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VIETNAM
BETWEEN
CHINA AND
THE WEST

NIAS has the pleasu-
re of inviting you to
participate in a Eu-
ropean conference
on Vietnamese stu-

Computers undermine

communism.

In the 1960s there were those who
thought that computing would strengthen
centralized economies through greater
efficiency in state planning. The
microchip destroyed those expectations
and instead reinvigorated decentralized

capitalism. One who personifies the i

tension between computing and
communism is the Vietnamese
mathematician Phan Dinh Dieu.

Interview with Phan Dinh Dieu
........ p.11

100 Books

Since the Institute was fo-
unded in 1967 it has publis-
hed approximately a hun-
dred books - 61 Mono-
graphs, 14 Studies on Asian
Topics, four Occasional Pa-
pers, four Nordic Procee-
dings in Asian Studies and
about a dozen odd publica-
tions, as well as some ten
NIAS Reports, five Special
Publications, thirteen Libra-
ry Publications, a handful of
directories and surveys, a
couple of "preprints" and
about thirty Joint Reprints,
altogether over 170 publica-
tions. Of the Annual News-
letter, CINA-nytt and NIAS-
nytt some 35 issues have ap-

peared over the years.

A student who wanted to
study East or Southeast Asia
in the late 1950s and early
1960s did not find very
much to study any depart-
ment in Lund University.
Courses in Chinese were
taught, but they were limited
to 10 hours per term, and a

Central Asia

Due to Central Asia's new openness and accessibi-
lity it has already attracted much economic and po-
litical interest. The entire region is now undergoing
historical changes with the re-emergence of old tra-
ditional values, which will affect both its internal si-
tuation in terms of politics, religion, culture, langua-
ge, etc., and its place in the world. However, our
knowledge about the region tends to be sporadic
and outdated.

need for promotion of studies! p.28

Homage to the
sentinelese

In 1993, the UN International Year for
the World's Indigenous People, the
Sentinelese are the last independent
indigenous community in the World.

dies. student, who wanted to fol- | A heroic action to inaugurate the UN International
low them had to register at Year for the World's Indigenous People, would be
Goteborg University. to leave the Sentinelese in peace. To live, and survi-
. ve, as they have always done on their little island in
East and South-eastAsian
So—, ¥ L1 {1 Studies at Lund University | the Bay of Bengal.
........................................... p. 26
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Applying

Interview with the Vietnamese
mathematician Phan Dinh Dieu

Mathematics and Democracy

Computers undermine communism. In the 1960s there were those who thought
that computing would strengthen centralized economies through greater efficiency
in state planning. The microchip destroyed those expectations and instead
reinvigorated decentralized capitalism. One who personifies the tension between
computing and communism is the Vietnamese mathematician Phan Dinh Dieu. He
is one of the few tolerated outspoken critics of party dictatorship inside Vietnam.
Before the party congress in 1991, Dieu wrote a petition to the leadership pleading
for democracy and suggesting that the party abandon Marxism-Leninism. The
petition was not published, but was widely circulated. In September 1992 Dieu
gave the following interview at his research institute in the suburbs of Hanoi.

by Stein Tennesson

- Professor Phan Dinh Dieu, in
1982 you published an article in
Vietnamese Studies under the
heading "Applying mathematics
and computing”. How come you
are now rrying to apply "demo-
cracy” as well? Is there any rea-
son why a mathematician should
be a politician?

- I am not a politician, but I want
to participate in my country's de-
cision-making as an ordinary citi-
zen. I consider myself a patriot
with a passion for poor people,
and therefore I want to contribute
to my country's development. As
a scientist I discovered quite
some time ago that Marxism-Le-
ninism had little to offer a counry
trying to overcome poverty.
While studying computer science,
systems  theories and the
problems of modern management
[ realized that the socialist model
such as defined in Marxist-Leni-
nist theory is unsuitable to a so-
ciety wanting to develop socially,
economically and scientifically.

For obvious reasons Marx and
Lenin did not have any means of
understanding our modern socie-
ty. But the communist parties
both in Viemam and elsewhere
naively tried to apply Marxism-
Leninism to the modern world.
The failure of their attempt was
demonstrated by the computer re-
volution that characterized the
world in the 1980s. The failure of
the socialist economic system is
now realized by virtually every-
one. What remains is to draw the
full conclusion and abandon
Marxism-Leninism altogether.

- It seems to me that in the eco-
nomic field, the socialist model
has already been abandoned in
Vietnam.

- The main aspect of today's situa-
tion is the contradiction between
the ambition to preserve the dicta-
torship of the party while at the
same time developing a free mar-
ket economy. This is a new com-
bination. No communist theoreti-

cian has ever contemplated such a
combination on anything like a
permanent basis.

- Might not the current political
system reflect an Asian, as oppo-
sed to a Western, concept of de-
mocracy?

- There may be a difference in the
current political realities of Asia
and the West, but this does not
have to do with different concepts
of democracy. Democracy is de-
mocracy wherever it is applied.
The first requirement of a demo-
cratic system is respect for human
rights and the rights of the citizen.
That applies everywhere. And the
rights of the citizen must be re-
spected by the holding of free
elections. The key element in a
democratic system is the way that
leaders are elected. Democratic
elections are free, with a secret
ballot, and with the right for
everyone to stand as candidates. If
these requirements are not met,
there is no democracy.
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Born in 1936 Phan Dinh Dieu was too young to fight
in the war against the French and too old to be
mobilized during the war against the USA. He
graduated in 1957, between the wars, taught
mathematics and pedagogics in Hanoi and, in 1962,
was sent to Moscow to do research. After having
become a doctor of science he returned to Hanoi in
1967, just as the Vietnam War was approaching its
crescendo. Wanting to be useful, he ceased to be a
pure mathematician, specialized in computing and
set up Vietnam's first computing centre. From 1977 to
1985 he directed the Institute of Computer Science,
and today is vice-president of the National Centre
for Scientific Research of Vietnam. His current
research is in artificial intelligence.

Although never a member of the Vietnamese
Communist Party, Phan Dinh Dieu has also had
political positions. He was a member of the
Vietnamese National Assembly from 1974 to 1981.

Photo: Stein Tennesson, Hanoi, September 1992.

Let me add that of course there
can be various degrees of demo-
cracy. It is not perfect anywhere,
not even -- I suppose -- in your
country, or in Germany, France,
the United States. The quality of a
democracy can be measured on
two accounts. The first is the way
that the electoral system func-
tions; does it provide for real
choices, and to what extent do the
results of the elections reflect
public opinion? The second is the
opportunity and capacity that
people have to influence actual
decision-making through discus-
sions in the media, meetings etc.,
both on the local, regional and na-
tional level.

- Does this mean that you favour
a multi-party system in Vietnam?

- The essential thing is not to have
many parties or a "multi-party
system", but to have a real choice.
To have a real choice, two parties
may be enough, but then there
must be a real difference between
them.

- Don't you fear that the intro-
duction of opposition parties
might endanger the current so-
cial stability and economic
growth in Vietnam, perhaps even
lead to chaos?

- Yes, I realize that there is such a
danger; that's why I said two par-
ties might be enough. One basic
mathematical theorem says that a
signed graph is in balance if and
only if it is bipartite. If there are
many parties, a political system
risks to become chaotic -- unless
the parties combine forces around
two poles. The two-party systems
of the United States and Great
Britain have been more stable
than some multi-party systems,
for instance the French system af-
ter the Second World War. But
the current political system in
Vietnam is a unipolar system. As
long as it can keep down all oppo-
sition, it is stable, but a dynamic
stability with a positive develop-
ment can only be achieved by ac-
cepting the introduction of an
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opposite pole. Please note that an
"opposite" pole does not mean
destructive, but constructive.

- The current Vietnamese leaders
seem to have gone a long way
towards accepting the freedoms
of opinion and expression.

- The dictatorship of the party is
no longer as fundamental as it
used to be. There was a time
when even our food rations were
decided on the basis of our loyal-
ty to the party. Now there is a lot
more freedom, but in my view
the years 1987 and 1988 were
freer than the years since. At that
time we experienced the begin-
ning of a political and theoretical
debate which was aborted by
later developments.

- Journalists are still encouraged
to unveil and criticize corruption
and abuse of power.

- This is true, but there are clear
limits. The main prohibition con-
cerns criticism of the dictatorship
of the party. The party cannot be
criticized as such on any level,
not even the district level. Cor-
ruption can be allowed to be criti-
cized since it is not a problem
proper to our political system. It
is a global problem. Corruption
basically means to "sell power".
Power is sold in most, perhaps
all, countries, but of course to a
different extent. The current state
of affairs in Vietnam enhances
corruption. In a centralized com-
munist society, corruption is de-
flected by the lack of a market.
The benefits of power come from
institutionalized privileges rather
than from the selling of power. In
democratic societies corruption is
to some extent precluded by the
lack of discretion or secrecy; the
fear of being exposed or indicted
reduces the temptation to sell po-
wer. In today's Vietnam we have
the worst of both worlds: a
flourishing market where power
can be sold, and yet a very high
degree of discretion and secrecy
within the ruling elite. When
some of us asked that the names

be released of those officials who
had obtained houses for free in
Ho Chi Minh City by virtue of
their public positions and then
sold them on the market, we were
not heard. The political system
does not allow full exposure of
corruption when it happens on
such an important level.

- Let me return to the question of
democracy: Do you think that the
"other pole" can develop within
the current National Assembly?

- I have little faith in the new Na-
tional Assembly [elected in July
1992]. The election consisted in a
choice between a few candidates
who had been handpicked by the
party and the Fatherland Front.
There were some 40 who tried to
pose as "independents", but only
two of them were accepted as
candidates, and they were not
elected. The level of education of
the Assembly members is much
higher than before, but I see no
one in the Assembly who can play
an independent role. Discussions
will be within the confines set by
the party.

- Where then do you see hope?
Among the intellectuals? During
the last party congress, the role
of intellectuals in Vietnam was
heavily upgraded.

- Before speculating about a pos-
sible role for the intellectuals, I
would like to ask: Who are our in-
tellectuals? Do we really have an
intelligentsia in Vietnam, an inde-
pendent social and political intel-
lectual force? This is an important
question to be asked of all socie-
ties that inspire to introduce or
improve upon democracy.

Let me first mention the group of
patriotic intellectuals who were
educated in the French period.
Among them there are many re-
spectable and courageous perso-
nalities. Some of them are still
with us, but they no longer wield
much influence. In fact, there are
very few left. We should cherish
them for what they have done for

the nation.

Secondly, there is a very large
number of specialists educated
during the socialist period. In con-
trast to the French regime, the so-
cialist regime educated specialists
rather than intellectuals. We have
a great many mathematicians,
physicists, biologists, engineers
etc., and are now having more and
more economists. But they were
never taught to think about socie-
ty. The party was to do the thin-
king for everyone. The political
awareness of the specialists is
generally weak. The best of them
participate in government and,
quite naturally, belong to the par-
ty. It is possible that many specia-
lists harbour democratic ideas pri-
vately, but we don't really have
any means of knowing if such is
the case.

Thirdly, there are the intellectuals
of the former South Vietnam.
Most of them have left the coun-
try. They may of course come
back and serve the nation in vari-
ous ways, but to play a significant
political role, intellectuals must
be in close contact with people. A
protracted exile is no good back-
ground for a positive intellectual
force.

Lastly, there are the young, those
who were only recently educated
or are now under education, and
whose formative years have been
characterized by Doi Moi ["Doi
Moi" is the Vietnamese equiva-
lent to "perestroika"]. These last
years, we have had a reinvigora-
tion of independent art and litera-
ture. But there still is a long way
to go before these tendencies may
coalesce into a real political and
social force.

All in all, I have to conclude that
we lack an intellectual class.

- Does this mean you are gener-
ally pessimistic, or do you see
hope somewhere?

- It may surprise you after what I
said about the dictatorship of the
party, but I persist in hoping that
the party itself will change. Peo-
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ple who think responsibly about
our country's future must favour
change with stability. The best
way to achieve this is to convince
the party that it should face reali-
ties and abandon its old ways. I
have written petitions and I have
talked to the party leaders, and at
least they have listened. You see,
the party has two sides, the com-
munist side and the patriotic side.
If it could keep the latter and
abandon the former, it might
wransform itself into a genuinely
patriotic force. Some of our top
leaders, to my knowledge, are
Very sincere men.

- But how then would you get
your second "pole"?

- That will be the real test of the
responsibility and courage of the
leadership. If they are to be real
patriots they must accept the
transformation of the party into a
patriotic party with full respect
for the basic freedoms and they
must introduce free elections.
And under such conditions other
political organizations will appear
which will gradually develop into
a constructive opposition. If the
party transforms itself along such
lines, it may win all elections for
a long period ahead.

- And do you see a role for your-
self in this transformation? Are
you Vietnam's Sacharov?

- As I said, I am not a politician,
and I have no ambitions. But as a
scientist and a patriotic citizen, I
want to participate. Democracy
requires participation.

NASEAS

The Nordic Association for
Southeast Asian Studies
Center for East- and  Southe-
ast Asian Studies

Brogatan 4

S-41301 Géoteborg

tel. +46 31 7734604

fax. +46 31 7734607
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Programme
Spring 1993

NIAS seminars, guest lectures and workshops

30.3 15-17

13.4 15-17

20.4 15-17

27.4 15-17

3.5

10-12.30
14.00-16.30

4.5 10.00-17

11.5 15-17

13.5 15-17

14-15.5

1.6 15-17

Almost a Revolution? Organized Protest and
Popular Political Mentalities in China, Spring 1989,
and Implications for Subsequent Protests. Professor
Andrew G. Walder,

Department of Sociology, Harvard University

Debt and Politics: The Impact of Stabilization
Programmes on Developing Countries (Pakistan and
Egypt). Eini Helena Kiiskinen, University of
Helsinki

Sacred Time and Sacred Geometry in Hinduism.
Dr Rana P.B. Singh, Banaras Hindu University,
Varanasi, and the National Geographic Society of
India

Laos from the Perspective of the 1950s. Professor
em. Joel Halpern, Department of Anthropology,
University of Massachusretts/Amherst

Culture and Self: Comparative Analysis of Eastern
and Western Perspectives. Introductory lectures for
the Korea Workshop.

(I:)Theoretical and Philosophical Foundations

(II:) Empirical and Conceptual Validation
Professor Kim Uichol, University of Hawaii

Nordic Workshop: Korean Studies in the Nordic
Countries: The State of Research. (Convener: Geir
Helgesen,NIAS)

UMNO’s Predecessor: The Malay National Party
(prel.) Dr Ahmat Adam, Department of History,

National University of Malaysia

The Development of Research Tools in Southeast
Asian Studies. Professor William Frederick,
Department of History, Ohio University

International Workshop: Colonial Power and Asian
Nationalism, 1930-1957.

Taiwan in Transition. Dr Alexander Wanek,
Stockholm
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