentives such as government s ubsidies 
notwithstanding, not many Phu Cat farmers exhibited signs of  changing 
 behaviour. Some of the farmers in lowland Phu Cat who did not seize the 
 opportunity inadvertently expressed their envy when calling the farmer who did 
“land millionaire”.

A closer look shows that the land millionaire acted on an opportunity dictated 
by what may be close to Kahneman’s “endowment effect”. Mr N. V. Tom had the 
allocated land in his possession through the earlier land reforms. Additionally, 
he had worked in the Mountains through the shifting responsibility of manage-
ment from the state to the local people’s committee. Then, when the majority of 
Phu Cat farmers showed little or no interest in the forestland that the people’s 
committee made available to the residents, Tom stayed on and kept occupying 
the adjacent land for only a token cost. He could do so because he did not need 
to relinquish the right to the allocated land he had at the foot of the Mountains 
in the process either.

At every decision-making juncture, the choice appeared to be between what 
he had accumulated (endowment or assured outcome) and the probable increase 
in wealth, which was unknown to him. The fact remained that any addition did 
not come with collateral damage to his endowments. By the same token, those 
with little endowment had very little “endowment effect”, blocking an action 
leading to an untested result, as shown in the cases of Mr H. H. Gian and 
Mr N. N. Tien, who were just starting their lives with their newlywed spouses 
when the forestland became available. Staying with what little they had would 
have been as uncertain as trying to add more land, regardless of its productivity 
being unpredictable.

The use of important capital goods, agrochemicals, presents a somewhat more 
complex picture since the losses-gains calculation works across two different 
 areas of concern for the farmers: wealth and health. The use of chemicals is 
especially important for commercial agriculture such as, in the case of Phu Cat, 
cashew nuts.

As we noted earlier, the Phu Cat farmers’ attitude towards the use of  pesticides 
and other toxic chemicals is, at best, lax. In purchasing and using the chemicals, 
they often ignore the instructions on the containers’ labels, disregard appropriate 
protective measures, casually purchase chemicals of unidentifiable origins, and 
rely heavily on their admittedly well-tested instincts. Even with behaviour that 
may fit the “risk-averse” mode, such as the use of other people to do the chemical 
spraying, the sense of protection of health is not distinct. It was the availability 
of the labour and spraying equipment that counted and prompted the farmers 
to make use of them.

Health risk does not figure prominently in the minds of the farmers. The 
presence of a large number of AO families represents the collateral damage of 
the war in the distant past, and not an extreme case of chemical abuse in general. 
We have witnessed empty chemical bags of unknown origin even along the rice 
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paddies and peanut farms in and around the AO families’ houses. Given this, the 
recent and more intimate experiences among the farmers with any sign of their 
negative effects rarely help deepen the farmers’ wariness towards such capital 
goods. As discussed earlier, we are inclined to understand health more easily 
in its absence or negative state. These regular farmers, too, tend to take being 
healthy more as a given than a result of health-conscious actions. Health as an 
endowment whose presence can be detected only when it is damaged makes the 
cost-benefit calculation a little more complex where health is concerned.

Two perspectives on the farmers’ behaviour as decision-makers are now loosely 
discernible. The important criterion to evaluate their behaviour at decision- 
making junctures is shown in Figure 7.4 (see also Chapter 5).

The first of these, approximating an expected utilitarian position, belongs 
to the medical and chemicals professionals acting in their official capacities. In 
their supposition, if the farmers ignore the recommendations on the use of toxic 
chemicals, they are risking a high likelihood of health damages. These profes-
sionals assume, as their expertise dictates, that the emphasis on the damaged 
health alone is potent enough to the neglect of the remaining possibility that 
health might survive the abuse of chemicals.

They are ready to attribute the abuse to the farmers’ preoccupation with main-
taining or elevating production level. They may not deny the contribution of any 
use of chemicals to the increased productivity, i.e., the gains in wealth. But the 
perceived cost in health should easily overshadow any gain in wealth, they argue. 
They take the gains in health as unequivocal.

The second of the two perspectives is one broadly shared by the farmers. In 
place of the professionals’ expert knowledge, the farmers have their own experi-
ences. These experiences with the chemicals stretch from the sustained level of 
production to unthreatening anomalies in health, such as skin rashes, headaches, 
and temporal losses of appetite. For them, these are “normal” health conditions. 
Anything that may improve these conditions are still in the area of no gains as 
shown in Figure 7.4.

The presence of AO families, scattered all over the vast District, is hardly a 
reminder of the threat to health that the use of chemicals may generate. Even 
if the farmers happen to know one or two AO families in their neighbourhood, 
these families are just the evidence of “bad luck” that may set off sympathy. The 
AO families, a “rare event”, have a reason(s) to be rare and stop short of even 
hinting that AO might be within the broader group of toxic chemicals which the 
farmers use routinely. In other words, the farmers’ use of chemicals that appear 
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Figure 7.4 G ains and Losses in Health and Wealth.
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to reflect their concern with production (gains in wealth) is an action not by their 
own choosing but by default. Health as an area of concern has little place in the 
famers’ mind.

These two perspectives leave a room for one more, third, perspective, that 
captures the farmers’ behaviour without either health or wealth consuming 
their attention. All these farmers have survived the constant changes in their 
living  environment since before and after the Doi Moi reforms. For the older 
 farmers, the changes they have survived extend back as far as the preunification 
era.  Surviving these changes, which seemed to have no end, alone is the efficacy 
test of their chosen action. The life they have is the net result of the choices that 
have gone through the test of efficacy, that is, a complex of productive and repro-
ductive activities, mutual and reciprocal observations of communal obligations, 
among others. A third perspective to capture the farmers’ behaviour consists 
of what approximates Kahneman’s “endowment effect” and the action that has 
survived waves of its efficacy test.

Losses as they see them: Pre-Doi Moi farmers

The reference point of the pre-Doi Moi farmers is especially difficult to locate 
for reasons over which the farmers had very little control. Most of the time, the 
government enforced the major decisions concerning the farmers’ life while the 
farmers had very little say in them. The farmers went through waves of changes 
that the leaders designed and pushed, from their liberation as tenant farmers 
 under French colonial rule to their reorganization as “workers” in a c ooperative’s 
production line. The farmers in the North, in particular, went through these 
changes when the war demanded that they sustain the supply of war material and 
manpower through the cooperative.

Reorganization as “workers” in a cooperative started soon after Japan’s 
 surrender in August 1945. But it took another ten years to have an effect, on any 
scale, on the farmers, especially in the North. The liberated farmers welcomed 
the decision at the top to organize them first into mutual-help organizations 
(to doi cong) but did so less the government’s further push into “lower-level 
 cooperatives” (Hop Tac Xa bac thap). Two key factors that swayed the farmers’ 
reference point were in the offing: farmers’ belief in the possession of  farmland 
(the endowment effect) and the establishment of families as the primary 
 promoter–protector of their own well-being.

Their less than enthusiastic reactions to the government’s push to organize 
the farmers into low-level cooperatives came just as they were beginning to bask 
in their status as independent farmers. For them, the promotion of to doi cong 
was more a resumption of communal practices, with the only difference from 
the past being that they were no longer tenant farmers. On the other hand, the 
farmers would have to evaluate the impact of the move further toward Hop Tac 
Xa based on what they already had in their possession – gains or losses to their 
newly acquired freedom of production on their own farmland. Outright resist-
ance was probably not among their options due to the lack of resources to sustain 
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it. Besides, the government leaders saw no point of leaving any margin for liberal 
interpretations of its intent. Nevertheless, their immediate response to this move 
towards collective farming was far less cooperative than the government’s expec-
tations (Chapter 2).

There were a few reasons for the government to pressure the farmers to join the 
cooperatives in the even more rigorous form of hop tac xa ba cao in the closing 
years of the 1950s and the early years of the 1960s. The establishment of socialist 
rule, at least in the North, was an unmistakable goal, increasing the pressure on 
farmers to join the cooperative. Recovery of the war-torn economy (even in the 
North alone) ranked among the top priorities for the new socialist rule. Thus, 
the improvement of agricultural productivity by way of collective farming could 
well have been a stone aiming at two birds. Then, the  impending preparation for 
the liberation of the South and the likelihood of confrontation with its protec-
tor, the United States, left little choice for the leaders other than one through 
which to tighten the control of the farmers. The last of these  reasons helped the 
government to achieve a near-100% rate of organization of the farmers by the 
beginning of the 1960s.

The farmers were left with very little resources to resist the push towards 
collectivization. However, two developments moderated the inhibitive p resence 
of the production cooperatives. One was the expansion of the cooperatives’ 
 activities into other significant areas of the farmers’ lives, such as medical  services 
and education. The cooperatives began managing the greater portion of the 
residents’ welfare, not unlike the current version of a “people’s committee”. The 
farmers ceased to see the cooperatives as merely making use of their labour.

The other was the worsening of the war following its Americanization dur-
ing 1964–1965. The increasing confrontations with the vastly superior United 
States and its allied forces in the South turned the cooperatives in the North 
into the principal vehicle for mobilizing young people to the battle front. The 
farmers’ support for the cooperative’s work now became indistinguishable from 
the farmers’ patriotic support of the war efforts. The efficacy of their action – 
support for the war efforts – often returned, ironically, in the form of casualties 
among their friends, relatives, and family members. The farmers’ experience of 
the cooperatives now overlapped with that of surviving war, which was raging 
not too far from their everyday lives.

These developments, however, did not leave the farmers entirely without a 
distinct realm of action in which their familiar reference point remained intact. 
The government authority, from the very beginning of collectivization moves, 
set aside around 5% of the cooperative land (dat nam phan tram) as “household 
plots”. The farmers were to use the plot to grow whatever they deemed fit to com-
plement their income. The psychological impact of having the h ousehold plots 
must have been significant as their activities in the plot would result  immediately 
in the improvement or failure of the household economy. A high productivity on 
this small portion of land easily surpassing that of the remaining collective land 
was the reward for the farmers who exercised the cost-benefit calculation of their 
choice independent of the agricultural cooperatives.
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Household plot management may well have been the precursor to “contract 
farming” (khoan) – the assignment of a product quota to a farming family while 
the means to achieve the quota was left entirely to the family’s choosing. As 
mentioned in Chapter 2, a case where such autonomy was granted to the farmers 
was reported in a province in the North as early as 1968. If not on a cooperative 
scale, similar practices survived the war, and the unification of the North and 
South as the idea of this “contract farming” resurfaced in the years of Doi Moi 
reforms.

In sum, the behaviour of the farmers in the North before the unification and 
before the Doi Moi reforms exhibited a choice aimed at protecting, or at least 
minimizing the damage to, what they believed was inherently theirs – autonomy 
in managing the household economy and, more broadly, the family’s well-being. 
Their behaviour can best be characterized as one of loss aversion.

Changes for enduring farmers

Farmers have exhibited a remarkable consistency, especially at the junctures 
where their decisions counted most for them. This consistency still escapes the 
watchful eyes of professionals with various expertise, including some of the 
 professional cooperative managers. The professionals tend to evaluate the end 
results of the farmers’ behaviour. The fact that there was no significant attrition 
among the farmers from the agricultural cooperatives in the North is evidence 
that the merits of the collective mode of production motivated the farmers to 
stay committed to the cooperatives. The same cooperative’s manager rarely spec-
ulated about the possibility that the farmers may have stayed in the cooperatives 
for merits that may have lain elsewhere: the assurance of the family-centred pro-
duction within the small 5% of land. Similarly, preoccupied with the very utility 
that their choice of action promises, the professionals look down on the AO 
families’ behaviour, especially those with multiple birth abnormalities, as the 
failure to achieve that utility. The medical professionals conclude that there are 
no grounds on which birth abnormalities are acceptable. They are blinded to 
the alternative to a disabled child(ren), i.e., the possibility of a healthy child that 
never leaves the parents’ mind.

The consistency in the farmers’ behaviour is the product of their cost-benefit 
calculation where they view one action, first and foremost, from its burden (loss 
or cost) that it levies on the very basis of their life. Their choice of one action 
over others is attributable to Kahneman’s endowment effect, winning over the 
speculation of a delayed effect of the action prescribed by the professionals.

The professionals are faulted not on defending their choice but on underes-
timating the worth of the farmers’ reaction, and how it is shaped, in the face of 
alternatives pushing them to choose. Indeed, the farmers’ life often exhibits no 
signs of improvement and may even remain unchanged over a long time. Either 
way, the farmers’ lives appear to be unfulfilled promises, especially in the eyes 
of many professionals: the farmers forsake the reachable goal. The unfulfilled 
promise, however, is that of the professionals, not of the farmers. The lack of 
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attention to the farmers at their decision-making junctures makes many of the 
professionals unsuccessful at selling their product (their choice of action).

The attention paid to the decisions at the juncture of their making uncovers 
the developments or factors that any effort to lure the farmers into a preferred 
action cannot ignore. The attention is vital for both the farmers and the profes-
sionals as both task themselves to change whenever the necessity to do so arises.

The first point to note that the attention to the decision at its making helps 
illuminate is the weight of the experiential knowledge of past accomplishment 
and failure. Tuyet’s parents followed the steps that the medical staff suggested 
that they should pursue. The experience of pursuing the steps is the accumula-
tion of greater disappointment and that the disappointment stays close to any 
health-conscious behaviour. In the broadest sense of the term, the endowment 
effect (including negative endowment = bitter lessons) comes to life at the very 
time of decision-making. Second, given the endowment effect, the decision- 
makers are most sensitive to the limitation of the resources at their disposal, 
 facing a set of alternatives to solve a problem. The utility of the action fades in 
the mind of the decision-maker as he or she simultaneously calculates the cost 
of that action cutting into the resources necessary to cope with other problems 
or issues of his or her life. Third, the awareness of the cost accompanying any 
course of action alerts the decision-maker to the availability of any supplemental 
resources that may moderate the weight of the endowment effect. Finally, with 
very few exceptions, the fact remains that the farmers have survived the constant 
changes in the living environment over the generations. That is a powerful factor 
leading the farmers to act as though they were acting against their better judg-
ment, or they were ignoring the need to act.

The revelation of these developments in the farmers by no means implies 
that they are reluctant to change. On the contrary, it reveals how the farmers 
 endure the temptations to deviate from the dictates of experiential knowledge. 
It  illuminates the conditions under which the farmers interpret what is and is 
not conceivable given the resources at their disposal and their past experiences.

The remaining task is to examine the formation of an action as inspired by the 
result of the previous action, and not by the promises of a “good result”, which 
usually remain in the decision-makers’ imagination or wishful thinking.
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8 Seed for action, seed 
for change

The farmers are slow in reacting to the instruction or recommendation for 
 actions by various professionals. They prefer to either ignore the instruction or to 
observe their way of doing things stubbornly. The promoters of the  instruction, 
be they cooperative managers, medical professionals, or agrochemical  specialists, 
resign themselves to their view of the farmers that they are ignorant or that they 
need to be educated. Some farmers rightly deserve these characterizations. More 
than once, we came across a narrow path between the rice paddies littered with 
empty pesticide bags with Chinese characters listing their contents. We doubted 
if the farmers, or whoever used the chemicals, could read the labels. Due to 
such scenery, we often suspected that the farmers were ill-informed about the 
 contents and their proper use. The use of a mosquito net in the field sounded 
to us almost like a joke. The net had been soaked in the chemical, which was 
supposedly in use for malaria prevention in the highlands. “It works like a mir-
acle” was the response, with very little concern over the health risk for the user 
(Chapter 4). Often, medical or any other specialists are not the only ones who 
encounter many flabbergasting scenes.

These characterizations, however, overlook one crucial point in the profes-
sionals’ appeal enticing the farmers to act in the way they recommend. The 
 appeal is usually oblivious to the importance to its audience of the presence of 
the intervening period for its recommended action to produce its effects. The 
slow reaction by the farmers is a reaction to the unknown effect of the prescribed 
choice, which leaves a large margin for the farmers to count more on what they 
already know in place of the appeal. In other words, the sub-textual message by 
the professionals to educate or enlighten the farmers, unilateral empowerment, 
also falls on deaf ears in a manner much like the professionals’ appeal itself does.

The gap between the farmers and the professionals is not solely the result of 
the former’s lack of education or intelligence. Both, after all, are k nowledgeable: 
the former with the practical knowledge tested through the changing living 
 environment and the latter with the knowledge through formal education, 
training, and practice in their areas of specialization.

Rather, the cause of the unbridgeable gap between the two parties lies in the 
very nature of the instructions and recommendations by the professionals. The 
professionals’ instructions presuppose the broadest possible beneficiaries within 
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the problems clearly defined by their expertise. It is the fundamental tenet of any 
public policy that targets the broadest possible population while minimizing the 
necessity to customize its use for specific cases within the targeted p opulation. 
Customization of policy implementation, making it susceptible to the ever-rising 
cost or to the lure of nepotism, is anathema for any policy with a large  population 
as its target. In other words, the farmers and the professionals face the not-so- 
uncommon barrier standing in the way of effective policy implementation.

Health, in particular, is just such a problem area of specified expertise where 
any policy presupposes the clearly defined beneficiaries. It is also the problem area 
in which the gap is widest between the ordinary people and the  professionals, 
mainly because health, as we examined earlier, is an area where any gain is  difficult 
to recognize and is also an area of highly specialized  expertise. The  distance 
 between the ordinary people and the professionals is nearly  unbridgeable. That 
is an area where the latter tends to see the absence of that action as a failure on 
the former’s part. A shift in thinking is needed, away from one that emphasizes 
the importance only of the result of action.

There are arguments for different thinking that tolerates a broad margin of 
trial and error for the targeted population. Rosenstock, as cited before, reminds 
us that “health-related motives may not always give rise to health-related behav-
iour, and conversely health-related behaviour may not always be determined by 
health-related motives”. That draws attention to the importance of a view that 
sees the accumulation of actions collectively, and even coincidentally, accom-
plishing a result that the professionals consider is their projected goal (utility). 
The specific reasons for individual actions may matter less.

Rosenstock’s view has much broader implications beyond the area of health. 
For the sake of clarity, we stay with health as the primary focus. The first thing 
is to establish the nature of the distance that formal health policy sets itself apart 
from its beneficiaries.

Health: paternalistic and public responsibility

The state is the ultimate authority responsible for delivering the necessary 
 services for the health of the nation. The exercise of that authority is tailored to 
provide these services on an equal basis at least within the population in a specific 
 expertise problem area. An example of this equality principle among the policy’s 
broadest beneficiaries is the preventive health policies against l ifestyle-induced 
diseases ranging from the physical education and annual physical check-ups at 
schools to the annual regular physical check-ups that municipal governments 
require residents to observe. There is a paternalistic strain in this kind of health 
policy as the authority, in a father’s or mother’s role, prepares a wide range of 
 services where there is no discrimination among their children; the authority, 
like the usual parents, expects the children (the residents) to act responsibly in 
receiving the benefits while the children receive at least similar benefits. The 
more thorough the services become, the broader the net of services becomes, and 
the less weight of responsibility to choose or not to choose remains with their 
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beneficiaries. The differences among the beneficiaries vary only to the e xtent 
to which they are willing to receive the benefits. The burden on the a uthority’s 
purse, of course, is proportionate to the extent of the services.

The case of Vietnam follows the turns expected of a developing nation, with 
some unique ones. Up to the mid-1980s, the state of Vietnam played this  crucial 
role in providing health services to its population. It was along the lines of the 
“collectivist” ideal. In post-unification Vietnam, as in the pre- unification North, 
the agricultural cooperatives took upon the principal role in rural  Vietnam of 
 “financing the activities of commune-level health workers, while medicine, 
 materials, and labour were allocated through the planned economy”.1 The  collapse 
of the planned economy by the end of the 1980s decimated the  foundation of 
the state-financed health system. Since then, the burden of health management 
has gradually shifted from the state to households,2 in much the same way as the 
households surged as the independent and dominant players in production.

In 1989, the government introduced user fees (Decision No. 45), which 
 “formally permitted the ‘collection of partial expenses’ in public clinics and 
 hospitals”.3 This decision marked the beginning of the system where the 
 government prepares the services while their beneficiaries have the choice of 
whether to make or not to make use of them, at a cost.

Since the closing years of the 1980s, with the economic recovery and improve-
ment, Vietnam has also invested more in the health management system. The 
most noted effort is the development of a system of safety nets “to protect certain 
segments of the population from the vagaries of a marketized health system”. 
The targets of these safety nets (health-care fee exemption and reductions) have 
been gradually expanded to cover the disadvantaged, the poor, children under 
five, and members of certain political “priority groups” (contributors to the War 
of Independence and Unification such as certain veterans, mothers of certain 
fallen soldiers, and their children and orphans).4

The paternalistic strain is most apparent in this notion of the “priority” group. 
The 2005 Ordinance on Preferential Treatment for Persons with Meritorious 
Activities in Assisting the Revolution classified its beneficiaries into 12 groups 
in two categories: the contributors to the whole process of independence and 
unification; and their immediate family members.5 It aimed at once to secure a 
whole group of beneficiaries and customize the services within the group. The 
Law on Persons with Disabilities in 2010 upgraded the contents of the services 
by including improvements in the parametric conditions for the disabled such as 
education, vocational training, promotion of employment, among others.6

Compared with other countries at similar or higher stages of economic 
 development in the region such as Laos, Cambodia, Philippines, Thailand, 
 Indonesia, and China, Vietnam does well in terms of total health expenditure 
(7.2% of GDP in 2008).7 During the period 1998–2008, the annual growth rate 
of the increase in total health expenditure reached 9.8%, surpassing that of GDP, 
which was 7.2%.8 During the first round of our research, Vietnam was in the 
midst of rapid growth in per capita health expenditure – approximately quadru-
pling the less than $20 per capita spending in 1999 to reach $66 in 2008.9
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However, the spending by the state on public health did not increase as a 
proportion of GDP (0.9% in 2005), while state expenditures increased in other 
social policy areas such as education (3.5%, 2005).10 On the other hand, the out-
of-pocket (OOP) health spending of households also increased and accounted 
for the biggest share of the total health expenditures (55.5%) in 2007, and there 
was not much change as it showed over 50% in 2015. The spending from the 
government purse (at the central level, 3.7% and provincial level, 6.3%) remained 
a distant second. Social health insurance contributed 14.2% of total health 
spending as of 2007 (Table 8.1).

How this overall health-relevant environment appears to the Vietnamese is best 
captured by the low rate of insurance coverage, 65% of the population as of 2013 
and 89% as 2019, even though the official target was 100% coverage by 2014. 
There is no record of improvement in OOP spending. The low rate of insurance 
users among the Vietnamese and high rate of out-of-pocket spending are part of 
a vicious circle that traps the health-conscious moves among the population.11

One direction of the vicious circle linking the two may go as follows. There is 
an immensely complex procedure involved in the use of public hospitals where 
the users can use health insurance, and there are only a few private hospitals that 
accept the insurance. The cumbersome procedure and the limited availability of 
medical establishment keep the potential insurance beneficiaries away from mak-
ing use of any medical establishment. Consequently, the potential beneficiaries 
prolong their hospital visit as long as possible, leading them eventually to rely on 
their own out-of-pocket spending when a hospital visit becomes the last resort. 
The out-of-pocket reliance deprives the potential beneficiaries of the opportu-
nity to test the efficacy of their health-conscious behaviour, including signing up 
to, or purchasing, health insurance.

This vicious circle hits low-income families the hardest. Alerted by the plight 
of poor families not covered by any form of insurance, the World Health Organ-
ization characterizes the plight of these families as being hit by “catastrophic 
spending”, which is:

…when people have to pay fees or co-payments for health care, the amount 
can be so high in relation to income that it results in “financial catastrophe” 

Table 8.1  Sources of Total Health Expenditure in 2007

Sources of Total Health Spending as of 2007 (%)

Out-of-pocket 55.5
Provincial government budget 19.0
Social health insurance 14.2
Central government budget 3.7
ODA 1.3
Other private spending 6.3

Source: Tran Van Tien et al., “A Health Financing Review of 
 Vietnam: With a Focus on Social Health Insurance”, WHO  
(2011), www.who.int/health_financing/documents/oasis_f_11- 
 vietnam.pdf, p. 10.

http://www.who.int
http://www.who.int
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for the individual or the household. Such high expenditure can mean that 
people have to cut down on necessities such as food and clothing, or are 
unable to pay for their children’s education. Every year, approximately 
44 million households, or more than 150 million individuals, throughout 
the world face catastrophic expenditure, and about 25 million households 
or more than 100 million individuals are pushed into poverty by the need 
to pay for services.12

The same report also points out that few households face catastrophic spending 
where OOP spending is less than 15% of the total health spending.13 The point 
is clear that the promotion of some form of safety net, including public health 
insurance, is needed. Short of the financial resources, efforts are needed to make 
people aware that the higher cost and heavier burden on them follow their earlier 
neglect of health-conscious moves.

Another direction of the vicious circle linking the two – the high OOP rate 
and the low insurance coverage ‒ has this look: (1) the uninsured people have 
far fewer opportunities to test the efficacy of hospital visits; (2) even a very 
few visits relying on the out-of-pocket payment easily cuts into their thinning 
purse,  turning any thought of another hospital visit or of any use of medical 
 facilities into a reminder of mostly its cost; and (3) back to the beginning where 
 people have few, if any, opportunities to test the efficacy of hospital visits or any 
health-motivated action.

Short of compulsory physical check-ups or insurance premium payments, 
there seems no place for the seeds for a desirable action to be planted other than 
in the very conditions that leave people with no other choices.

Local conditions can easily aggravate the difficulties in luring the poten-
tial beneficiaries to act as the service providers wish. As we discussed earlier, 
Phu Cat’s farmers need to stop and think first about the distance they have to 
travel to a medical establishment with adequate facilities. For them, the time 
spent and opportunities invested in making use of the services are the time and 
 opportunities lost for other equally important concerns and demands of every-
day life. Generally, with little surplus resources, the endowment effect is already 
prohibitive. The farmers may not be entirely without a choice of medical services, 
yet the most immediate contact with a medical establishment takes place at its 
lowest end, the Commune Clinics. The contact may be much less demanding 
on their resources, but the effect of the contact itself is much less rewarding as 
it often means merely the first step upwards along the medical establishment, 
with increasingly prohibitive costs. An observation by Alan Johnson, the United 
Kingdom’s former Health Secretary, captured the core of the problem: “[T]he 
causes of poor health are not so much about the choices people make but the 
choices that they are unable to make”.14

Nonetheless, one thing stands out throughout the years of observation. 
All these farmers rarely stop doing things the way they do unless unexpected 
events or incidents call a moratorium on their routinized life. There is a 
common thread running through these farmers, including those in need of 
health-conscious behaviour, that keeps them going. Behavioural economists 
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Daniel Kahneman’s, Richard Thaler’s, and Cass Sunstein’s observations give us 
a hint as to what this thread is, which is also running through all of us: “[Men] 
are guided by the  immediate emotional impact of gains and losses…”,15 and 
they are most  reluctant to select the choices for action “that have delayed ef-
fects…”.16 The farmers’ life, in other words, is a culmination of actions where 
one action feeds its result back into another – i.e., actions dictated by a short-
term action- appreciation tandem. The same tandem either stimulates or stifles 
moves towards action.

Seed for action

It is tempting to call a life dependent upon the short-term action- appreciation 
 tandem a short-sighted one. The temptation resonates with an expected 
 utilitarian obsession that an action is always part of a series of actions leading 
to an indisputable destination, regardless of the time lapse before reaching the 
destination.

The attention to the short-term action-appreciation tandem, however, is a 
 different framework for capturing an action. It also allows us to see an  action 
 capable of achieving more than one result, or contributing to produce a result 
with the effects broader than one intended effect. There are cases where a  desirable 
state of affairs is achieved by the accumulation of actions, while the motivation for 
each may have nothing to do with that state. Fastening a seat belt is one such case. 
Some drivers who have developed the habit of fastening their seat belt just want 
to ensure that the annoying warning beep will not start, or want to avoid embar-
rassing warning by the police or a fine for not fastening their seat belt. Neither of 
these has anything to do with the drastic decline in the deaths caused by traffic 
accidents, when the drivers begin making it a habit to fasten seat belts.

This attention to the short-term tandem is also a way of observing any action 
as part of a larger set of actions, dispersed among many dimensions of everyday 
life. It is virtually impossible for anyone to be conscious of the contribution of 
one of his actions to what the larger set collectively achieves. One’s conscious-
ness of the overall goal of keeping everyday life free of disruptions plays a very 
small role in motivating a specific action. The attention is the guard against the 
tendency – prevalent among the professionals of specific expertise – to assign 
 disproportionate weight to a particular action. The end result does matter, but 
not as the goal that sustains a consistency in actions but as a culmination of 
various acts over time.

For the farmers in Vietnam, the end result is the stability of a household- 
centric management of everyday life. It is a culmination of actions variously man-
aged in the constantly changing living environment: the use of a 5% “household 
plot” under the pressure of collectivist production, its expanded version in the 
form of “contract farming” following the unification, and finally the acquisition 
of the right to produce on their own allocated farmland since the early nineties. 
The inspiration to act did not originate in the distant goal of collectivist produc-
tion, nor in the exploitation of a commercializing mode of agriculture. The force 
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at work was the short-term action-appreciation tandem dispersed among many 
spheres of household-centred life.

The preceding observation is a defence of the short-term action-appreciation 
tandem. It suggests an alternative to the costly and often ineffective promotion 
of a policy with a relatively large and well-defined population as its potential 
beneficiaries. As such, it is a different way of appreciating the farmers’ actions 
and how they have come to where they are now.

Nor does this alternative deprive the professionals of their role. On the con-
trary, their role remains squarely founded on the clearest grasp of a desirable 
state – be it higher agricultural productivity or physical resilience in the health- 
unfriendly environment. It instead presupposes an additional task for them – the 
breaking down of an entire process from the beginning to the end of an action 
or a series of actions into parts. Each part is small enough for an actor or a group 
of actors to benefit from the action-appreciation tandem.

It is an alternative to “trying to shove people in a certain direction”  (italics 
added).17 The professionals need to be aware of their vocational hazard ‒ 
 hastiness in making a conclusive judgement on the process at any of its points 
too quickly and only from the perspective of the final result of the process.

There is one intriguing series of changes in Phu Cat, which may lead 
 eventually to the desired result with only a little interference by a specialist, while 
all  concerned parties appeared to mind their own business. One small change, 
however, plays a significant role.

There is a nearly 10 km-long stretch of Route I linking Phu Cat Airport and the 
Ngo May section of the district. Earlier in our research, Route I was a t wo-lane 
road with broad shoulders on both sides. The road was, and is,  well-t ravelled. There 
were only two traffic lights at the beginning and end of the stretch. The residents 
made as much use of the shoulders of the road and ignored, which was the wrong 
or right side. The packed side was the wrong side, and the open side was the right 
side to ride their motorcycles and even drive their cars. The farmers with a huge 
pile of various products in the baskets on their backs a lmost freely crossed Route 
I at spots of their choosing. On several occasions, we  witnessed near-collisions 
between motorcycles going in opposite directions on one side. The farmers, with 
their years of experience, either patiently waited for the m otorcycles to pass them 
from wrong directions, or skilfully wove through among the moving vehicles.

A little later, they expanded Route I to four lanes, making it that much more 
difficult for the farmers to cross it at whatever crossing point they chose. The 
drivers drove as freely as before. Soon, with the expanded road came a central 
divider. It is a chain of cement blocks, each of which is about 2 m long, 1 m 
tall, and 70–80 cm wide at the bottom. On top of each block sits a 50 cm-tall 
and  2 m-long duckboard-like steel panel. With this addition, drivers became 
more cautious about driving in the wrong direction; the farmers had a harder 
time crossing the road with the added burden of climbing over the divider, with 
a near-impossible choice of walking a long distance to either end of the stretch 
where the lights were. There was no choice for the farmers but to stay with the 
much-accustomed crossing spots.
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Soon after that, our eyes caught several gaps, each about 50 cm deep and 2 
m wide, cutting into the divider. There was no space at regular intervals be-
tween the gaps. Some of them were bunched up within 1 km. A few of them 
were more than a kilometre apart. The farmers and other residents now climb 
over the divider through these gaps to cross the road with a little less difficulty. 
The  irregular intervals reflect spots on the road close to those that the farmers 
used to cross it long before they built the central divider. Somebody must have 
 removed, or suggested the authority to remove, those steel panels atop the ce-
ment blocks. The farmers’ road-crossing is now better regulated as they choose 
their spot within a much-narrowed stretch (between where they are and the 
closest gaps). Traffic safety consciousness is beginning to emerge among the 
residents.

There are no statistical data available concerning traffic accidents, but an argu-
ment can be made that the gaps in the central divider, which were not part of the 
original plan for widening the road nor for the plan for regulating traffic, helped 
push the farmers and the residents to make better judgements when crossing the 
well-travelled national road. The man-made gaps are a “nudge”, in Thaler and 
Sunstein’s parlance, a small push in the right direction.18

The illustration above suggests the significance of the self-restraint by the 
professionals and their tolerance towards certain behavioural deficiencies such 
as the slowness with which the farmers part with the habit. At the same time, 
as suggested in this example, the short-term action-appreciation tandem helps 
professionals of various stripes: it frees them from the temptation to make a 
hasty judgement of action from the perspective of their desired state of af-
fairs that may require a long time before its achievement. More importantly, 
by taking the deficiencies as given, the professionals see the need for, design, 
and build compensatory responses in the living environment. The additional 
role of the professionals is to discover and predict the opportunities for a 
“nudge” and design these compensatory responses, without compromising 
their  professionalism – the professionals are the “choice architects”, as Thaler 
and Sunstein call them.

Thaler and Sunstein suggest six types of opportunities for a “nudge” to inter-
vene in people’s behaviour: Defaults, Expect error, Give feedback, Understand 
mappings, Structure complex choices, and Incentives.19 They all take behav-
ioural deficiencies as being integral to human nature, the correction of which 
may well be immensely time-consuming and costly.

On any busy weekday morning, an office worker rushes out to catch a com-
muter bus. Only a few minutes after the bus has left the bus stop, the worker 
realizes that he or she forgot to turn off the cooking stove boiling water in 
the kitchen. Carelessness or forgetfulness could easily cause a major disaster 
in a place like Japan, where earthquakes of various scales are nearly daily oc-
currences. A few seconds of panic grab the office worker and stay with him 
or her. But the office worker does not get off the bus and return home. The 
cooking stove  automatically turns itself off at its main valve when it detects 
the emptying pot as the water evaporates. The cooking stove is designed by 
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a “choice architect”. A  similar compensatory device is a fuse that goes off 
automatically in a house when one turns on a TV, an electric heater or two, a 
vacuum cleaner, or an air cleaner, while forgetting to turn off lights in rooms 
no one is using, all at once, pushing the use of electricity beyond the allocated 
capacity.

These compensatory devices are not there merely to prevent small mistakes 
or forgetfulness turning into a major disaster. These devices, when activated, 
 remind ordinary people of their behavioural deficiencies. They also help  ordinary 
people become conscious of their own missteps without the cost of significant 
disruptions while pursuing whatever may be the demands of the day, of the 
month, or the year. An additional merit of compensatory devices is the time 
they secure for their beneficiaries to narrow the scope of missteps or to reduce 
the frequency with which they commit missteps. Time for learning is a precious 
resource that a “nudge” or a series of “nudges” can offer.

These measures to compensate for missteps have another function: simplifi-
cation of a set of choices one routinely faces. If one were to check everything 
between the time in one’s bedroom in the morning to the time back in bed 
every night, the pressure of making sure that one makes the right choice at 
decision-making junctures would become so overwhelming that the chances 
of mistakes and carelessness would multiply. These devices lighten the bu rden 
of decision-making by simplifying the otherwise complex set of choices for 
the decision-makers. In other words, the role of the choice architects is to 
 encourage individuals to help themselves “effortlessly” reach wherever they are 
headed for.

Kahneman attributes similar missteps to acquired habits. When we are too 
busy or lazy, or too preoccupied with something else, an instinctive or emot ional 
response in our mind usually rules our reaction at decision junctures. He calls it 
the “System-1” mode of response at decision-making times. System-1  responses 
are faster because the decision-makers’ predispositions have been shaped 
through similar circumstances in the past. The responses are more habitual. 
That  contrasts with the System-2 mode of thinking, which generates slower, 
more deliberative, and logical responses. Missteps are likely when the System-1 
mode of thinking dominates the decision-makers facing a situation  demanding 
action. Missteps do not necessarily represent a wrong understanding of the 
 situation by the  decision-makers. They happen under the pressure of time. The 
gap between System-1 action and System-2 action appears to be huge but is not 
unsurmountable. Learning – be it in the classroom or in real life – occurs as one 
action produces a result contrary to the expectation. When the result betrays 
the expectation a few times, the actor begins to give a second thought before 
acting. Here, too, the frequency of missteps gradually declines. It is a result of 
a process by which the dominance of the System-1 mode of response gradually 
gives way to System-2, and the latter begins to modify the former in due time. 
More importantly, the System-1 mode of thinking, if that dominates people’s 
behaviour, is something that the professionals need to take into consideration 
when promoting policies in their expertise.
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Seedbed for action

Any human being is a seedbed for action. What remains for an action to become 
meaningful, i.e., capable of generating positive results, hinges upon the aware-
ness that any action can be informed of the benefits it produces. The awareness 
does not need to belong to the actor alone, who may remain unaware of the 
presence of that goal, especially if it lies too far ahead in time. The awareness also 
embraces certain behavioural deficiencies as given, not as something that needs 
to be removed or corrected.

Here is a revealing example. The Cameron administration (2010–2016) in the 
United Kingdom installed a Behavioural Insight Team (BIT) in 2010, the first of 
its kind, which put the idea of “nudge” to the practical test. The overall purpose is 
to “generate and apply behavioural insights”, its website declares, “to inform policy, 
improve public services, and deliver positive results for people and communities”.20

The examples that the website offers include the case of pushing delinquent 
taxpayers to pay what they owe. The official notification or report circulated 
among the residents, including delinquent taxpayers, merely mentioned that the 
majority of the residents had already paid their due. The payment rate went up 
by a large margin. There was no mention of civic duties, nor an outright threat 
against the delinquent behaviour. A push, a nudge, works best when applied to 
the spot where people react quickly and see its result instantaneously. This is a 
case that makes best use of the System-1 mode of thinking.

Another case is even more illuminating. Energy-saving efforts have a clear 
goal to achieve. Cutting down on the use of electricity or the use of public trans-
portation is part of those efforts. Nevertheless, these are efforts where one finds 
it difficult to see their contribution to the goal and thus are hardly an  incentive 
to act accordingly. Then there was an effort enabling one to r ecognize one’s 
 contribution to the goal – the application-based financial aid to rei nforcement 
and/or instalment of insulation by individual house owners. People responded 
very little to the financial aid, which puzzled BIT. A package was then offered with 
the suggestion that insulation firms would clear the attic, dispose of u nwanted 
items, install insulation, and restore the attic to its pre- installation conditions 
(minus the unwanted items). The applications for financial aid t ripled.21 A push 
(a nudge) helped the residents to overcome the otherwise overwhelming thought 
of even just clearing the attic, or of the cumbersome process of selecting the 
right insulation firm. One act of grant application produces its effect without the 
applicant being bothered by the otherwise cumbersome and time-consuming 
moves towards the energy-saving result.

These cases, however, are illuminating in another sense. The residents in the 
two cases live in an environment more or less typical of a developed society 
with a solid history of welfare policies. Their living environment is loaded with 
 institutions and organizations that were invented and have grown for citizens 
at large as their beneficiaries. They cover vast areas of services, ranging from 
the public transportation system to public utility management, and from public 
health insurance and public medical services to public schools.
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The residents are not new to the workings of these institutions and  organizations. 
They are, instead, the products of these institutions. The sense of civic duty, not 
entirely unlike its traditional counterpart of communal  obligations, has grown 
out of their experiences with the workings of these institutions and organiza-
tions. In short, various services and the infrastructure for them are already in 
place, awaiting their use by anyone in need of them. Nudge is a little push to 
reach what is already available.

On the other hand, short of these services, there are few opportunities for a 
“nudge”. The living environment has made a choice for the people already. The 
choices left for the people to consider often concern how to deal with that  living en-
vironment itself. The living environment directly dictates people’s actions, and the 
opportunities in it for a “nudge” intervention appear characteristically different.

A far greater responsibility falls upon the individuals at decision-making 
 junctures, which, in turn, begets either inaction or a scramble for a quick fix for 
immediate results. Improving that living environment, of course, is a long-term 
policy goal. It is a goal that most developing societies are struggling to achieve, 
Vietnam included. It is under the conditions of this interim that the greater 
portion of the population would have to live with the dictate of the changing 
living environment.

An AO family in an urban environment, Thanh Khe in Da Nang, offers a 
glimpse of the immensely inhibitive living environment, to which they had to 
adapt their family life at considerable cost (Chapter 3). The parents, both of 
whom were office workers, had two disabled sons within a short period in 1987 
and 1989. The younger of the two began showing signs of severe epilepsy four 
years after his birth. The symptoms – 20 or more seizures a day – were bad 
enough for the parents to send him to a mental hospital to stay. Four years 
later, in 1997, the parents risked another, which turned out to be a healthy 
child. However, with the husband being an office worker in a different district, 
the wife had no alternative but to quit her job at a People’s Committee office 
and open a grocery shop at home. The growth of the remaining two children 
reduced alternatives even more. The parents asked the mother’s sibling to adopt 
the healthy child. By this time, there were very few marks left of the family when 
the parents began building what seemed to them to be a normal family life.

The years 1987, 1989, and 1997 still saw precipitous changes as the post-Doi 
Moi land reforms were sweeping through Vietnam, and the United States lifted 
its embargo and recognized Vietnam. Contamination of the environment by the 
herbicide and its human consequences were the issues that occupied the minds 
of medical and agrochemical professionals. The 2004 lawsuit of Vietnamese AO 
victims was still yet to come.

When the parents made critical decisions – having two disabled children in 
quick succession, having a third child, and sending the second disabled child to 
the hospital ‒ there were few opportunities for anyone to intervene with a set 
of alternatives. The parents were solely responsible for the consequences of their 
decisions. It was merely fortuitous that the mother’s brother’s children were 
already grown-ups when he took in the youngest from his sister.
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The case of the Thanh Khe parents, however, does not represent all  people in 
transitional Vietnam. A living environment without any public services is a rarity. 
First of all, when there are public services available, however limited they might 
be, they open up opportunities for nudge intervention. One of the  services that 
were installed relatively early in the Doi Moi reform years is the Plant Protection 
Centre, a local branch of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
(MARD). The purposes of the Centre are the quality control and distribution of 
seeds and seedlings, and the procurement and distribution of WHO-sanctioned 
agrochemicals.

“Oh [the farmers] have no choice”, the director of the local Plant Protection 
Centre testified, “they have to buy the chemicals we recommend when they buy 
the seeds” (September 2009). Access to legitimate agrochemicals is packaged 
with the distribution system of a whole set of agriculture-related goods.

The effect is uncanny. The farmers go to the Plant Protection Centre to pur-
chase seedlings and seeds and return home with them and the recommended 
chemicals. They are freed from the pressure of choosing the right chemicals. 
If they are far from the Centre, they purchase chemicals of the same brands at 
other retail shops.

The case of H. H. Gian (Chapter 4) uncovers a wide range of effects from the 
act of purchasing the seedlings at the Centre. He used to rely on chemicals of 
unknown origin in China and of unknown quality at retail shops. He could not 
read the Chinese written all over the packages. He began to doubt the effective-
ness of the chemicals of unknown origin, and around the same time, the retail 
shops he used to rely on were closed.

Mr Gian is one of a few with a memory of the unknown substance he picked 
up in the Mountains. He had a frightening experience with the toxic substance 
when he threw it in the lake and saw hundreds of dead fish. However, the fear 
of toxic chemicals played little role in his shift to using the Plant Protection 
Centre. He chose the Centre and its package of goods, including the recom-
mended chemicals, by default. Packaging the recommended chemicals is the 
nudge, a reminder of the packaged deal for installing insulation in the United 
Kingdom.

Second, the poverty of social and other services in the living environment still 
does not leave the residents entirely at its whim. As we have observed, the AO 
families in Phu Cat manage to keep their life afloat, which hints at the presence 
of some form of “services” installed in the living environment.

After the initial shock of having their newborn babies diagnosed as being 
struck by “incurable” disabilities had subsided, most of the AO families settled 
back to their routines as farmers. They allocate special time for their disabled 
children before reaching the point of altering their life as they know it. For 
the urban AO families, nearly all of whom rely on their monthly payment as 
office workers, having disabled children has a more disruptive impact on their 
life as one or both parents often need to stop working. By contrast, the ru-
ral AO families work in the rice paddies and other fields for other produce. 
Rice production consumes much of their time since Phu Cat usually has a 
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twice-a-year harvesting schedule. At high-production times, they become part 
of the  mutual-help network in the community, which aims for maximum use 
of its labour force.

They allocate any surplus time to raising pigs and chickens, growing vegeta-
bles for family consumption, opening a small grocery shop in front of the house, 
and making leaf hats for a fraction of cash earnings, herding cows, and collecting 
firewood. During the off season, away from the fields, some of them even travel 
to distant places for additional cash earnings. Seeking seasonal employment is 
an additional alternative to the routine but is usually limited for the Phu Cat 
farmers as they have less time off from the paddies because of the rice harvest-
ing twice a year. They all calculate the help, time, and other resources at their 
 disposal to meet the demands of their life. The demands may change as some 
may fall ill unexpectedly, or as children grow to school age. They always count 
on the help (among other resources) offered among themselves.

An unmarried woman adopted a child, Binh, with disabilities from another 
unmarried woman who had another disabled child, Mai (introduction). Binh’s 
adopted mother grows rice in the rainy season (the beginning of summer) on 
her allocated land and auction land. In the off season, until recently, she had left 
Binh with her neighbours and gone to Dak Lak (a coffee plantation centre in 
the central highland, 150 km south of Phu Cat) to work as a hired labourer in a 
coffee plantation for two months. Three or four women in her neighbourhood 
kept coming by to cook for Binh and take care of her. The mother always made 
sure she would be with Binh for the Tet, the Lunar New Year.

At first glance, the adoption did not make sense initially. Why adopt a girl 
with disabilities if she were to be left alone? On second thoughts, nothing is 
unusual about this “family”, or the mother and the daughter. In much the same 
way as Ninh and Tam’s mother spent years in Ho Chi Minh City to support 
herself, Binh’s mother did everything she could to support their household. The 
demands of this family of two dictate the mother’s behaviour and the demands 
are elastic with the changing employment conditions in the highland or with 
Binh’s growth. Tam’s mother relied on Ninh, Tam’s brother, to look after Tam; 
Binh’s mother relied on the neighbours and her relatives for Binh’s care. The 
relatives and the neighbours are the “social service” providers – on whom Binh’s 
mother counts for protecting her household in much the same way as the people 
do in a service-rich, developed society. The presence of these “informal” services 
is integral in rural life. Any efforts at improving social services would have to be 
as part of the farmer’s living environment.

There is a notable, if unwitting, service that these service providers offer 
 beyond the help for the mothers who were obviously in need of extra hands to 
keep their life afloat. They signalled the approval of the mothers’ management 
of their being a “mother”. A “nudge” here does not involve any distinct act. 
The nudge is the acquiescence by the family members, the neighbours, and the 
friends to these mothers’ efforts to support their households in much the same 
way as they helped each other in the busy harvest time, in communal events 
such as funerals, weddings, and small gatherings commemorating full-moon 
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occasions. They are sending the message to the mothers that it is okay to be like 
anyone else, with or without disabled children.

These observations leave a few questions that nudge strategists usually do not 
address. The first concerns the goal. What is a nudge for? A nudge is justified by 
an unquestionable goal. In the instances of successful nudge interventions in the 
UK mentioned above, no one questioned the legitimacy of the goal – desirable 
results that the nudges steer people to achieve. The goals are indisputable and are 
perfectly agreeable to the professionals who are given the task of overseeing, not 
interfering with, the steering process. In much the same way, the mothers’ goal 
to support their households is just as agreeable to their neighbours, friends, and 
family members. Then, the second question: who is entitled to entertain a goal 
that justifies some, if not all, of the mothers’ actions, especially when the neces-
sary services such as daycare services for the disabled are woefully insufficient? 
These two questions, combined together, raise a fundamental question: what is 
the right, or wrong, goal?

The neighbours’, friends’, and relatives’ acquiescence is a nudge. It is a small 
push for the mothers to pursue a goal that is normal to anyone else in the rural 
Phu Cat community. The push also suggests an important assumption on the 
part of these service providers about the differences between having and not 
having children with mental and physical deficiencies. The medical professionals 
consider the birth of a disabled child an irretrievable loss. These service pro-
viders consider a disabled child a “given” to be embraced in life. That position 
of service providers also underlies that of the parents with one or two disabled 
children, as we examined in Chapter 3, who did not stop wanting to have more 
children.

Seed for action: reversing the recipe

The gap between the professionals and the ordinary people in rural Vietnam 
appears to be insurmountable. The former continues to accuse the latter of being 
ignorant, stubborn, or uncooperative. In their eyes, the latter is irresponsible 
with their lives. The latter, on the other hand, respond to the push by the former 
with resistance or indifference as they see no immediate relevance of the recom-
mended action to their life. The professionals stay behind their “trenches” of 
expertise, and the ordinary people are usually left with their counsel. There are 
very few opportunities for either side to narrow the gap. A meaningful contact 
occurs only when the contact is too late. The situation is a reminder of the med-
ical doctors and healthy individuals. Warnings against, and recommendations 
for, specific actions make little inroads into those who think they are healthy, 
those who think their life is reasonably acceptable as it is.

This gap, however, is a seed for action to trigger changes in the routinized 
life. The parties on both sides of the gap recognize the limit of their routi-
nized actions. They recognize a threshold, or a limit, when their routine ac-
tion fails to produce an expected result. Farmers see the threshold when they 
need more than just helping hands. The recognition of the threshold may be 
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even sharper if they need reassurance from a medical doctor that the lingering 
headaches or skin rashes are not an indication of anything worse than the usual 
reactions to the chemicals they routinely use. The medical professionals recog-
nize their  threshold when they need more refined expert knowledge when facing 
 unfamiliar symptoms in a patient. It is a threshold, to paraphrase a public health 
specialist’s view on health, below which the present state of well-being falls short 
of “satisfying the demands of life”.22

No one is without this threshold, which is both common and unique to 
 everyone as diverse elements contribute to the formation of each individual’s 
threshold. Furthermore, everyone’s threshold is also variable commensurate 
with changing physical and mental strengths, good or bad neighbourhood 
 relationships, good or bad professional training, and exposure to the diverse 
lifestyles of others, among others.

The gap remains intact when the parties on both sides remain below this 
critical threshold, or when they refuse to recognize its presence. A failed warn-
ing for the farmers against the abuse of chemicals using a TV broadcast best 
illustrates the persistent gap. The farmers apparently responded by changing 
the TV c hannel carrying a warning message against the abuse of the chemicals. 
A medical doctor made light of that move (Chapter 6). The doctor’s casual 
remark says more about the unchanged stance on the part of the medical pro-
fession that their responsibility ended when they prepared the warning. The 
farmers see no point in watching the warning, which appears to be irrelevant 
to the demands of their life. The inclusion of the presence of the Plant Protec-
tion Centre in the warnings would have been a small “nudge”. Alternatively, a 
reference to exemplary farmers in their cautious use of the chemicals, like the 
indirect warning to delinquent taxpayers above, would have produced a more 
positive response. These extra messages, however, are definitely outside the 
medical doctors’ expertise. The doctors did not see, or refused to see, their 
own threshold.

An effective push does not lie in louder warnings, nor in a penalty for the f ailure 
to heed the warnings. The family planning policy had cases where the penalty 
did not produce the expected result. The policy was launched with the spe-
cific purpose of reducing the pressure of the increasing population upon  the 
economic growth in the closing years of the 1980s, a part of broader Doi Moi 
reforms. The residents, especially in rural Vietnam, responded by accepting a 
penalty (a  few kilograms of rice) for a third child more as a one-time fee and 
continued to have more children.23 The penalty of a few kilograms of rice might 
have worked only on those who were on the verge of reaching the threshold. 
Even for those families at the subsistence level, there are informal social services 
– local officials willing to turn away from their obligations to enforce the penalty. 
Finally, there is an unwarranted assumption on the penalty enforcer’s part that 
having more than two children may lower the farmers’ threshold.

An intriguing example is a short-lived genetic consulting effort for young cou-
ples where the concerned parties may have been on the verge of recognizing 
the threshold.24 The ultimate goal, as the planners envisioned, was to reduce 
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the incidence of birth abnormalities. The target was a group of young parents 
in the living environment contaminated by the wartime use of toxic chemicals. 
The result: among a dozen nearly 100% chances of abnormalities, two disre-
garded the recommendation for abortion and ended up having children with 
birth abnormalities.

A record of this consulting effort has not been made public. It is also easy to 
see that the effort itself was treading on very thin ethical ice if the abortion was 
recommended based on less than 100% chances of abnormal birth or regardless 
of what types the abnormalities were. These difficulties aside, the consulting 
effort contains the possibility of a different scenario.

The consulting process could consist of an expanded series of actions: (1) 
invitation to a well-defined population to a consultation; (2) suggested use of 
contraception, especially for the period when the pregnancy rate is high; (3) the 
use of ultrasound examination after the wife becomes pregnant; and (4) an offer 
of abortion as a choice if irregularities are detected in the foetus. One impor-
tant, unintended, result of the consultation for both parties is the time invested 
in making the decision at each juncture. We are not sure of the total number 
of days or even months spent in preparing and completing the entire process. 
Regardless, in each of the steps from (1) to (4), the targeted couples would pause 
to think of the effect of the decision. The young couples may consult with their 
friends and relatives. The professionals, likewise, would reconsider, following 
step (1), for example, wondering if the threat of birth abnormality alone should 
suffice to lure the young couples into having a consultation, or on the timing of 
step (3). Each step is a precious learning opportunity for both parties.

There is, however, a significant precondition that needs to be met for each 
decision juncture to devote sufficient time to learning: both parties need to be 
unfettered by, or freed from, the pressure to reach the ultimate goal of “reduc-
ing birth abnormalities”. Without this freedom, the pressure makes the medical 
professionals see each step merely as one stepping stone necessitating the next. 
Without it, the young couples do not see each of the steps as an opportunity 
to give thought to where their threshold lies, and to what constitutes it. It is a 
process that ends only when the result appears, leaving no more responsibility for 
the professionals to even think about. Likewise, the pressure deprives the young 
couples of opportunities to explore alternative ways of meeting the demands of 
their young life.

Facing only the message insisting on the elimination of all birth abnormali-
ties, the choices for the young couples are entirely inhibitive, as shown below. 
The remaining possibility, however remote, stays in their minds as indicated by 
∆ in Table 8.2 below, swaying their final decisions.

Freed from the weight of the ultimate goal, the promoter and the young cli-
ents take time to reconsider all “apparent” implications of the choices at different 
stages of consulting, and even to contemplate alternative goals. Although their 
presence is not prominent as they are scattered throughout the vast Phu Cat Dis-
trict, there are AO families who have been meeting the demands of “family” life 
while making use of various informal social services. The question lingers on if 
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Table 8.2 Choices 

Before the Consultation During the Consultation Goal of the Consultation

Promoters of the consulting services
X Child with birth defects X Child with birth defects X Child with birth defects
○ no child ○ no child ○ no child

Young couples
X Child with birth defects X Child with birth defects X Child with birth defects
X no child X no child X no child
○ a child ○ healthy child ○ healthy child

∆ Child with or without birth defects

○ acceptable, X not acceptable, ∆ undecided.

their presence is evidence that having a disabled child terminates life as desired, 
or evidence that life does continue, albeit with altered demands to meet.

For the medical doctors, too, are the AO families to be used only for warning 
against birth abnormalities? Do the AO families not have anything else to offer? 
The steps in the consulting efforts are opportunities for nudge intervention. 
They are also opportunities to free all concerned parties from the weight of a 
goal that they may have rarely questioned. The beneficiaries of the freedom from 
an unquestionable goal are many, such as the house owners in the UK cited 
above. Freedom also enables actions to fulfil more goals than one, as in the case 
of fastening a seat belt. Action is versatile as it is capable of producing a result for 
more purposes than one.

In Phu Cat, as in many other places, the “birth abnormalities” are the mark 
of something that cannot be undone, or of an area where no one other than 
medical doctors with highly refined expertise is entitled to do or say anything. 
The vast majority of the farmers in Phu Cat see that there is nothing they can 
do about the mental and physical deficiencies. Helping the disabled children, 
of course, does matter to them. But they do not see any role in the medical 
treatment of disabilities. In an ironical way, they have the mindset of genetic 
consultants – their role ends when they see the birth of a child with disabilities. 
They share the resignation expressed in the oft-heard statement by clinic staff: 
“No cure for Agent Orange victims”. The role that ended, however, is merely 
one role.

This resignation frees them from the impossible goal of medical solutions 
and redirects their attention to things they can do. It helps the parents of these 
disabled children in spite of the disabled children, and not because they can do 
anything about the disabled children. What they are capable of determines what 
they do for the AO families. Action defines its goal. They offer help to the par-
ents in the same manner that they do with any other family in the community.

An increasing number of Phu Cat residents are finding the freedom of action 
unfettered by the conventional understanding of “help” for the AO victims, 
which they believed belonged exclusively to the medical profession’s jurisdiction. 
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Their actions find them a goal that they can reach, and that may make a small 
difference to the disabled children.

“Oh that, even I can do”, an owner of a stationery shop in the Ngo May sec-
tion was overheard saying. He was looking over at us purchasing a large quantity 
of notebooks, painting books, and crayons. We were explaining to the shop 
worker the purpose of the purchase: the goods were for the education of the 
disabled children who gathered every weekend in a primary school classroom, 
Lop Hoc Uoc Mo, a Dream Class.

Another case of the freedom of action is a group of Dream Class volunteer 
teachers. Many of them earlier expressed their hope to us that we could offer 
financial support for hiring disability specialists. Some of them are still caught in 
the trap that anything to do with disabled children must deal with the  disabilities 
first and foremost. With the time spent with the children, other teachers began 
to pay more attention to what the disabled children could do, replacing their 
earlier preoccupation with what the disabled children could not do.  Volunteer 
teachers in Dream Class II in Cat Thanh now take the disabled children to road-
side cafés and allow them to spend time in their broader community, beyond 
their home, the neighbourhood, and the class. Their presence has become much 
less eye-catching even for the volunteer teachers. More importantly, the teachers 
are also freed from their unquestionable task (goal) as the teachers of a formal 
school – to maintain and raise the school’s performance and reputation, which is 
often based on the children’s graduation rate.

The ring of people who are freed from their earlier view towards the d isabled 
children has expanded to include at least some, if not all, of the AO families. 
Many of the parents of the Dream Classes are still trapped by their inability 
to do anything about the children’s physical and mental deficiencies. They do 
 exhibit signs of relief at the sight of their children’s efforts to paint, or sing, 
or play with their classmates. The children remain as “handicapped” as  before 
since their disabilities have not changed. The mother of Hanh, a girl with 
Down’s syndrome and learning disabilities, has not changed her view towards 
Hanh. “Ah, but she is handicapped” was the mother’s conclusive view as she 
watched Hanh ably serving cups of tea to visitors. Hanh being in the Dream 
Class is the time for the mother to be relieved from the worries about the dis-
abled child. The difficulty in freeing themselves from the absolute inability to 
do anything about the disabilities is often too much and prohibitive to inspire 
some of the parents to do anything but bring the children to the Dream Class 
every weekend.

Liem’s father, a war veteran on the side of the South at the close of the war, 
rarely connected the war and his daughter’s mental and physical deficiencies. The 
refusal to see the connection between the war and his daughter’s misfortune is 
still with him almost 15 years after our first visit. His first visible reaction to our 
frequent visits was relief at the assurance that we would not simply walk away 
once the research was done. The second reaction, earlier in the second round of 
research, was a little more involved. He felt relieved of one persistent worry about 
Liem after he and his wife went: “The Dream Class will look after her”.
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Then, more recently, he found himself relieved of the burden of futile specula-
tion about what he could do about Liem’s disabilities. He confided, “You know 
what I can do for Liem?” To our puzzled silence, he said: “I can help the Dream 
Class”. He apparently contributes to the Dream Class, the honorarium that we 
occasionally offered him for his being a willing witness. He was relieved of a 
persistent sense of utter inability and began acting with a new goal in mind. He 
stopped helping Liem commute to the Dream Class.

These changes are not the token merely of the goodwill of a few. They are 
the product of a realization that what they are capable of doing does produce 
a desirable result, which satisfies the demand for a goal different from the old, 
 impossible goal of fixing, or improving, the disabilities. They suggest an  essential 
shift in the farmers’ thinking: what they can do, and not what they should do, 
determines what they do. It is a reversed recipe for inspiring action – the order is 
reversed from a goal-induced action to an action-induced goal.

In this reversed recipe, attention to the short-term action-appreciation  tandem, 
too, earns its rightful place in contemplating, designing, and  implementing 
long-term policy goals. As witnessed in the use of the 5% family plot and its 
expanded version in the contract farming, the short-term action-appreciation 
tandem has much to offer in terms of enduring the constant changes in their 
living environment.

There are many areas of social and other public services that require long-
term planning and implementation. There are many such policies, with the well- 
defined populations as the beneficiaries in the areas of our research concern 
alone. Access to better-equipped and better-manned medical services may top 
the list. Improvements in public safety measures are not too far down the prior-
ity list. These and other improvements in various areas of needed services require 
long-term planning and the allocation of scarce financial and human resources. 
A sub-textual message in all these long-term projects is the need for the patience: 
some of the needed improvements are part of the trickle-down effects that the 
improvement in an overall economic performance eventually produces.

There is a problem accompanying this conventional recipe – goal-induced 
 action. It tends to make light of some of the drawbacks simply as collateral 
damages. The increase in agricultural productivity, a stationary argument of 
 development economists and planners, is a case in point. As we observed earlier, 
the damages caused by the abuse of agrochemicals cost Vietnam the equivalent 
of 2% of GNP in the early 2000s. The farmers who are released from agricul-
tural production find jobs in the cities, mostly in the informal sector. Given the 
technology-intensive (labour-saving) investment tendency, the informal sector 
will only grow to the point that aggregate data such as GNP per capita no longer 
conceal its grave implications.

The reversed recipe, on the other hand, releases many of the future benefi-
ciaries from a long-term and indisputable goal, whose quality and arrival time 
remain unknown to most of them. Freedom from the pressure to reach that goal, 
in turn, alerts them to the working of the short-term action-appreciation tan-
dem in their life. The reversed recipe offer neither an outright rejection or blind 
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conformity with the promoters of a long-time goal follows. Instead, it  encourages 
them to do what they can within the limit of the resources they e mploy to satisfy 
all other demands and goals of life. What they can do  determines what they do 
even along the path towards a long-term goal. The reversed recipe for  action 
most likely slows the progress towards one long-term goal. However, it does so 
with much fewer collateral damages, if any, to the resources to be  employed for 
other goals and demands of life.

In the recent past, Vietnamese farmers did not endure the wait for the benefits 
that long-term policies promised to deliver. They have endured, instead, the test 
of their action, which has ensured the surest return on their action. Within the 
span of two generations since the division of Vietnam in 1954, there have been 
many opportunities for such a test, from the collectivization era in the North 
through the contract farming phase in unified Vietnam, to the family-centred 
life with the informal “social” services of their neighbours and friends at their 
disposal. The reversed recipe may suggest that the benefits for a larger popula-
tion come with a slower progression towards the goal as long as its beneficiaries 
have the freedom to test the efficacy of their chosen action.
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