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Sociology in Transitional
Vietnam
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Trinh Duy Luan, Professor, Dr. in
Sociology Director, Institute of So-
ciology in Vietnam Academy of So-
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Editor-in-chief, Sociological Review
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Born 1950, Bachelor of Economic
Mathematics, Hanoi National Eco-
nomic University. PhD, Sociology in
Russian Academy of Sciences, Mos-
cow Research interests and works: 5
books and many articles were pub-
lished on urban sociology, urban and
community development, urban
housing, social change in transi-
tional Vietnam.

Sociology as a social science
discipline was officially established
in Vietnam at the end of the 1970’s
by the establishment of the Center of
Sociology, the predecessor of the
current Institute of Sociology which
was founded in 1983. However, not
until the beginning of the Renova-
tion in 1986, known in Vietnam as
"Doi Moi", did sociology enter a
booming period of development.
The Renovation policy adopted by
the Vietnam Communist Party and
the government in 1986 character-
ized by opening up the country to
the world, adopting market economy
with socialist orientation, and re-
forming all social spheres in the
direction of more democratic par-
ticipation of all social strata in eco-
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nomic, social, cultural and political
activities, has drastically changed
the landscape of socio-economic life
of the country. This reality has posed
many sociological questions and at
the same time opened up great op-
portunities for Vietnamese sociolo-
gists to master their skills and to
learn new knowledge. The Renova-
tion in fact has served as a huge
practical laboratory for sociological
research during the last more than
20 years.

It is not accidental that social
changes have become the overall
research theme of sociology in Viet-
nam. It can be said that the past 20
years was the period with the fastest
changes in all fabrics of the society
during the modern time of Vietnam
history. Economically, the country
has step by step escaped from the
poor country status in the world
economic ranking. In social and
cultural spheres, many traditional
values are fading away to give road
to new values of industrialization,
urbanization, and modernization,
and together with it are changes in
living styles. Political and institu-
tional settings also experienced
enormous changes to accommodate
the socio-economic and cultural
changes. This reality calls for new
insights and interpretation of what is
going on in all aspects of social life.
Certainly  Vietnamese sociology
could not exist outside the main-
stream social changes.

Social changes as a general
theme of Vietnamese sociology
cover a widest spectrum of research
problems - from changes in social
structure to everyday life behavioral
patterns. In a rapid changing society
such as that in Viet Nam, sociologi-
cal studies on social changes natu-
rally reflect the need to understand
the nature of social transition that is
going on in the whole country. So-
ciological studies are driven both by
sociologists' curiosity and demands
of practitioners and policy-makers.
In response to evidence-based policy
making, many sociological studies
in Vietnam in the past 20 years have
been contributing directly or indi-
rectly to form scientific basis for
policy making and national devel-
opment in different areas. During
this process, sociology has gained
the reputation as a social science
discipline that can go deeply into
every corner of social life to dis-
cover social problems, recognize
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and interpret fast-changing lively
reality.

Besides policy-driven studies,
Vietnamese sociologists also con-
duct many diverse consultancy serv-
ices and sociological studies for
development projects in many fields
such as healthcare, education, pov-
erty alleviation, rural and urban de-
velopment, gender and women,
families, children, teenagers, social
evils and environmental hygiene,
etc. Each year sociological research-
ers have set foot on practically every
corner of the country, exploring dif-
ferent social issues to serve devel-
opment courses at local and national
levels. By doing so they have in
effects brought sociology into real
life of the transitional Vietnam soci-
ety.

After 30 years of development, at
present, in Vietnam there are many
research and teaching institutions in
Sociology, such as Institute of Soci-
ology (IOS) in Vietnam Academy of
Social Sciences (VASS), Depart-
ments of Sociology in Hanoi Na-
tional University and Universities in
Ho Chi Minh City, Hue, Da Nang,
Ho Chi Minh National Academy of
Politics, University of Trade Union,
Journalist-Propaganda  University,
and many other institutions. Among
these institutions, the Institute of
Sociology is the leading body not
only because it has the longest his-
tory of development, but also be-
cause of its mission as a leading
sociological institute within the top
social sciences body of VASS, and
because of its very strong team of
researchers. About one third of the
researchers of IOS received Ph.D.
training abroad, including US,
France, Sweden, Germany, Austra-
lia, Japan, Russia. Many junior re-
searchers also received various
training in the West or in Asian
countries. These very diverse
sources of training have enriched
knowledge of the institute research-
ers as a collective. The 10S contrib-
utes the most number of elected
members of Executive Committee of
Vietnam Sociological Association,
including the current President of
Vietnam Sociological Association.
Below is a summarized profile of
the Institute of Sociology that shapes
the image of Vietnamese sociology
today.

The Institute of Sociology (I0S)
was established in 1983 as a gov-

ernmental specialized research unit
of the Vietnamese Academy of So-
cial Sciences (VASS). The Institute
has 3 main functions:

¢ Rescarch on sociological issues,
both theoretical and empirical in
order to provide scientific foun-
dation for the formulation of
national policy regarding socio-
economic development in Viet-
nam.

#  Post-graduate and PhD training
in sociology

¢ Consultancy services for do-
mestic and international devel-
opment projects.

Over the past ten years, the 10S
has carried out numerous studies
requested by the Government, at
times in cooperation with other
Vietnamese institutions and foreign
organizations. It has hosted domestic
and international workshops and
seminars and has published hun-
dreds of papers, reports and books.

Since 1996, the IOS has offered
graduate training in Sociology.
Every year about 20 Masters and
Doctoral students obtain their de-
grees from [OS.  Students are
mainly government employees at
different research and teaching insti-
tutions, ministries and agencies,
local officials, and staff of social and
mass organizations as well as NGOs.

The IOS has 52 researchers, includ-
ing 7 Professors and Associate Profes-
sors, 17 PhDs holders and 13 MAs
working in 9 departments.

The IOS operates on the basis of
the government’s annual budget,
grants from Vietnamese and for-
eign organizations, as well as re-
search, training and consultancy
contracts.

Since 1983, the IOS has been a
member of the International Socio-
logical Association. Many re-
searchers have been founders or
members of other scientific associa-
tions, social organizations and
NGOs in Vietnam and abroad.
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RESEARCH ORIENTATIONS

The current major research of the
I0S is focused on social and cul-
tural changes during the process of
industrialization and modernization
in Vietnam, as well as international
and regional factors related to that
process. This overall theme is iden-
tified and confirmed since the be-
ginning of the 1980s, when IOS was
just established. That
changes in social structure and
stratification, in Vietnamese fami-
lies, social changes in enterprises,
and labor relationship; changes in
the social welfare system and social
security network; changing behav-
ioral models in daily life, etc. Ac-
cordingly, the IOS has set up 8 spe-
cialized Departments.

includes

I0S RESEARCH DEPARTMENTS

¢ Department of Rural Sociology
focuses on the issues of socio-
economic development in the
rural areas under the impact of
industrialization and moderniza-
tion; the theory of rural devel-
opment in Vietnam and compara-
tive research on rural communes
and villages, including issues of
population dynamics, labor
force, social structural changes,
organizational and institutional
transformations, social manage-
ment, social services, sociology
of the family and the rural cul-

ture.

’Department of Urban and
Community Studies (DUCS)
is concerned with socio-
economic problems in the ur-
banization process in Vietnam
and the problems of urban man-
agement in the fields of hous-
ing, infrastructure, and the envi-
ronment. The Department has
carried out a series of studies
on urban housing problems in
the 1980s; social stratification
and the urban poverty; housing
and the environment for urban
poor, social aspects of urban
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planning and participatory ap-
proach in urban management.
L4 Department of Population
Studies focuses on population
dynamics and policies during
rapid socio-economic changes in
Vietnam. The Department has
carried out research programs
and projects on population issues
and social changes including
longitudinal studies on popula-
tion, internal and international
migration, family and fertility,
child healthcare, mortality,
women’s status, reproductive,
sexual health and family plan-
ning
¢ Department of Sociology of

Labor and Technology focuses
on social aspects of the labor
force in the process of industri-
alization and modernization.
Recent research in the Depart-
ment includes industrial relations
within enterprises; training the
labor force for industrialization;
working conditions of laborers;
attitudes of workers to equaliza-
tion of State-owned enterprises
and the role of Trade Union or-
ganizations in enterprises.

¢ Department of Sociology of
Health is concerned with social
issues of the health care system,
the role of the state and private
health sectors, health seeking
behaviors of individuals, fac-
tors influencing healthcare
practice, reproductive health,
sexuality and behaviors vulner-
able to HIV/AIDS.

¢ Department of Sociology of
Culture is interested in the is-
sues of transformations in cul-
tural life such as changing norms
and values, community and kin-
ship relationships, the democra-
tization of society. Recent stud-
ies in the Department include
cultural aspects of rites of pas-
sage (weddings and funerals),
folklore festivals, and family
changes over the last decades.

¢ Department of Family Sociol-
ogy focuses on family structure
and social function, marriage, the
impact of value changes and
other socio-economic factors on
gender roles, family decision -
making and arrangements among
family members. Current impor-
tant issues such as gender equal-
ity, family welfare, woman’s

status, divorce, and family vio-
lence have been emphasized.

¢ Department of Social Welfare
focuses on the social welfare
system in Vietnam during the
transformation, aging studies,
disadvantaged groups such as
children in difficult circum-
stances, the handicapped, veter-
ans, war victims, social services
for ethnic minorities, NGO sec-
tor.

INTERNATIONAL COOPERA-
TION

Since its inception, the IOS has
actively cooperated with many other
Vietnamese and foreign research and
training institutions. It has devel-
oped bilateral and multilateral
cooperation with many foreign
universities, research institu-
tions, governments and NGOs,
training and research institutions
in Australia, Belgium, France,
Denmark, Germany, Netherlands,
UK, Sweden, the United States,
Canada, Japan, Singapore, Thai-
land, Indonesia, Korea and
China. The IOS has conducted a
number of research and consul-
tancy projects requested by the
UNFPA, UNDP, UNICEF,
UNDCEP, JICA, JBIC, the World
Bank, the Asian Development
Bank and many other organiza-
tions.

SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

Since establishment, the IOS has
published the quarterly Sociological
Review (in Vietnamese with summary
of the main articles in English). So far
it is the unique review in Sociology in
Vietnam. It serves as a forum for aca-
demic exchange among Vietnamese
researchers/scholars who study or
teach sociology as well as a venue for
the latest works of sociologists in
Vietnam and abroad.

After more 20 years of develop-
ment, since 2006 Vietnam Socio-

logical Association (VSA) was
founded.

Now the VSA has nearly 800
members who are studying, teach
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ing, and applying sociology in the
whole country of Vietnam.

Sociological institutions, including
Viet Nam Sociological Association,
in Vietnam are open for international
cooperation with colleagues and
sociological institutions and associa-
tions, especially with Asian col-
leagues for enhancing our role in a
changing and modernizing society.
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logical Association in 2001-4 and as
President of the American Socio-
logical Association in 2007-8.

The first decade of the 21+ century
has created great opportunities to
advance the internationalization of
sociology. The study of sociology is
inherently international, of course:
comparative and cross-national re-
search is basic to the study of soci-
ology and sociologists have always

SPRING 2010

sought to explain how national insti-
tutions and cultures shape social life.
However, advances in communica-
tion and information technology,
along with the greater ease of travel,
have led to an exponential growth in
our ability to learn from and interact
with sociologists around the world.
This growth of the potential for in-
ternationalization has brought with it
great opportunities as well as major
challenges.

Internationalization of sociology
refers to the flow of sociological
knowledge among countries, which
helps to produce better teaching and
research. Through the spread of
ideas globally, we are less likely to
adopt ethnocentric viewpoints, since
our understanding of social realities
can be contrasted and compared
with the realities experienced by
people in other countries. This shar-
ing of sociological knowledge re-
quires communication and contact
among people from different coun-
tries.

Internationalizing sociology also
refers to the topics being studied.
For example, many topics of interest
to sociologists require comparisons
among nations, such as the effects of
different societal institutions and
cultures on individuals, the nature
and consequences of the global divi-
sion of labor, and country differ-
ences in democracy and inequality.

The American Sociological Asso-
ciation (ASA) has long recognized
the importance of the internationali-
zation of sociological research and
teaching and it has promoted it in
many ways. For example, the An-
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nual meetings of the ASA regularly
focus on international topics and
non-Americans are always encour-
aged to attend. The ASA also sup-
ports the activities of the Interna-
tional Sociological Association as
well as cooperates with national
sociological associations in a large
number of countries. The ASA also
seeks to stimulate an international
readership for its journals, teaching
materials and research projects by
distributing these products via the
web and making available ASA
memberships at reduced cost to so-
ciologists in low income countries.
In addition, the ASA currently has a
committee that is exploring different
ways to make American sociology
more international.

The current interest in internation-
alizing sociology offers many oppor-
tunities for Japanese sociologists to
become better connected to socio-
logical activities in the United States
and the rest of the world. U.S. soci-
ologists, in particular, have long
been interested in comparative re-
search involving Japan. In my own
area of research (the study of work,
organizations, occupations and
stratification), comparisons between
the U.S. and Japan have proved in-
valuable in identifying the cultural
and structural sources of work or-
ganization and its consequences for
work attitudes*. Such comparative
research has yielded both theoretical
insights and practical implications
for policies designed to enhance
productivity and  organizational
commitment. Moreover, in recent
years, studies of the growth of pre-
carious and nonstandard work in a
country such as Japan (with its tradi-
tions of “lifetime” employment)
shed light on the forces producing
similar trends in the U.S. and other
industrial countries. The benefits
from comparative research are a
two-way street, as Japanese sociolo-

13

gists also gain valuable insights
from comparing Japanese institu-
tions and cultures to those of other
countries.

There are many challenges that
need to be met if we are to take full
advantage of the potential opportu-
nities provided by the current inter-
est in internationalizing sociology.
We need to overcome cultural and
institutional differences in the way
universities work. We must over-
come language barriers so we can
communicate better with each other;
since relatively few sociologists in
the U.S. speak Japanese, it is likely
that such communication will have
to be in English. We need to
strengthen networks of research col-
laborations and teaching so as to
permit easier flows of scholars and
students among countries. And, we
must develop mechanisms to fund
these collaborative internationaliza-
tion efforts.

There are good reasons to be opti-
mistic that we can meet these chal-
lenges. The sociologists who have
gotten their advanced degrees in the
United States and have returned to
Japan to teach and do research con-
stitute an important basis on which
to build networks. The current eco-
nomic crisis, which affects all coun-
tries of the world, has made the need
for global cooperation more urgent
than ever. 1 believe that we are
within sight of creating a truly inter-
national sociology.

*For example, see James R. Lincoln and Arne L.
Kalleberg. 1990. Culture, Control, and Commit-
met: A Study of Work Organization and Work
Attitudes in the United States and Japan. New
York: Cambridge University Press. (New edition,
with updated prologue, published by Percheron
Press, Clinton Corners, New York, 2003.)
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