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Abstract 
 
In recent years there has been an increasing demand for a reform of the UN system at the na-
tional level. Objecting to a failure in aid effectiveness and a paternalistic implementation of a 
rigid western model of human rights, the call for reform has been concretised in the Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005), the Hanoi Core Statements on Aid Effectiveness 
(2005) and the General Assembly Resolution A/60/1(2006), which recognize the need for a 
more effective and coherent UN country presence. The One UN reform – Delivering as One – 
is currently being piloted in eight different countries, one of them Viet Nam. One of the main 
principles governing the reform is the shift of power as to who directs the UN’s resources. 
The principle of increased national ownership is juxtaposed with the fact of a government 
repressing its people, as is the case in Viet Nam. This thesis builds upon a field study in Viet 
Nam, addressing issues of human rights violations, the Communist Party’s rhetoric of protect-
ing the people, and the UN’s rhetoric of expertise conditioned by western thought. The ques-
tion of whether the subaltern can speak is again raised here, as is further inquiries on whether 
the Government of Viet Nam and/or the UN hears and/or listens to it. Utilizing Jürgen 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action to theorise the agencies of The Government of 
Viet Nam and the One UN, and by placing them in a Habermasian polity of communicative 
action, it becomes possible to view this occurring encounter of ideologically governed actors 
in a new light, and inquire as to whether it is possible to reach an understanding and coordi-
nate plans of action by way of agreement. This thesis sheds light on and problematizes issues 
of western presence, communicative action, the colonial civilizing project, subalternity, as it 
is activated in the context of Viet Nam and in the principles of the UN reform.  
 
Key words: the One UN reform, Viet Nam, western imperialism, human rights, communica-
tive action, subaltern. 
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1. Introduction 
 

This thesis was conducted as a field-study, discussing the human rights situation in Viet Nam 

in juxtaposition with the principles of the UN reform. In Viet Nam, as in many non-

democratic and vulnerable states, the UN is present, activating a situation of foreign expert 

presence and national government agencies. The UN reform piloted in Viet Nam, with special 

emphasis on increased national ownership, gives increased power to a repressive regime 

through access to UN resources. The idea of a state knowing what is best in regards to their 

own social development is put in relation to how active an intergovernmental organisation 

with western liberalistic preconceptions should be in shaping the political system, in this case, 

a state with severe human rights violations, rhetorical political discourse taken place needs to 

be further explored as it pertains to general situations of human rights projects and how it be-

comes voiced. Who is in the entitled position to speak, and who is not, becomes activated in a 

political discourse shaping social development and acting on an objective of reaching the 

most in need. Issues activated in this context can be relevant in further discussion about how a 

foreign expert presence conduct through rhetoric, is perceived, reacted to and whether it 

reaches the target, that is, the vulnerable groups within the state.  

 

1.1 Statement of Purpose 
The intent of this thesis was to conduct a field study of the human rights situation in Viet Nam 

and relate this to the objectives and implementation of the UN reform.  The objective is to 

examine the agents currently in play, and place them in a Habermasian theory of communica-

tive action. The agents investigated are; the Voice of Viet Nam; the One UN Voice; and the 

Voice or non-Voice of the Subaltern, which both fore-mentioned agents claim to represent. 

Material analyzed will further be inquired as to the possible implications this might have on a 

theoretical level, problematizing and activating issues of western presences, communicative 

action, the colonial civilizing project, subalternity, etc.  

 
 
1.2 Background 
 
The context of Viet Nam presents many complex and nuanced issues; the impact of colonial-

ism, their many native ethnic groups with a strong majority of one in power, positioned 

against the western liberalistic presence of the UN, with preconceived notions of social devel-
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opment. Following is a shortened and simplified summary of the context in which this inves-

tigation is placed. 

 
1.2.1 Viet Nam 
 
Viet Nam as a nation is heterogeneous in all respects; cultural, ethnic and religious, with 

fragmented and disrupted histories of imperial presence and division of land. Viet Nam rec-

ognizes 54 distinct ethnic groups, with Kinh constituting the majority (87% of the popula-

tion). Other ethnic minority groups, such as Tay, Thai, Muong, Khmer, Mong and several 

groups with smaller population, all with their unique religious, linguistic and cultural charac-

teristics and identities.1 Kinh is in majority in all political organizations. After the reunifica-

tion in 1975 between North and South and the establishment of the Social Republic of Viet-

nam, the development of the infrastructure, national economy and political stability under the 

closed control of the Communist Party has consequently advanced the nation. The economic 

reform in 1986, shifting from a centrally planned economy to a “socialist market economy” 

has made Viet Nam exponentially one of the best performing economies in the world, estab-

lishing itself as a lower middle-income country in 2009, and is anticipated to reach the Mil-

lennium Development Goals at the national level by the deadline year of 2015. However, as 

statistics often forget, the economic growth and welfare of the average person, or Gross De-

velopment Product, in Viet Nam does not show the widening disparities by gender, ethnicity, 

location and language.2 Neither does these specific statistics mention the gross human rights 

violations that are taking place under the Communist regime.  

 
1.2.2 The UN in Viet Nam 
 
Viet Nam has been a United Nations member state since 1977, following the re-unification in 

1975. UN agencies also returned to Viet Nam immediately after the American/Viet Nam war, 

established diplomatic relations and began programme operations before most non-

communist countries or multilateral organizations did.   

                                                
1 Report of the independent expert on minority issues, Gay Mcdougall, Mission to Viet Nam (5-15 July 2010), 
United Nations General Assembly, 24th of January 2011, p. 4, se also Viet Nam Government Web Portal, ”Eth-
nic Groups in Viet Nam”, http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfViet-
nam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDetail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002652, 2013-04-26 

2 “Economic growth” indicates change over time. GDP, in simple terms, is the value of goods and services pro-
duced by a country in a year. GDP per capita divides the total GDP by the number of population, therefore is a 
crude measure because, in reality, everyone is not going to earn the same across a country (i.e. some people will 
earn nothing and some people will be millionaires) 
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In United Nations Reform: A Country Perspective (2005), Jordan Ryan (RC and UNDP 

Resident Representative) and Jesper Morch (UNICEF Representative) argue for Viet Nam to 

be approach as candidate for the One UN model. The paper addresses issues of loss of faith in 

the UN country presence at national level, the rhetoric of change that does not become opera-

tional and the UN operations that remain fragmented and uncoordinated. It argues that 
Pressure for change has built up from three directions: the government of Viet Nam, which is 
committed to the aid effectiveness agenda and takes the ideas of reducing transaction costs and 
government ownership very seriously; the bilateral donors, many of which see no role for the UN 
at the country level in the post-Paris world; and the World Bank, which is increasingly a grant-
making institution encroaching on terrain that had previously been considered the natural domain 
of the United Nations.3 

 
The paper refers to the Human Development Report 2005 and its call for a more streamlined 

aid delivery mechanism and a more democratic and responsive aid, in order to adhere to the 

plans and priorities of developing country governments and citizens. They call for a One 

United Nations at country level. Regarding the UN reform in Viet Nam, the paper states that 

through “speaking with one voice, the United Nations can re-establish itself as the leading 

advocate of human rights, social justice, and peace”.4  

 United Nations in Viet Nam initiated the “Delivering as One” project in February 2006. It 

consists of One Plan, One Set of Management Practices, One Budget and One Plan Fund, One 

UN Green House (in progress), One Leader, and One Communications team. Distinctive from 

other pilot countries, the UN in Viet Nam established joint Programme Coordination Groups 

(PCG) groups consisting of both government and UN representatives who work thematically 

on key issues in Viet Nam. Furthermore, the tripartite partnership as shown by the Tripartite 

National Task Force (TNTF) comprised of representatives from four Government Aid Coor-

dinating Agencies, donors, and UN Organizations, has greatly developed the UN reform in 

establishing an increased national ownership. Evaluation reports show that progress on the 

One UN initiative has been moderate to high and advancement has been made in objectives 

such as more coherent leadership, joint funding and united advocacy.5  

 
1.2.3 The One UN 
 
The Human Development Report 2005, prior to the UN Summit in September 2005, focuses 

on the challenges facing the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. It clearly 
                                                
3 Ryan, Jordan, Morch, Jesper, United Nations Reform: A Country Perspective, 2005, p. 5 
4 Ryan, Jordan, Morch, Jesper, United Nations Reform: A Country Perspective, 2005, p. 4 
5 see United Nations General Assembly, Independent evaluation of lessons learned form ”Delivering as one”, 
Sixty-sixth session, 2012; United Nations, Independent Evaluation of Delivering as One, main report, 2011; 
Poate, Derek (ITAD Ltd), Dang Ngoc Dung, Nguyen Hang, Country-Lead Evaluation Deliving as One, UN 
Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam, 2010 
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states that “If governments are serious about their commitment to the MDGs, business as 

usual is not an option” and presents three pillars of cooperation that is in need of renovation; 

development assistance; international trade; and security.6 The international aid system, im-

perative to human development, is “a fundamental requirement for getting back on track for 

the MDGs”. In addressing the issue of international aid, the report commits to the Paris Dec-

laration on Aid Effectiveness and posits itself to the progression of national ownership.7 

 Following the 2005 UN World Summit, the need for a more effective and coherent UN 

country presence was recognized, which is stated General Assembly resolution A/60/1. This 

resulted in the Delivering as One report of the Secretary-General’s High Level Panel. In this 

report a series of recommendations were put forward to overcome the fragmentation of the 

UN country presence. A less strained system without unnecessary duplication and competi-

tion would give the UN country agencies better conditions for achieving the Millennium De-

velopment Goals as well as other internationally agreed development goals. It is stated in the 

report that “A repositioned UN – delivering as one – will be much more than the sum of its 

parts”.8 The report proclaims that the UN’s normative and analytical expertise, its operational 

and coordination capabilities and its advocacy role would benefit from a strengthened coher-

ence and consolidation; both on a regional, national and global level. This proposed UN sys-

tem, delivering as one, could not be a one-size-fits-all, the report continues, but would have to 

flexible and coherent enough to respond to the contextual demands; politically; culturally etc. 

The report gives the recommendations that five pilot country programmes should establish a 

UN “deliver as one” programme in five different countries with different needs, try to insti-

tute a more strategic role in its country presence, and work within a more coherent system. 

This programme would consist of the four Ones (which subsequently would turn into six 

Ones); One Programme; One Leader; One Budgetary Framework; One Office; One Voice; 

One Fund. The One Voice becomes the external representative of the UN’s work, the image 

and the rhetoric of the UN’s presence in Viet Nam.  

The reform was further backed by the General Assembly Resolution 62/208, 62/277, and 

63/311, which calls for review of operational activities, policy reform for development sys-

tems within the UN country presences, and reaffirms the necessity of national ownership, 

                                                
6 United Nations Development Programme, Summary Human Development Report 2005, International coopera-
tion at a crossroads, Aid, trade and security in an unequal world, 2005, p. 24, 16 
7 Human Development Report 2005, p. 28s 
8 United Nations, Delivering as One – Report of the Secretary-General’s High Panel, 2006-11-09 
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strategies and sovereignty.9 The “Delivering as One” project began in early 2007, eight pilot 

countries were chosen, as announced by the Secretary-General in 2006: Albania, Cape Verde, 

Mozambique, Pakistan, Rwanda, the United Republic of Tanzania, Uruguay and Viet Nam. 

These countries’ UN agencies would have the purpose to develop approaches that would en-

hance coherence, efficiency and effectiveness at country level through the four pillars of the 

One UN model: One Programme, One Leader, One Budgetary Framework, and One Office. 

The additional pillars were added in the implementation of the programme, as shown in the 

Independent evaluation of lessons learned from “Delivering as one”, from 26th of June 2012. 

Most pilots would add the One Voice strategy as an approach from the One Leader, which 

provided greater coherence in advocacy and policy dialogue, increased visibility, and helped 

foster a United Nations identity and culture among staff and within the community. 

 

 

2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

 
The methodology that conditions this thesis is Jürgen Habermas’ social theory of communica-

tive action. Through Habermas’ model it becomes possible to position the active agents – UN 

and GoV – in a theoretical framework and elaborate on the potential communicative action 

that can take place between these participants. In The Theory of Communicative Action Vol-

ume I and II, Habermas constructs an all-encompassing social theory of society and agents 

within them, aimed at clarifying the normative foundations of critical theory of society. The 

terminology that will be used from his theory is: 
• Communicative action: refers to an interaction of at least two subjects capable of speech and action 

who establish interpersonal relations. The actors seek to reach an understanding about the action situa-

tion and their plans of action in order to coordinate their actions by way of agreement.10 The concept of 

reaching an understanding suggests a rationally motivated agreement among participants that are meas-

ured against critizable validity claims.11 There is a rational internal structure of reaching understanding 

in terms of: a three world-relation (objective, social and subjective); validity claims measured against 

propositional truth, normative rightness and sincerity or authenticity; and the concept of reaching un-

derstanding as the cooperative negotiation of common definitions of the situation.12 

                                                
9 General Assembly Resolutions: 62/208 and 62/277 (62nd session), 63/311 (63rd session) 
http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/resguide/gares1.htm, 2013-06-25  
10 Habermas, Jürgen, The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 1: Reason and the Rationalization of Soci-
ety, translated by McCarthy, Thomas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1984, p. 86 
11 Habermas, 1984, p. 75 
12 Habermas, 1984, p. 137 
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• Lifeworld: Communicative action is dependent on situational contexts, which represents segments of 

the lifeworld.13 These segments present the background convictions, which are more or less diffuse but 

always un-problematic, they form the horizon for which participants in a speech situation can reach an 

understanding.14  The background knowledge is implicit and is not readily at our disposal, as it is holis-

tically structured, the basic elements of which intrinsically define one another.15  

• Illocutionary acts: a speaker performs a speech act oriented to reaching an understanding with the 

hearer. It is only in linguistically mediated interactions in which all participants pursue illocutionary 

aims, and only illocutionary aims, that are constitutive for Habermas’ theory of communicative action.16 

• Perlocutionary acts: a speaker performs a speech act with a success-oriented or strategic intent of 

bringing about a certain outcome. An illocutionary act can have perlocutionary results, but only per-

locutionary acts’ aims can be identified through the agents’ intent, and not manifested in the content of 

the speech act. Habermas suggests that “we conceive perlocutions as a special class of strategic interac-

tions in which illocutions are employed as means in teleological contexts of action”.17 In situations of 

concealed strategic action, at least one of the parties behaves with an orientation to success, whilst lead-

ing the other to believe that communicative action is in play.18 

 

In his use of illocutions and perlocutions, Habermas draw upon the terminology of John L. 

Austin. This terminology is useful as it distinguishing different types of speech acts in a 

communicative context. It is relevant in this field-study to try to differentiate between these 

two acts, as they have different meanings, although they might have the same results. It is also 

important to note that  
[T]he communicative model of action does not equate action with communication. Language is a 
medium of communication that serves understanding, whereas actors, in coming to an understand-
ing with one another so as to coordinate their actions, pursue their particular aims.19  

 

Accepting an illocutionary act as a valid claim grounds for certain obligations relevant to the 

sequence of interaction, creating expectation on the part of the addressee and on the part of 

the speaker. In regards to understanding an utterance by a speaker, Habermas distinguishes 

three levels of reaction; the understanding (semantic), the positioning of the claim, that is the 

acceptance or declination of the content of the claim (pragmatic), and further the direction of 

action according to conventionally fixed obligations (empirical).20 There are different compo-

nents that condition a speech act. An imperative, for example, raises a claim to power by the 

speaker, who harbours expectations that his claim will carry, that the addressee has reason to 
                                                
13 Habermas, 1984, p. 278 
14 Habermas, 1985, p. 70 
15 Habermas, 1984, p. 336 
16 Habermas, 1984, p. 293 & 295 
17 Habermas, 1984, p. 293 
18 Habermas, 1984, p. 332 
19 Habermas, 1984, p. 101 
20 Habermas, 1984, p. 297 
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acquiesce his claim. Habermas explains that conditions of satisfaction with imperatives are 

supplemented with conditions of sanctions and further that a hearer must first understands 

what conditions have to be met in order to respond affirmatively: he must know the condi-

tions under which to bring about the desired state, and the conditions under which the speaker 

has good reasons to expect the hearer to yield (threat of sanctions/penalties).21 Habermas fur-

ther writes that 
Whereas validity claims are internally connected with grounds and give the illocutionary act a ra-
tionally motivating force, power claims have to be covered by a potential for sanction if they are to 
be successful […] request or demands are illocutionary acts, whereas intention sentences get an il-
locutionary role only through being transformed into declarations of intent or announcements.22 
 

It is therefore possible, and important, to distinguish illocutionary demands or requests, which 

include both imperatives and validity claims, which openly declares intent of influencing the 

opposite members’ decisions, with latently strategic actions, as in perlocutionary acts. When 

an agreement is reached through direct intervention or strategic influence, it does not rest on 

common convictions, and does therefore not hold on a rational basis, according to Habermas 

theory of communicative action. Therefore, an agreement obtained by force does not count as 

a communicatively achieved agreement.23 A speech act can be contested under three aspects 

according to Habermas’ model: the normative rightness, the subjective truthfulness or the 

existential presuppositions of the claim.24 When rejecting a comprehensible speech act, the 

hearer is expressing through his “no” that “the speech act has not fulfilled its function of se-

curing an interpersonal relationship, or representing states of affairs, or of manifesting experi-

ences”.25 For participants, is important to note, “coming to an understanding is not an empiri-

cal event that causes de facto agreement; it is a process of mutually convincing one another in 

which the actions of the participants are coordinated on the basis of motivation by reason”.26  

The above explained terminology can be useful in the discussion of the Viet Nam context 

as the speech acts performed by agents of the GoV could have a success-oriented attitude, an 

agenda for the signing of appropriate conventions and inclusion into the “democratic global 

community of the United Nations”, or be oriented towards an understanding with a foreign 

presence wanting to assist them. It can also be disputed whether the UN presence is really 

                                                
21 Habermas, 1984, p. 300, Habermas states that it belongs to the meaning of an imperative that the speaker har-
bours these expectations when uttering an imperative.  
22 Habermas, 1984, p. 304 
23 Habermas, 1984, p. 286ss. 
24 Habermas, 1984, p. 306ss 
25 Habermas, 1984, p. 208 
26 Habermas, 1984 p. 392 
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oriented towards a genuine collaboration or whether it wants to enforce a model of democratic 

policies not directly suitable for the Viet Nam context.   

 Habermas further states emphatically “the concept of a society has to be linked to a con-

cept of lifeworld that is complementary to the concept of communicative action”.27 This last 

part of his first volume precludes the further elaboration of his theory in his second volume.  

In Volume II, Habermas further develops his reasoning on the rationalization of the lifeworld, 

stating that 
[C]ommunicative acts take over the steering of social interactions and fulfil functions of social re-
production, of maintaining social lifeworlds. The rationality potential in action oriented to mutual 
understanding can be released and translated into the rationalization of the lifeworlds of social 
groups to the extent that language fulfils function of reaching understanding, coordinating actions, 
and socializing individuals; it thereby becomes a medium through which cultural reproduction, so-
cial integration, and socialization take place.28 

 

Habermas proposes that we conceive societies simultaneously as systems and lifeworlds, as 

lifeworld in itself does not give unlimited analytical and empirical range. He puts special em-

phasis on the fact that as an acting subject, society is conceived as the lifeworld of a social 

group, but as an observer, society can only be conceived as a system of actions which each 

has a functional significance in contributing to the maintenance of the system. He explains 

that lifeworlds, within which communicative actions are always occurring, is itself dependent 

on structural transformations of society as a whole. 29 Habermas equates language and culture 

as constitutive for the lifeworld, stating that  
[C]ommunicative action can no more take up an extramundane position in relation to their life-
world than they can in relation to language as the medium for the processes of reaching under-
standing through which their lifeworld maintains itself.30 

 

He recurs to the position that the lifeworld is intuitively present, an incalculable web of pre-

suppositions that if not satisfied, renders an utterance meaningless, that is, invalid.31 Regard-

ing the rationalization of the lifeworld, which is only in part relevant here, Habermas situates 

social evolution as a second-order process of differentiation, meaning that as systems grows 

in complexity, the lifeworld grows in rationality, simultaneously.32  He proposes that we  
(1) extend our action-theoretical foundations in the direction of a theory of communicative action 
tailored to the lifeworld concept of society and to the developmental perspective of the differentia-
tion of lifeworld structures; and (2) develop our own basic social-theoretical concepts in the direc-
tion of a two level concept of society that suggests the developmental perspective of a growing 

                                                
27 Habermas, 1984, p. 337 
28 Habermas, Jürgen, The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume II: Lifeworld and System: A Critique of 
Functionalist Reason, translated by McCarthy, Thomas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1989, p. 86 
29 Habermas, 1989, p. 117ss 
30 Habermas, 1989, p. 125 
31 Habermas, 1989, p. 131 
32 Habermas, 1989, p. 153 
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autonomy of systematically integrated action contexts over against the socially integrated life-
world.33  

 

What is particularly valuable for this field study is his discussion on the rationalization of 

society and the occidental origin of this direction, a direction that may or may not have been 

taken in Viet Nam, and which forms the speech acts performed by the Western agent. It also 

explicates the limitations and potentiality of participants within a society viewed from com-

municative action within lifeworlds, and how speech situation can or cannot potentially take 

place between these two agents. What Habermas critical theory gives the observer is a posi-

tion from which to better comprehend the potentials of conflicts within traditional politics of 

economic, social, and military security, and see the potentials for emancipation and resistance 

through communicative action.34 

 

Different theorists will further be utilized in different chapters, as they are especially relevant 

to the different themes of the analysis.  

 

2.1 Chapter 4: The Voice of Viet Nam 
The rhetoric underlying the imagery of Republic of Viet Nam is highlighted with the anthol-

ogy Viet Nam: Borderless Histories and Keith Taylor’s article “Surface Orientations in Viet-

nam: Beyond Histories of Nation and Region”. Lawrence E. Grinter’s article “Vietnam’s Se-

curity Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform Communism” adds do the discussion. 

 

2.2 Chapter 5: The One UN – Speaking as if One 
Issues of imperialism are highly present in a discussion of UN presence in Viet Nam. Arvi 

Sharma’s Are Human Rights Western?, Christina Cerna’s “Universality of Human Rights and 

Cultural Diversity: Implementation of Human Rights in Different Socio-Cultural Contexts”, 

and James Q. Whitman’s Western Legal Imperialism: Thinking About the Deep Historical 

Roots, provide input. The anthology Debating Human Rights, Critical essays from the United 

States and Asia with contributions such as Chandra Muzaffar’s ”From Human Rights to Hu-

man Dignity”, Nikhil Aziz,’s “The Human Rights Debate in an era of Globalization, Hegem-

ony of Discourse” and introduction by editor Peter Van Ness adds to this discussion. 

                                                
33 Habermas, 1989, p. 305 
34 McCarthy, Thomas, ”Translator’s introduction”, Habermas, 1984 xxxv 
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The theme of the rhetoric of experts becomes inevitably applicable in the communication of a 

UN agency, in its own capacity as well as the different seminars, material dispersed, etc. 

Therefore, Dr. Elin Johanna Hartelius’ book The Rhetoric of Expertise is applicable. In this 

book, Hartelius examines how expertise is negotiated as a function of the rhetorical situation, 

through its participants, and limited through its constraints. Through the employment of rhe-

torical strategies, recognition, legitimacy and power of expertise can be conveyed, and Harte-

lius demonstrates that expertise is managed discursively through different context and by util-

izing different rhetorical tools.  

 

2.3 Chapter 6: The Voice of the Subaltern  
Theorist Gayatri Spivak is highly relevant here, as is her article “Can the Subaltern speak?” 

addressing the issue of who’s voice is being heard, represented or spoken for. Drucilla Cor-

nell, who draws on Spivak, forms a relevant ethical discussion of representation in her article 

“The Ethical Affirmation of Human Rights: Gayatri Spivak’s intervention”. 

Issues relating to democracy and who is included in the polity become active, Iris Marion 

Young and her theories of inclusion of democracy, leaning on theories of Habermas, are ap-

plicable.  
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3. Method 

 
3.1 Primary Material 
 
This thesis will examine material produced by, and about, the GoV and the UN in Viet Nam, 

especially pertaining to human rights discourse and the UN reform. As the UN becomes an 

agent through its communicative production, material pertaining to, or produced by the One 

Voice is prominent.  Allowing for a slight predominance of western agencies, international 

reports from UN agencies, as well as non-governmental organizations such as Human Rights 

Watch, The International Federation of Human Rights and Vietnam Committeee on Human 

Rights, and reports presented by The US. Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human 

Rights, and Labor, The Economist Intelligence Unit will be the primary material in conjunc-

tion with the analysis of GoV’s social development and human rights project. Examining the 

legal framework of Viet Nam in order to outline the agency of the GoV has been unreward-

ing, as the quite comprehensive protection of human rights is inconsistent with the human 

rights reports; it is therefore only mentioned in instances when it is relevant. Adding a com-

ponent to an otherwise predominant “desk study”, several qualitative interviews have been 

conducted in order to get information not otherwise obtainable in the highly censored Viet-

namese context. These semi-structured conversations allowed for a lived experience and per-

sonal understandings of the political system in Viet Nam. Stephanie Chow at Toward Trans-

parency in Viet Nam, Dr. Tran Van Y at Viet Nam National Museum of Nature, and noted 

historian Huu Ngoc were kind to voice their views on these matters. 

 

3.2 Delimitation 
 

Delimitations within this thesis are both self-selected but primarily because other external 

restrictions. Information regarding dialogues between UN and GoV is largely unobtainable. 

There is also a question of censorship highly present in Viet Nam, which limits the availabil-

ity of documents pertaining to the GoV. Temporal limitations are already set out through the 

initiation of the One UN Reform. Reports, documents and evaluations pertaining to these, as 

well as the initiative already set out in Viet Nam, will limit the scope of investigation, from 

around 2005 to 2011/12. Reports pertaining to the human rights situation in Viet Nam will be 

as current as possible as this thesis centres on the ongoing and contemporary discourse of 

human rights. The prospect of generalizability is modestly envisioned, as this thesis concen-
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trates on a highly distinctive context. However, one might be able to add to the discussion on 

the political human rights discourse enacted by the UN and national counterparts, especially 

in a non-democratic social context; addressing issues of state sovereignty in aid, imperialism, 

and representation and hearing the voice of the Subaltern.  
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4. The Voice of Viet Nam 

 
4.1 The imagery of a Nation 
In the anthology Viet Nam: Borderless Histories, Nhung Tuyet Tran and Anthony Reid ad-

dress the issue of historiographies in regards to Viet Nam, highlighting the different histori-

ographical narrations made by leading organs of Viet Nam (North and South), China, France, 

as well as America, constructing identity and differently tailored histories. It is important to 

note that when speaking of the histories of Viet Nam, it inevitably involves China to a great 

extent. China has had imperialistic power over and colonized Viet Nam for over a thousand 

years, which has greatly conditioned the political, cultural, linguistic and religious characteris-

tics of Viet Nam. Their diplomatic relations have at times been strained, and China remains 

an intimidating omnipresence to Viet Nam. Tran and Reid note that the modern academic 

discourse of the historical identity of Viet Nam has strong influences from earlier Vietnamese 

historians who strongly drew on French colonial writings (such as Ecole d’Extreme Orient, 

1898), as well as nationalists and reformist models of China and Japan in their own construc-

tion of a nation-centred history.  National characteristics given to the Vietnamese by colonial-

ists, for example showing “relentless resistance to foreign invaders” has become a national 

characteristic that remains within the academic western historical models, as well as within 

the nationalistic narrative of Viet Nam.35 In 1959 the Institute of History and the Institute of 

Literature were founded, assembling a smooth and seamless narration of the progression of 

Viet Nam from ancient time, through feudal and bourgeois stages onto the culmination of the 

establishment of the Communist Party.36 The narrative of the Nation is pertinent to the main-

tenance of a common identity, ruled by a common leader; the Communist Party. The issue of 

continuous re-affirmation of the communist ideology in postmodern Viet Nam is addressed 

by Lawrence E. Grinter, in his article “Vietnam’s Security Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform 

Communism”.37 Grinter highlights the fact that the majority of Vietnam’s population was 

born after the country’s violent reunification in 1975, and does not show the same affirmation 

of communistic principles as the previous generation. Furthermore, Grinter acknowledges the 

                                                
35 Tran, Nhung Tuyet, Reid Anthony (eds), Viet Nam: Borderless Histories, University of Wisconsin Press, 
USA, 2006, p. 7p Note on the Government Web Portal, characteristics such as ”vital”, ”patriotic”, ”persistant” is 
often used to describe the Vietnamese people.  
36 Tran and Reid, 2006, p. 9 
37 Grinter, Lawcrence E., ”Vietnam’s Security Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform Communism”, Southeast Re-
view of Asian Studies, Vol. 29 (2007), pp. 90-103 
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dilemma that the Communist authorities today face; maintaining exclusive power whilst 

opening the national market to the forces of globalisation, foreign investment, and trade.38  

 Associate Professor in Asian Studies Keith Taylor attempts a different approach of historic 

delineation of Viet Nam in his article “Surface Orientations in Vietnam: Beyond Histories of 

Nation and Region”. 39 Here Taylor opposes the category of “nam tien” (“the march to the 

south”), which has been established in modern Vietnamese historiography as an imagined 

event of a continuous expansion southward from the 11th century to the mid-18th century, es-

tablishing the identity of the Vietnamese nation.40 Taylor instead proposes a linguistic and 

rhetorical approach, the surface of fluid human experience in time and terrain, where “doing 

Vietnamese” constitutes the practicing of a common language, i.e. shared lifeworld to make 

communicative action aimed at reaching understanding possible. Taylor structures his essay 

through events over five centuries and five places that grounds particular formations of the 

becoming of Vietnamese; the conquests of Le Lo’i; the Le-Mac Wars; the Trinh-Nguyen 

Wars; the Tay So’n Wars; and the Conquests of Nguyen Anh Gia Long. The common de-

nomination for these different events is the ascendance of a joint language, through expansion 

and wars the “doing of Vietnameseness” as Taylor defines it as praxis rather than ontologi-

cally, becomes a nation. For example, the more modern leader of the late 18th century Nguyen 

Anh was leading the nation and “he was the master of all the Vietnamese-speaking lands”, by 

the beginning of the 19th century. 41 Taylor suggests that those wishing to rule the Vietnamese 

people will insist upon an imagined origin with a single driving force through space and time, 

and that this idea of a “common history” will vary depending upon ideological and political 

use. Taylor emphasises that “a ’common history’ lies in the realm of mythology and indoctri-

nation”, and insists that 
There is no pan-Vietnamese village morphology, family system, pattern of religious practice, or 
model of material economy to provide the convenience of a hierarchy defined as Vietnamese, but 
from place to place can be found many varieties of these, undergoing constant change, not accord-
ing to any timeless logic or even the heuristic convenience of my analysis, but following the arbi-
trary turns of human experience. 42 
 

What Taylor here states isolates the problems facing anyone wishing to distinguish a certain 

“Vietnameseness”; what one seems to find is a cultural and ethnic plenitude residing in the 

                                                
38 Grinter, Lawrence E., ”Vietnam’s Security Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform Communism”, Southeast Review 
of Asian Studies, Vol. 29 (2007), p 91 
39 Taylor, Keith W., ”Surface Orientations in Vietnam: Beyond Histories of Nation and Region”, The Journal of 
Asian Studies, Vol. 57, No. 4, pp. 949-978 
40 Taylor, p. 951 
41 Taylor, p. 967 
42 Taylor, p. 97s 
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landmass now named Viet Nam. How then, could an ideological force and political party join 

these divergences to a joint symbol of the Vietnamese Nation? 

 The GoV presents the characteristics of the Vietnamese of  on their website, concluding in 

the brief historical overview of Viet Nam that: 
Looking back on the formation and development of the Vietnamese nation, we can see that patriot-
ism, self-reliance, tradition of unity and the willpower to fight for the righteous cause of the nation 
are the most important features and the moral standards of the Vietnamese. The tradition of indus-
triousness, creativeness and patience originated from the life full of hardship of the Vietnamese 
people. The need to stand united to cope with difficulties and challenges has created close bonds 
between the people and the nature and among the people in the family and in the community in the 
family-village-nation relations. Throughout history, the Vietnamese people have been character-
ized by the traditions of mutual assistance, ethic-based lifestyle, benevolence, one-mindedness and 
sharing of hardships in needy times, flexible ways of behaviour, the tradition of eagerness to learn, 
respect for righteousness and tolerance. These are the powerful and endless endogenous strengths 
for the Vietnamese nation to embark on the cause of national construction towards the goals of 
strong country, prosperous people, just, democratic and advanced society.43 

 
A teleological narrative of a nation, by a nation, is not distinctive for Viet Nam as such. Most 

nations narrate their own history with certain blinders. Outlining this image provides us with 

an outline of the context, and distinguishes what the Voice of Viet Nam entails and is said to 

represent.  

 

4.2 Human rights in Viet Nam: 
Through the signing and/or ratifying of various international human rights treaties,44 Viet 

Nam has impressed upon the international community that they are progressing in regards to 

human rights. Although the treaties also make the State liable to a certain degree, there is sub-

stantial lack in the implementation and monitoring of human rights policies in conjunction 

with these international human rights treaties. The ICCPR State Report from Viet Nam was 

due in 2004 but has of yet not been submitted according to the OHCHR. Viet Nam remains 

highly ranked in the Corruption Perceptions Index, and is ranked as one of the ten most cen-

sured countries in regards to freedom of press.45 Studying the legal framework is often unin-

formative, as the protection and maintaining of human rights is explicated in several docu-
                                                
43 Vietnam history overview, Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Web Portal, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002650, 2013-04-25 
44 Most rcently the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, which was ratified in 
June 2012, with reservation against the provisions of paragraph 2 of Article 35, 
http://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?mtdsg_no=XVIII-12&chapter=18&lang=en#EndDec, 2013-04-23 
45 Viet Nam ranked 123 of 174 in the 2012 Corruption Percecptions index, Viet Nam has however become less 
corrupt over the past 10 years according to this index (when it was ranked 85 out of 102), 
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2012/results, 2013-04-18 
http://archive.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2002, 2013-04-18, Viet Nam Ranked 172 of 
179 countries in the 2013 Reporters without Borders Freedom Index, in the regards to freedom of press, 
http://en.rsf.org/press-freedom-index-2013,1054.html, 2013-04-18 
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ments, including the Constitution.46 The systematic human rights violations that have been 

reported cannot be located in an inadequate legal framework, but rather in the lack of imple-

mentation and consecutive force of government. In other words, there is a vast discrepancy 

between de juro and de facto.  

Human Rights Watch raises strong criticism against the politics of Viet Nam in regards to 

upholding human rights in The 2012 World Report: Vietnam. The report addresses the Arab 

Spring movement of pro-democracy, and the Vietnamese government’s concern whether it 

would reach Asia, accrediting the steady stream of political trials and arrests in 2011 as the 

Party paving for this threat. These arrests, with accusations of “conducting propaganda 

against the state” (penal code article 88), “undermining national unity” (article 87), or “sub-

version of the administration” (article 79) often included torture or other inhuman treatment. 

Human Rights Watch reports at least 13 persons dying in police custody within the first 10 

months of 2011.47 In regards to freedom of expression and information, Viet Nam has and is 

still censuring a great deal of media outlets, especially websites and other e-related forums. 

Human Rights Watch state that  
The government does not allow independent or privately-owned domestic media to operate and 
exerts strict control over the press and internet. Criminal penalties apply to authors, publica-
tions, websites, and internet users who disseminate materials deemed to oppose the govern-
ment, threaten national security, reveal state secrets, or promote "reactionary" ideas. The gov-
ernment blocks access to politically sensitive websites, requires internet cafe owners to monitor 
and store information about users’ online activities, and subjects independent bloggers and on-
line critics to harassment and pressure.48 
 

The International Federation of Human Right and Vietnam Committee on Human Rights 

submitted a report to the Universal Periodic Review of Vietnam in early November 2008. 

This report states several human rights violations, both in legislation but especially what the 

                                                
46 The lastest revision of the Consitution (1992) state in article 50; In the Socialist Republic of Vietnam human 
rights in the political, civic, economic, cultural and social fields are respected. They are embodied in the citi-
zen's rights and are determined by the Constitution and the law; Art. 69: The citizen shall enjoy freedom of opin-
ion and speech, freedom of the press, the right to be informed, and the right to assemble, form associations and 
hold demonstrations in accordance with the provisions of the law; Art. 70: The citizen shall enjoy freedom of 
belief and of religion; he can follow any religion or follow none. All religions are equal before the law. The 
places of worship of all faiths and religions are protected by the law. 
No one can violate freedom of belief and of religion; nor can anyone misuse beliefs and religions to contravene 
the law and State policies, The Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10001012, 2013-04-25 
47 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2012: Viet Nam, http://www.hrw.org/world-report-2012/world-report-
2012-vietnam, 2013-03-04 
48 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2012: Viet Nam  
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legislation entails in practice.49 Starting with the failure to comply with the reporting mecha-

nisms of the different international treaties, the report states that Viet Nam’s: 
[P]eriodic report on the ICESCR is overdue since 1995. Vietnam also fails to cooperate with the 
UN Special Procedures. Since 2002, five Special Procedures have requested to visit Vietnam, fol-
lowing repeated allegations of human rights violations without any answer. Indeed, Vietnam has 
allowed no visits since 1998, when the Special Rapporteur on Religious Intolerance raised con-
cerns on religious freedom abuses. Vietnam then announced it would never again “accept any in-
dividuals or organizations coming to investigate religious freedom or human rights”.50 
 

The report presents different areas of human rights where violations occur, in the restrictive 

legal framework and the provisions in the national security legislation such as administrative 

detention; unlimited pre-trial detention and probationary detention. In regards to the freedom 

of expression, opinion and the press, the report consents with other reports stating that cen-

sorship is severe, with no independent media and heavy fines, withdrawals of licenses and 

even prison sentences for journalists who “violate the interest of the State” or attacks the 

“prestige of the State”. In regards to the death penalty, the report raises concern on the fre-

quent usage of this internationally criticized penalty. The death penalty is used to sanction the 

vaguely defined “national security” crimes in Chapter XI of the Vietnamese Criminal Code. 

Such crimes include treason, carrying out activities to overthrow the government, espionage, 

banditry, terrorism and undermining peace. The report acknowledges that prisoners on death 

row are detained in inhumane conditions. The vague definitions in the Criminal Code are at 

the discretion of the GoV and police and are frequently used for dissidents informing the 

community of the corrupt politics of the Vietnamese government.  

 The right to peaceful assembly, protected by both the ICCPR (also freedom of expression) 

and the Vietnamese Constitution (article 69: right to peaceful assembly) is continuously in-

fringed, as peaceful demonstrations are consistently suppressed and broken up by force. The 

arresting of demonstrators, of violence and police brutality, is seen as necessary to uphold 

Decree 38/2005; prohibiting demonstrations outside public buildings was legislated in order 

to stem the protests.  

 With regard to freedom of belief and religion, the repression is widespread in Viet Nam, 

and religious denominations must be officially recognized or registered by the State. Al-

though committing to religious freedoms in the Vietnamese Constitution (article 70), the arti-

cle also entails a statement forbidding one to “misuse beliefs and religions to contravene the 

                                                
49 The International Federation of Human Right and Vietnam Committeee on Human Rights, Submission to the 
Universal Periodic Review of Vietnam 3/11/08, pdf-fil. Note that this was in 2008, in 2012 Special Rapporteur 
on the Right of Everyone to the Enjoyment of the Highest Attainable Standard of Physical and Mental Health, 
Anand Grover, was permitted to visit. 
50 Universal Periodic Review of Vietnam s. 1 
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law and State policies”. Furthermore, the “Ordinance on Beliefs and Religions” from 2004, 

contradictory to a sign of progress, in fact subordinates any religious education to the “patri-

otic” dictation by the Communist Party, and religious activities deemed to “violate national 

security […] negatively affect the unity of the people or the nation’s fine cultural traditions” 

are banned (article 15).51  

 The indigenous people and ethnic minorities are greatly discriminated against, subjected to 

social exclusion, confiscation of ancestral lands, and religious persecution.52 The visit to Viet 

Nam by the independent expert on minority issues Gay McDougall had several conflicting 

components; although the allowance to access the country and the rural areas with the ex-

pressed intend to review the upholding of the rights of ethnic minorities was greatly appreci-

ated, the visit was mannered and largely confined to meetings arranges by the Government. 

The expert was not given free and unfettered access, nor given the opportunity to obtain per-

spectives other than those in consonance with the Communist Party’s politics. The Govern-

ment was reluctant to admit the correlation between the socio-economic disparities and the 

ethnic minorities, explaining that the inequalities are resulting from a geographical remote-

ness and not intentional discrimination. The socio-economic development that has exponen-

tially improved the welfare of the State has not been enjoyed by the vast majority of the eth-

nic minorities living in rural and remote areas, working on the lands, who still fall under poor 

or near poor family economies. Vietnamese is the official language of Viet Nam, however 

there are many areas where social interaction is done in other languages. The official lan-

guage to be used in schools and other educational institutions is Vietnamese (article 7 of the 

Education Law). This places children of ethnic minority in a disadvantage at primary level of 

education.53 In regards to religious minorities, the message conveyed in the meetings with the 

expert was in accordance with the Vietnamese Constitution of freedom of religion (art. 70), 

contradicting prior credible sources of information regarding this issue. Several advocates for 

religious freedom has submitted complaints regarding the Government involvement in over-

seeing and regulating different religious activities, harassing and obstructing several practices 

of different denominations, some of which are recognized by the State, and others such as 

some Protestants and Buddhist denominations.54 Several religious leaders in positions of cre-

                                                
51 Universal Periodic Review of Vietnam, s. 3 
52 The land reforms in conjunction with the reunification of Viet Nam 1975 placed all land under the ownership 
of the State, this provision came into force without representatives from groups who have been living on and by 
the land for many generations taking part in the decision making.  
53 Report of the independent expert on minority issues, Gay Mcdougall, Mission to Viet Nam (5-15 July 2010), 
United Nations General Assembly, 24th of January 2011, p. 12 
54 McDougall, p. 15 
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ating public opinion have been arrested or are under constant surveillance, threatening and 

obstructing their human rights, including freedom of religion.  

 The Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Right of Everyone to the Enjoyment of the 

Highest Attainable Standard of Physical and Mental Health, by Anand Grover, states that 

although a commendable effort has been shown to improve the health of people in Viet Nam, 

there are a number of ”serious concerns regarding the health systems and financing, access to 

medicines and issues surrounding HIV/AIDS, including rehabilitation centres”.55 The Special 

Rapporteur visited Viet Nam in late 2011, with permission from the GoV. Of special concern 

was the rural-urban disparity in health care quality. Ethnic minorities mainly populate these 

rural and mountainous areas. The right to health care, which is guaranteed in several Viet-

namese legal provisions, entails the access to health care; the inability to provide local health 

care is a deprivation of this right. The issue of social exclusion and discrimination of ethnic 

minorities is further complicated by the fact that some ethnic minority groups challenges the 

State’s policies and the attempts to assimilate them, creating a tension that possibly could 

escalate into severe human rights violations on the State’s part. Many of the ethnic minorities 

are resisting inclusion on account of the politics of development and cultural assimilation 

policies forced upon them, social and economic inequities and unjust seizing of their land. 

The continuous emphasis of upholding international treaties ratified by Viet Nam, such as 

ICCPR, ICESCR, the principles outlined in the ASEAN Charter and national law, as well as 

measures aimed at increasing the political participation of ethnic minority groups in decision 

making processes are suggestions to relieve this conflict between the many ethnic minorities 

and the State.56  

 In the most recent revision of the Constitution (1992), the previous allotted political space 

for other parties to function was taken away.  There is no independent media in Viet Nam. 

The only officially recognized voice of Vietnam is that of the Government of Viet Nam, and 

is spoken in Vietnamese. The representative of the State being the government is not being 

questioned here, however the legitimacy of a Voice not democratically represented is. The 

external image and the factual reality of the Party are so diversely different that it becomes 

necessary to address the question; with what authority does the Party lead? Is the control of a 

                                                
55 United Nations General Assembly, Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right of 
everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, Anand Grover, pdf-
fil, published 4th of June 2012 
56 Pohlman, Annie, Cotton, Joanne, “Ethnic Minority Protection in Viet Nam: An R2P Challenge”, R2P IDEAS 
in brief, Asia Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, APC R2P Brief, Vol.1 No. 3 (2011), pdf-fil 
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one-party state maintained by machiavellian rhetoric and practices? Is the motto of “of the 

people, for the people” still relevant, was it ever? 

4.3 The Communist Party 
 
The Communist Party of Viet Nam was established on the 3rd of February 1930. It declares to 

vanguard the working people and the whole nation, aiming to make the nation “strong, inde-

pendent, prosperous and democratic country with an equitable and civilized society to realize 

socialism and ultimately, communism”. 57 It is important to note that there is no positioning 

here against or for communism as a political ideology. What is questioned however, are the 

Communist Party’s actions and policies that greatly impinges human rights, as articulated by 

the international community, which Viet Nam has assented to. What is also apparent is the 

tension between the Communist Party and the opposition; it is not easily assessed whether the 

nation would adopt communistic political principles from a democratic vote. The Declaration 

of Independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, presented by President Ho Chi Min 

on the 2nd of September 1945 at Ba Dinh Square, provides a testimony of the complexities of 

the rhetoric of human rights in the context of Viet Nam. Here Ho Chi Minh refers to the hu-

man rights rhetoric stated both the United States of America’s Declaration of Independence 

(1776) as well as France’s Déclaration des droits de l'homme et du citoyen (1791). Ho Chi 

Minh addresses the failure of the referred nations to give the people within their own colonies 

or occupied lands the same rights as they profess to uphold. He declares for independence of 

the nation on behalf of the Vietnamese people, concluding that 
The entire Vietnamese people are determined to mobilize all their physical and mental strength, to 
sacrifice their lives and property in order to safeguard their independence and liberty.58  
 

Toward Transparency is the only NGO in Viet Nam solely working against corruption in Viet 

Nam, and was established in 2008/2009. Because of the highly sensitive issue on their 

agenda, they have spent previous years seeking a formal recognition from the GoV and de-

veloping personal relations within the government. In personal communication with Stepha-

nie Chow, Research and Publications Officer, Chow discusses the different obstacles in work-

ing with the Communist Party. “There is definitely a level of apathy, which is one of the bar-

                                                
57 ”Political System”, The Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Web Portal, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10001578, 2013-04-26 
58 ”National flag, emblem, anthem, declaration of independence, The Socialist Republich of Viet Nam, Govern-
ment Web Portal, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002648, 2013-04-26 
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riers we face when working with citizens” says Stephanie Chow; “Corruption is so systemic 

and often, no one feels “clean” enough to report a case of corruption”. However, in her own 

views, Chow points to a recent movement of civil society pushing for implementation of law 

and human rights. The concept of civil society is new and of western model, as is the new 

informal media (bloggs, facebook etc.), which enables the spreading of oppositional politics.  

“The new civil society has done some great work, and although they might not be coordinated 

enough in certain ways yet, there is an attempt to push for laws to be implemented, which is 

the only way to see a change”, says Chow. Many youths are now studying overseas, and 

Chow points to a potential prominent development within civil society in the future.  

 Lawrence E. Grinter’s article “Vietnam’s Security Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform 

Communism”, acknowledges the different the strategies implemented by the Communist 

Party in order to maintain closed control of the state, noting that the political, judiciary and 

medial system are all in the hands of the State. The fact that government prohibits independ-

ent legal, labour and social organizations, and the operatives of the Ministry of Public Secu-

rity (MPS) intrusion of personal freedom, oppresses any oppositional forces that might be 

rallied. Grinter makes reference to “Bloc 8406”; a group of reformers consisting of doctors, 

lawyers, teachers and some clergy and their “Manifesto on Freedom and Democracy for Viet-

nam” in April 2006, who the GoV cracked down hard on.  Grinter also notes that GoV re-

leased dissidents, then again incarcerated them, pending a time when the GoV was settling 

desired relations with the US in regards to trade relations (2007) and the World Trade Organi-

zation (WTO) membership, which was confirmed in anuary 2007.59 These dissidents face 

charges of “anti-state offences”, a sentence bringing eight to twenty years in jail. Through 

Viet Nam’s inclusion to the global commerce and economy, Grinter observes the emergence 

of a “new Vietnamese citizen” within the generation slowly taking over; the entrepreneur-

official.60 The public pressure for a political liberalisation is met with resistance by the oligar-

chy that is the Communist Party, and although liberal forces are approaching, Grinter states 

that  
Vietnam’s own form of Leninism, conditioned by the deep authoritarian traditions in that coun-
try’s difficult history, will persist for years to come.61 
 

Habermas addresses the contributions of reproduction processes in maintaining the structural 

components of the lifeworld, and what happens when reproduction processes are disturbed.62 

                                                
59 Grinter, Lawcrence E., ”Vietnam’s Security Challenges: Dilemmas of Reform Communism”, Southeast Re-
view of Asian Studies, Vol. 29, 2007, p. 92 
60 Grinter, p. 100 
61 Grinter, p. 100 
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Culture as a structural component, places within the process of cultural reproduction an “in-

terpretative schemes fit for consensus, that is, “valid knowledge”. Legitimately ordered inter-

personal relations and motivations for actions that conform to norms, structure the social in-

tegration and socialization of society. When processes are disturbed society exhibits a with-

drawal of legitimation, and a withdrawal of motivation on a cultural and socializing level, 

there is an unsettling of the collective identity. The current situation in Viet Nam can be 

viewed in the light of this disturbance of reproduction processes of the Vietnamese lifeworld. 

Habermas argues that in politically constituted societies, the ruler’s authority has been de-

tached from kinship, and now relies on the legal authority of the state, the scope of general-

ized value orientations have expanded. As the development of Viet Nam has been so rapid, it 

is possible to discern this evolution from the social structures of the kinship system to the 

organizational complexity crystallized in the establishment of the state organization. The po-

litical order is legitimate only insofar as the citizens remain loyal to the law. Habermas argues 

that  
Actor’s motives were at first under the control of the concrete value orientations of kinship rules; 
in the end, the generalization of motives and values goes so far that abstract obedience to law be-
comes the only normative conditions that actors have to meet in formally organized domains of ac-
tion.63 
 

The Vietnamese lifeworld puts in place ideological reproduction processes, through ways of 

structural violence that is exercised by way of systemic restriction on communication, here 

meaning both communicative action within a speech situation, and the contextual Vietnamese 

censorship. However, the lifeworld that GoV has built up, because of questionable procedures 

and informing of other lifeworlds, has begun to crackle, and validity of the claims for action 

is questioned. The reproduction through abstract obedience to the law is disturbed, as shown 

by the rising of an opposing movement within civil society of Viet Nam.  

 Tran Van Y, Vice Director of the Viet Nam National Museum of Nature, and Head of the 

Geosciences Department, provides anecdotal evidence that imply that the Vietnamese people 

might have become disillusioned over time in regards to the political system. Dr. Y states, 

that although he grew up idolizing the leaders of the Communist Party (Dr. Y was born in 

1954), and remains a member of the Party to this day, he believes the political model cur-

rently in use in Viet Nam is too rigid and is failing in certain aspects. The corruption and lack 

of transparency is commonplace, but there is little that can be done to change it. He empha-

sizes that communistic ideologies and rhetoric was effective during the war, but that the Party 
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has now moved away from the people. Dr. Y voices his opinion that “the Vietnamese people 

do not have a voice upward”. He acknowledges that “there is discrepancy between reports, 

statistics and statements given by the Government and what is really happening”, however 

adding that we live in a time when it is hard to know what information is correct or not. When 

Viet Nam is criticized in regards to human rights violations by the international community, 

The Party will, according to Dr. Y, state that they follow a “different road to human rights in 

Viet Nam” and that the concept needs to be appropriated to suit the collectivism and commu-

nistic ideologies of the State. 

Whilst seeking the views of the Vietnamese people in regards to the political system in 

Viet Nam, their understanding of human rights, and if they perceive their rights as being sys-

temically violated, latent Western pre-understandings of human rights as a concept become 

exposed. The collectivist tradition of Viet Nam, as shown in the village-tradition and the nu-

cleus of the family, does not easily embrace the concept of individualistic rights and freedoms 

inherent in the individual, perhaps even less so after 60 years of communistic ideology. An 

example of the Vietnamese collectivity can be seen in its language (Kinh, the majority lan-

guage but definitely not representative for all languages spoken in Viet Nam). The word for 

an autonomous “I” is seldom employed; “Toi” or the less formal “Minh” is rarely used in 

spoken Vietnamese as it is seen as too formal. It is more common that “I” is expressed in rela-

tion to others, for example; “I” will become “Em” if the person speaking to someone older; 

“Anh” is used in relation to younger persons if the speaker male, and “Chi” if the speaker is 

female. This absence of a commonly used “I” imply that the rhetoric of the Vietnamese is not 

immediately susceptible to the rhetoric of western human rights. Huu Ngoc, a noted historian 

and cultural researcher, provides his opinion in regards to human rights and communist ide-

ologies. Ngoc says that in anthropological terms, there are two types of culture; the individu-

alistic and the collectivistic. Western culture is individualist, Ngoc state, and emphasizes that 

this is an invented concept, occupying itself with the rights of the person, never addressing the 

responsibilities of the person. In Asia and Africa, influenced by Confucianism, the collectivist 

culture is prominent, so to in Viet Nam. “When we speak of human rights, we do not say 

rights but responsibilities”, Ngoc says, pointing to the traditional values of family, village, 

and community. In regards to human rights, Ngoc emphasizes that in Viet Nam, independ-

ence was the first priority, and that struggle lasted for over 30 years. Human rights as a con-

cept have only been developing in the last few years. This development is caused by Western 

influences, Ngoc argues. 
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Professor of Political Science and Philosophy Sheyla Benhabib defines human rights in her 

article “Is there a human right to democracy?” as follows; “Human rights of basic rights are 

moral principles that need to be embedded in a system of legal norms such as to protect the 

exercise of communicative freedom”.64 Behnhabib elaborates her conception of communica-

tive freedom, meaning that the justification of human rights, in a discourse-theoretic setting, 

lies within the dialogic practice – not to be found in metaphysical or egocentric wanderings.65 

Benhabib further insist that although human rights articulate moral principles, they must also 

assume legal form, as they need contextualization and specification in order to become reten-

tive. Benhabib emphasizes that this process, subject to various legal traditions, attains democ-

ratic legitimacy insofar as it takes place through legal and political institutions and carried out 

in civil society. Benhabib defines this process as “democratic iterations” and explains that 

these rights then loose their parochialism and western paternalism; they are continuously ne-

gotiated and re-negotiated within the legal and political institutions of the State. Highly rele-

vant in the context of Viet Nam is the freedom of expression, here addressed by Benhabib:  
If I hinder you from exercising your capacity to express your opinion freely within the boundaries 
set by the law, then I have not only violated your right to freedom of expression, but I have also 
harmed your moral capacity to be a person capable of communicative freedom in engaging in dia-
logue with others. 

 

Conclusively, Benhabib answers the question posed within the title of her article, stating that  
We have an all-too passive understanding of the agency involved in the entitlement to rights. Hu-
man rights and rights to self-government are intertwined. Though the two are not identical, only 
through institutions of self-government can the citizens and residents of a polity articulate justifi-
able distinctions between human rights and civil and political rights and judge the range of their 
legitimate variation.66  

 
Benhabib argues that without the right to self-government, the range of variation in the con-

tent of human rights cannot be justified. “Self-government” is a concept frequently used in the 

statements by the Communist Party; the historicity of the State relies heavily upon the narra-

tion of struggle against colonialism. However, Benbabib assumes pre-conditions of democ-

racy for the legitimacy of human rights. As there are neither open channels of political discus-

sion, nor transparency within institutions, nor an informed civil society, Viet Nam, within 

Benhabib’s argumentation, is not a legitimate State and does not recognize persons’ right to 

have rights. In another of her articles, “The Legitimacy of Human Rights”, Benhabib refers to 

the UDHR as the closest document to international public law, and uses this document as a 

                                                
64 Benhabib, Seyla, ”Is There a Human Right to Democracy? Beyond Interventionism and Indifference”, Phi-
losophical Dimensions of Human Rights, 2012, pdf, p. 196 
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reference point in a discussion about the philosophical measure of human rights.67 UDHR 

empowers a person, through its legitimacy as international law, with rights not just within the 

realms of a State, but across boarders, ensuing a “non-state” person with legal rights. Both 

ICCPR and ICESRC, (explicating human rights proclaimed in UDHR in legal terms) has been 

signed and ratified by Viet Nam. In the right to self-government, within which it is stated 

(UDHR, art. 21(3)) that; “The will of the peoples shall be the basis of the authority of gov-

ernment”68, the issue of democratic and non-democratic states becomes exposed; can this 

document be viewed as a universal legal document when it continuously implies democratic 

principles, with an assumption of western liberalistic moral principles? Benhabib poses the 

question “Are we caught then between the Scylla of moral imperialism and the Charybdis of 

moral indifference?”.69 She again refers to the process of “democratic iteration” and recalls 

the prerequisite of democracy in order to adapt and adopt the universal moral principles into a 

legal national context. Further, she proclaims that this act of iteration creates “a space of in-

terpretation and intervention between context-transcendent norms [natural rights doctrine] and 

the will of the democratic majorities [legal positivism]”. 70 This act of iteration also deter-

mines the legitimacy of the polity: 
Freedom of expression and association, therefore, are not merely citizen’s political rights, the con-
tent of which can vary from polity to polity; they are crucial conditions for the recognition of indi-
viduals as beings who live in a political order whose legitimacy they have been convinced of with 
good reasons. Only when this condition has been fulfilled, can we also say that there is legitimate 
“unity and diversity” in human rights among well-ordered polities.71 
 

Does the GoV have any legitimacy in the discourse of human rights rhetoric? It can be firmly 

established that the Voice the GoV, stipulated as the Voice of Viet Nam, does not represent 

the entirety of the Vietnamese people, but suppresses the majority. It should be noted that the 

Voice of Viet Nam could most likely not be coherent; the diversity would not allow it. How-

ever, a democratically voted government would give a representational force to the Voice. 

The motto of the Communist Party no longer reflects reality, if it ever did. The pre-condition 

of “communicative freedom” within which human rights is made possible, is not met, nor is 

there a freedom of expression in practice. However questionable, the Voice persists and de-

mands communication within the global community. It is therefore time to discuss and ana-

lyze the One UN Voice.  
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68 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 21(3), http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml#a21  
69 Benhabib, 2008 pdf, p. 98 
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5. The One UN – Speaking as if One 
 

 

The Delivering as One, Report of the Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel (2006) begins by 

stating; “bold reforms are needed to improve the UN’s effectiveness in delivering its mandate 

and responding to new and growing challenges”.72 The reforms subsequently suggested in the 

report are to create a more united system, more adherent to the demands and needs of each 

country, which will in turn “strengthen the voice and action of the UN in development, hu-

manitarian assistance and the environment”.73 This need for reform came to pass through the 

investigatory conclusion that there are large numbers of fragmentations, overlapping func-

tions, coordination gaps and policy inconsistencies within the UN country systems.74 Within 

this report the Panel presents three principles that should guide improvement of coherency 

within the UN system, two of which are National ownership and people-centred approaches, 

and Core comparative advantage:  
National sovereignty and national ownership of development plans must remain the bedrock of ef-
fective development. The system must be realigned to a demand-driven approach and to pro-
grammes delivered as close to beneficiaries as possible. […] The UN needs to be flexible enough 
to respond to the operational and policy needs of all countries and to advocate global standards 
and norms. In each country it should focus on where it is best able to provide leadership – and 
withdraw from areas where it does not – to deliver results to country programme needs.75 

 

The other remaining principle is that of Maximum effectiveness and accountability; clarified 

authority and responsibility, better business practices, and improving its performance meas-

ured by outcomes. After presenting these principles the report states that “We must ensure 

that the UN is reformed and strengthened to deliver more effectively on its mandate to em-

power the vulnerable and excluded”.76  The adherence to the country’s needs as stated in the 

principles above, does not only have potential for coherence and efficacy within the system, it 

also becomes flexible system instead of overpowering omnipresence in vulnerable countries. 

However, to question what the “operational needs of all countries and to advocate global 

standards and norms” entail, and who decides, “where it [UN] is best able to provide leader-

ship” is imperative. Relevant to mention is that the Government of Viet Nam has been advo-

cating for such a reform previous, as shown in the Hanoi Core Statement (2005). This state-
                                                
72 United Nations, ”Transmittal Letter of the Co-Chairs of the High-level Panel on UN System-wide Coherence 
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ment, which has been agreed upon by the delegations present at The Mid-term Consultative 

Group Meeting for Vietnam, firmly acknowledges that increased national ownership is neces-

sary for aid effectiveness.77 It reads that the Government of Viet Nam should define opera-

tional development policies, as shown in the 5 Year Socio Economic Development Plan 

(SEDP) and shall further strengthen its leadership role in co-ordinating aid at all levels. Do-

nors increasingly using government systems for their support, would strengthen Viet Nam’s 

institutional capacity, which in turn will further assist in the managerial and financial frame-

work that the government in partnership with other stakeholders (donors, NGOs, UN) will set 

out and through which, the SEDP will be achieved. The Consultative Group, which has now 

become the Vietnam Development Partnership Forum, is a platform for high-level dialogue 

between the Government and its partners regarding the development of Viet Nam’s and aims 

to “build consensus and generate commitments among stakeholders toward the Government’s 

development and reform priorities”.78 The Hanoi Core Statement draws from principles set 

out in The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005) and aligns with the Accra Agenda 

for Action (2008). In the Paris Declaration’s Partnership Commitments it is stated that princi-

ples guiding aid should be “Ownership, Harmonisation, Alignment, Result and Mutual Ac-

countability” and explains what the key responsibilities are for partner countries and donors. 

The Declaration further emphasizes that partner countries should strengthen development 

capacity with support from donors, and that 
The capacity to plan, manage, implement, and account for results of policies and programmes, is 
critical for achieving development objectives – from analysis and dialogue through implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation. Capacity development is the responsibility of partner countries 
with donors playing a support role. It needs not only to be based on sound technical analysis, but 
also to be responsive to the broader social, political, and economic environment, including the 
need to strengthen human resources.79 
 

Throughout both the Hanoi Core Statement and the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness it 

is emphasized that transparency and accountability are essential elements for development 

results. The argument for increased national ownership, as recommended by OECD, UN, 

Ministers and other organizations/institutions, can be juxtaposed with Viet Nam’s low catego-

ries of Voice and Accountability (9% percentile); Human Development (ranked 128/187) and 

High levels of Corruption, as assed by Transparency International.80 In the Independent 
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Evaluation on Delivering as One report’s recommendations, it is again emphasized that 

“Strong national coordination mechanisms need to be consolidated and links between indi-

vidual UN organizations and line ministries should be strengthened and expanded”.81 In Les-

sons Learned it is stated emphatically, that “national ownership is not only a matter of princi-

ple. It has proven to be a practical precondition to success of the initiatives”.82 In the preface 

of the United Nations Development Assistance Framework [UNDAF] for the Socialist Repub-

lic of Viet Nam 2006-2010, it is stated that 

Viet Nam has made great progress in recent years in reducing poverty and expanding the array of 
choices available to the Vietnamese People. But much work remains to be done to ensure that no 
one is left behind, and that the rights of all people regardless of ethnicity, gender, age or geo-
graphical location are protected and promoted […] We pledge to work with Government and other 
development partner to use the resources dedicated to this purpose [achieving the Millennium De-
velopment Goals] efficiently and effectively, and to respect the principles and values of the Mil-
lennium Declaration in all of our work.83 
 

All lead members of the United Nations Country team at the time signed this preface. The 

Millennium Declaration states that fundamental values, such as freedom, are essential to in-

ternational relations in the twenty-first century, and state that ”Men and women have the right 

to live their lives and raise their children with dignity, free from hunger and from the fear of 

violence, oppression or injustice. Democratic and participatory governance based on the will 

of the people best assures these rights”. This stands in contrast with recent human rights re-

ports pertaining to Viet Nam. The principles set out in ”V. Human rights, democracy and 

good governance” of the Millennium Declaration also poses a problematic adherence to all 

regimes within the reform regarding increased national ownership.84 In the Country-Lead 

Evaluation Delivering as One, UN Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam (2010), it is stated in Annex D 

“Statements concerning strategic intent” that 
The One UN will also be more effective participant in providing support to policy discussion in 
Viet Nam and a more powerful advocate of UN principles and values if its efforts are better har-
monized. Increasing the consistency and coherence of policy advice and advocacy will enable the 
UN to speak with one voice, and will also create space for individual UN Organizations to take a 
more proactive approach in agency-specific policy areas.85  
 

This gives rationale to the reform in regards to increasing human rights standards in Viet 
                                                
81 United Nations, ”5.1 Enhancing national ownership and leadership”, Independent Evaluation of Delivering as 
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Nam. However, again it is in juxtaposition with the principle of increased national ownership 

with a repressive regime. The Country-Lead Evaluation Delivering as One, UN Pilot Initia-

tive in Viet Nam report concludes that high to moderate process has been towards the strategic 

intent, and in the One Plan’s adherence to national priorities and needs.86. In the One UN Viet 

Nam One Plan 2 (2008), which was developed by 14 UN agencies in collaboration with the 

Government, Outcome 4 state that  
The principles of accountability, transparency, participation and rule of law are integrated into 
Viet Nam’s representative, administrative, judicial and legal system.87 
 

Progress of these outcomes can be traced in the Anti-Corruption Law (2005) and the estab-

lishing of institutions such as the Office of the Central Steering Committee for Anti-

Corruption, The Government Inspectorate, the People’s Procuracy and the State Audit of 

Vietnam. Although the legal framework and institutions are in place, there are still implemen-

tational gaps.88 The World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators infer that Viet Nam has 

poor control of corruption and perform poorly in other governance areas; Rule of Law; Gov-

ernment effectives; Regulatory quality, Voice and accountability, Political Stability and Ab-

sence of Violence.89 Illustration of policy-oriented outputs by the UN is presented in the 

Country-Lead Evaluation, divided into policy-dialogue and policy research. According to this 

report, the UN has been active in organizing public and “closed-door” policy dialogue events 

with Vietnamese key stakeholders, including the Communist Party, civil society, international 

development partners and government.90 Furthermore, they have supported the implementa-

tion of gender-targeted laws, a revised Law on Persons with Disabilities, and worked with 

health and food safety, climate change, and access to justice and economic policy advice. The 

Human Rights Technical Working Group (HRTWG) was set up in 2007 and has developed 

several key documents for the Human Rights Based Approach in Viet Nam. The group has 

worked with governmental departments, prepared a toolkit for internal strategies to include 

human rights approaches in the UN projects and supported the preparation of the report for 

the Universal Periodic Review.91 The National Report submitted to the Human Rights Coun-

cil in 2009 does however resonate poorly with the factual evidence of human rights viola-
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tions. The drafting of the report was done by a committee of governmental stakeholders and 

draws a picture of benevolence and commitment to human rights that is not accurate.92 Since 

2007 the UN Communications Team have collaborated with HRTWG, providing them with 

strong support in both internal and external communication, assisting them in the develop-

ment of the Human Rights-Based Approach Toolkit, which has been made available both in-

ternally and externally. The have provided their expertise in order to improve the rhetoric of 

the HRTWG’s expertise.  In regards to progress of the reform and the six pillars of the One 

UN, the evaluation report summarises that the achievements to date are highly relevant, high 

or moderately effective, moderately efficient and likely to be sustainable. These reforms also 

align and contribute towards the Hanoi Core Statement, especially work done under govern-

ment leadership.93 The report recommends that the Government’s support should continue 

and that the PCG arrangement will further the collaboration to effectively make use of the UN 

expertise and resources.94 

 In Independent evaluation of lessons learned from “Delivering as one” (2011-2012), the 

UN states an overall positive progress with the reform: a moderate level of progress in regards 

to achievements in the One Programme, One Leader, One Budget; and One Fund; and a high 

level of progress with the One Voice strategy.95 What is measured in the assessment is the 

progress pertaining to the objective, not the progress within Viet Nam’s human rights situa-

tion. 

 

5.1 National Ownership and Western Imperialism of Human Rights 
In the Independent Evaluation on Delivering as One’s main report, it is stated in the conclu-

sion 4.4 Progress toward the intermediate states (enhanced national ownership, better deliv-

ery of UN system support to countries and reduced transaction costs), that “Enhanced national 

ownership is an area of strong progress, evident from procedure to involve governments in 

programming, planning and management, and from the perceptions of government 

stakeholders”.96 It highlights the necessity of having a strong tri-partite alliance between gov-
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ernments, the UN system and donors, in order to construct a sustainable system.97 In the re-

port’s annex “VII. Country information sheets” the eight pilot countries’ development and 

progress is presented.98 Regarding Viet Nam, four key strategies are outlined for the increase 

of national ownership and cooperation, the first is the Programme Coordination Groups 

(PCG) that were established in 2008 and operate as a joint working mechanism co-owned by 

the Government and UN system. These groups are thematically constructed around key 

shared issues and coordinate the implementation of a specific set of outputs from the One 

Plan. There are currently eight groups (social and economic development policies, health, 

education, sustainable development, governance, disaster management, HIV and gender), 

which ensure coordination of joint programming, common annual work plans, joint imple-

mentation and joint monitoring.99 These groups are highlighted in several reports, including 

the Country-Lead Evaluation Delivering as One, UN Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam (2010), 

where these intermediators are seen as a key feature in the One Plan pillar and in the in-

creased collaboration with the Government in the UN projects.100 The second key strategy is 

the One Plan Steering Committee, consisting of four governmental representatives and four 

representatives of participating UN organizations, co-chaired by the resident coordinator and 

the Vice-Minister of the Ministry of Planning and Investment. The committee was established 

to ensure that plan outcomes were achieved which would further contributions to national 

development results, and provide advice on the distribution of the One Fund. Thirdly, the Tri-

partite National Task Force was established by the Government and aligns with the frame-

work of principles set out in the Hanoi Core Statement. This task force comprises of govern-

mental representatives, UN organizations and bilateral donors, and has as its objective to pro-

vide a general oversight of all aspects of the Delivering As One. Lastly, the Harmonized Pro-

gramme and Project Management Guidelines, cooperatively developed by the Government 

and UNDP, UNFPA and UNICEF, was set up to manage and implement UN-supported pro-

grammes and projects as of July 2010. The guidelines present a two-track governance system 

to account for the implementation; Government rules are applied when the project activities 
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are lead by Government; and UN organization-specific rules are applied when the activities 

are lead by a UN organization.   

Arvi Sharma concludes in her book Are Human Rights Western? that there are several ar-

guments for human rights having a Western bias. Historical arguments maintain that the dis-

course of human rights has a western genesis,that western countries formulated the UDHR 

and other international human rights treaties, and arguments of universal ethics conduce that 

human rights might not be applicable in the same way in the non-western world. As to these 

arguments, Sharma notes that  
[N]one of them seemed to present an insuperable barrier to their global extension or acceptance. 
The question as to how this extension might be brought about remains to be resolved.101  

Is the compliancy for national ownership a way to bring about the global extension of human 

rights? It is certainly progressive to move away from the imperialistic western model of hu-

man rights. An interesting position is presented in the conclusion of the book, when adding to 

the discussion in which human rights might be justifiably considered Western, Sharma states 

that  

[H]uman rights are Western in the sense that human rights discourse in the West is reluctant to in-
clude the righting of historical wrongs within the parameters of this discourse, even though such 
violations of human dignity is recognized as such around the globe.102 

Sharma argues that human rights discourse will inevitably remain labelled as ”western” until 

it addresses violations of human rights carried out during the time of western colonization. 

This position is actualised in regards to Viet Nam as it has been a land more colonized than 

not, especially by China and France. The latter has undisputedly impacted the nationalistic 

imagery that bounds the Viet Nam state. The right to self-determination (which Sharma ar-

gues was opposed by several western countries) is recognized in article 1 of ICCPR and other 

international treaties, but has been violated by western countries for centuries, for example in 

Viet Nam. The fact that former colonizers have formulated the human rights discourse could 

partially explain the resistance to accept human rights rhetoric. The American/Viet Nam war 

is the most recent example for the Vietnamese of western intervention that resulted in many 

human rights atrocities. The other argument could be that the human rights doctrine is simply 

not applicable, where Confucianism and communism lack coherency with the individualistic 

western human rights model. Sharma raises an interesting point in her chapter “The Rhetori-
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cal argument”, when Sharma writes that although the doctrine of human rights might have a 

western orientation which can complicate its implementation 

It is equally clear, however, that in many ways the doctrine of human rights does resonate with 
values cherished all over the world and to that extent dubbing human rights as “Western” may be 
merely a way of avoiding having one’s conduct judged by human rights norms.103 

Taken as such, the dismissal of human rights as a western doctrine, not applicable on account 

of its individualistic dominance, might be an attempt by the GoV and the Communist Party to 

proceed with business as usual, this including violations of human rights. It can also be true 

that western human rights doctrine is not flexible enough to accommodate a different socio-

historic context. Christina M. Cerna addresses this issue in her article “Universality of Human 

Rights and Cultural Diversity: Implementation of Human Rights in Different Socio-Cultural 

Contexts”.104 Cerna uses the documents leading up to the Vienna Conference on Human 

Rights in 1993, along with the subsequent Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, to 

highlight the discussion on the universality of human rights. The Bangkok Declaration, here 

relevant, refers in its preamble to the rich cultural traditions of Asian states, and goes on to 

imply aversion towards the enforcement of alien values and interference by western ideology. 

Cerna refers to paragraph 8 in the Bangkok Declaration, which states that  

[W]hile human rights are universal in nature, they must be considered in the context of a dynamic 
and evolving process of international norm-setting, bearing in mind the significance of national 
and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds.105 

Rights pertaining to the area which can be categorised as “private”, are often the ones negoti-

ated and opposed by non-western countries, this often on account of cultural and religious 

traditions. However, as we can see from the Vienna Declaration, the western insistence on the 

universality and indivisibility of human rights prevailed. What is voiced in Cerna’s conclu-

sion that “achieving universal acceptance of international human rights norms is a process, 

and different norms occupy different places on the continuum”.106 Although it could be read 

as an implication of potential plasticity of human rights in different contexts, it is more likely 

to be read as a teleological progress towards the western human rights doctrine. 
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 The Country-Lead Evaluation Delivering as One, UN Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam (2010), 

is an independent evaluation, seeking verifiable evidence of progress towards effectiveness in 

the One UN reform pilot in Viet Nam. In the evaluation report’s annexes, statements concern-

ing strategic intent are explicated. In Core Functions of the UN, as stated in the One Plan 

(2008), it reads that  
At country level, the Participating UN Organizations have a role in promoting global norms and 
standards, and in supporting monitoring and implementation of these standards in accordance with 
national laws and international laws and Conventions to which Viet Nam has acceded. As One 
UN, this role will be enhanced as UN Organizations will be better able to work together to im-
prove advocacy and capacity development efforts at brokering the attainment of global norms and 
standards at the country level.107  
 

It is possible to assume that a more effective UN at country level would progress faster to-

wards the attainments of global norms and standards. Increased national ownership of the UN 

resources could be highly efficient, if a benevolent government is given resources to increase 

the standard of human rights in their country. Evidence to the contrary however, is presented 

in human rights reports from different organizations.  

Western imperialism of human rights is a discussion with several dimensions; political, 

economic, and academic. Western civilisation as the genesis of human rights, that is to say, 

the first articulation of human rights into legal doctrine is one aspect; western missionary 

drive that preludes the UDHR, epitomising in the “white man’s burden” is another, racial doc-

trine or biologism are other, and arguments can be made on both sides.108 James Q. Whitman 

addresses the two first mentioned in his article “Thinking About the Deep Historical Roots”. 

Although addressing several aspect of western legal tradition, noteworthy here is Whitman’s 

argument that unlike Eurasian legal tradition, which has more distinct character of personal or 

territorial law, western law purports to be the law that applies universally. The genesis of 

western legal thought from the legal doctrine of city-states, which placed special emphasis on 

citizenship, is key to explaining the core of Western notion of law; “law as a body of rights 

and duties to which one may be admitted”, Whitman writes. Although citizenship was accred-

ited to few, the Roman Constitutio Antoniana109 (212 C.E) and the “Great Northward Shift” 

from the Mediterranean spread this legal doctrine to the countryside and onto the states be-

yond the Alps. Along with the spread of citizenship unto customary law of the countryside, 

the forces of Christian doctrine encompassed the masses. The geographical shift along with 
                                                
107 Poate, Derek (ITAD Ltd), Dang Ngoc Dung, Nguyen Hang, Country-Lead Evaluation Deliving as One, UN 
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the Christian religious movement, Whitman argues, set the terms for the spread of western 

legal tradition. The question of why this legal doctrine was to be viewed as more ”humane” is 

not answered, however Whitman argues that 
[T]here are many Westerners indeed who are motivated by a kind of missionary impulse – a pow-
erful, and for the most part idealistic, urge to bring the benefits of Western law to the rest of the 
world […] One finds people who are convinced that they have a vocation to diffuse the wisdom of 
the west to the rest of the globe.110  
 

This notion of an “Absolute Idea” within itself, triumphing over the “mere anthropological 

types” Whitman argues, referring to Edmund Husserl, raises questions about the destiny of 

human history.111 The notion that the “Absolute Idea” rests within Western philosophy and 

legal doctrine, results in a self-appointed mission to improve the lives of the Rest. The UN 

can be viewed as the epitome of this lingering mission. The enforcement of “Our Absolute 

Idea”, however idealistic, can result in a harmful translation.   

 The anthology Debating Human Rights, Critical essays from the United States and Asia 

presents several different positions in the debate on western imperialism in human rights. The 

editor Peter van Ness states in his introduction that there  
[N]ow seems to be a general agreement that “democracy” and “human rights” should be funda-
mental principles of that moral community, but there is substantial disagreement about what those 
concepts mean and even disagreements about how they might best be achieved.112 
 

Ness further emphasizes Asia’s strong position in the debate, not just on account of its emerg-

ing economic and military power, but also on account of the cultural traditions of Asia, in-

cluding Confucianism, Islam, Buddhism and other aboriginal religions, that differ greatly 

from secular western ideals. Chandra Muzaffar states in his article “From Human Rights to 

Human Dignity” that the current human rights system is immersed in western ideological 

secular tradition, ignoring worldviews, values and ideas of human relations embodied in older 

and richer traditions.113 Muzzaffar points to vulgar individualism, the negation of community, 

and the separation of rights from responsibilities, which can be drawn from the western hu-

man rights concept, and that the inability to see western incentive for “cultivating” the rest in 

regards to human rights as nothing else but an attempt to power, is a consequence of previous 

western imperialism from which human rights atrocities followed. The emphasis on civil and 

political rights has come to be the exclusive core of human rights in the West, Muzaffar ar-
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111 Whitman, p. 307f 
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gues. He proposes a development of a charter of values and principles, responsibilities and 

rights, roles and relationships, guided by religious and spiritual philosophies, to secure the 

dignity of human beings.114 This commitment should however, never be used to hide authori-

tarian elites who seek to shield their sins from scrutiny.  

 Nikhil Aziz draws on Richard Falk’s argument of two types of globalization in his article 

“The Human Rights Debate in an era of Globalization, Hegemony of Discourse”; these being 

“globalization-from-above” (GA) and “globalization-from-below” (GB), from which a dialec-

tic relationship emerges.115 These concepts entail economic, political and cultural elements 

and either include powerful western states (GA), or are conducted on a grass-root level (GB).  

Aziz deems cultural GB – “the critique and, often, rejection of Western-based nations of 

modernity and secularism” – to be the most fundamental of all. Although it can take on na-

tionalistic and fascist forms, Aziz argues that cultural GB explicates the tenacious resistance 

to the imposition of Western culture. Aziz refers to Aijaz Ahmad’s concept of “inverted 

logic”, which comes close to obscurantism and extreme nativism; inverting the binary logic of 

the west/rest the dominant agent becomes the enemy, and the character attributed to the rest 

becomes involuntarily what is to be enhanced or celebrated, venturing stagnation (see for in-

stance characteristics of the Vietnamese).116 In relation to human rights, Aziz aligns with 

Muzaffar’s position, stating that the dominant discourse in human rights, an integral aspect of 

GA, emphasizes individualistic civil and political rights, and discards social, economic and 

cultural, as well and group/collective rights. Aziz states that 
Many Western scholars argue spuriously that the concept of rights is somehow devalued by in-
cluding economic, social, and cultural rights. Human rights are dynamic, not static, or else they 
would not be able to claim universality. And if they are universal, as the West rightly argues, then 
the debate should be open to critique and the discourse open to expansion from other sources and 
traditions.117  

When confronted with the notion that human rights in the western model is not able to en-

compass all traditions and cultures, due to its individualistic framework, western governments 

and academics tend to refuse it. They condemn the critics to be relativists or fundamentalists, 

or to be using this argument in order to continue violating human rights. Aziz argues that 
It is no secret that many Asian, and other, governments revert to what are indeed relativistic de-
fences to cover up or justify horrific human rights violations. However, it is not insignificant when 
scholars and activists who have themselves been victims of human rights abuses adopt positions 
different from Western standards. What these scholars and activists are arguing for is a genuine 
universalism, which by definition (1) is inherently inclusive, in that it encompasses various tradi-
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tions and worldviews, and (2) is not an approximation of the Western notion alone – an ideal that 
is yet to be attained.118 
 

Aziz proclaims human rights to be the very essence of GB, noting that here the concept hu-

man rights provide a more inclusive and broader spectrum than emphasized by Western gov-

ernments and scholars. The envisioning of human rights, where rights are inseparable from 

duties and responsibilities, is a very important aspect of the applicability of human rights in 

an Asian context. In order to proclaim universality of human rights, applicability and plastic-

ity must be vocalized. What opposing scholars and politicians differ on is the extent of a po-

tential plasticity. A vital element to GB, Aziz concludes, is providing a pluralistic counter to 

the hegemonic human rights discourse. If we were to apply Aziz argument to the UN and its 

reform, it could take the position both of GA and GB. Of course the UN and the treaties that 

have originated from it, aligns with what Aziz argues to be GA, he indeed refers to it in his 

article. The imposition of an exclusive concept of human rights and how to achieve it is the 

very essence of GA, and UNCT in Viet Nam conducts its work on these premises. However, 

in light of the reform, and the enhancement of national ownership, we could argue that the 

UNCT in Viet Nam seeks to enable a GB movement, where Viet Nam is allowed to envision 

human rights on its own premises. It is imperative to reflect on what is meant by “Viet Nam” 

– the people or the people’s representative– and how they might differ as to what the 

achievement of human rights would entail.  

 In the United Nations Development Assistance Framework for the Socialist Republic of 

Viet Nam 2006-2010, (UNDAF) issues of concentrated poverty, social and protection services 

governance structures are addressed and strategies to improve these are outlined, in order to 

achieve the Millennium Development Goals. The outcomes suggest more equitable, inclusive 

and sustainable economic growth policies; improved access to and quality of social and pro-

tection services and policies; and laws and governance structures that effectively support 

rights-based development. The framework presents cooperation strategies, which emphasize 

the need to mobilize Government agencies at the central, provincial, and local levels, as well 

as UN organizations and other partners. In addressing its implementation, it is stated that 
The UNDAF is a useful mechanism to promote harmonization and joint programming towards 
common goals. However, the main motivation for more intense collaboration is not the document 
itself but rather the rights-based approach to development that informs the activities of all United 
Nations agencies in Viet Nam, including the preparation of the UNDAF. Based on this approach, 
United Nations agencies will concentrate efforts on building a inclusive society in which all Viet-
namese have the means to achieve their human potential and the freedom to express their intellec-
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tual and cultural creativity.119 
 

This is the first implication of un-cooperativeness with the Government in regards to human 

rights, an implication that the UN will not differ from the model of human rights, which they 

intend to apply. The UN could have strategic intent and could be utilizing perlocutionary acts 

to influence the hearer in a certain way by means of illocutionary success; the result of teleo-

logical action on their part could be a western human rights model.120  

Habermas discusses at great length the origin of occidental rationalism in The Theory of 

Communicative Action Volume I. Habermas assumes Weber’s sociological studies that enu-

merate a series of phenomena that indicates Western culture to have a “specific and peculiar 

rationalism”.121 He argues Weber’s consideration of the modernisation of society as the dif-

ferentiation of the capitalist economy and the modern state, and further that formal law, based 

on the principle of enactment, served as the organising component between the two. These 

three elements, Weber argues, were constitutive for the rationalization of society. The type of 

action that conditioned this rational society was a purposive rational action, a strategic means-

ends orientation, combined with a value rationalization, where values were abstracted and 

generalised into principles, and internally and procedurally applied to all spheres of life. Ac-

tion oriented from these rationalizations undertake validity claims that, Habermas writes  
[F]orm a system – however fraught with internal tensions – that did indeed first appear in the form 
of Occidental Rationalism, but that, beyond the peculiarity of this specific culture, lays claim to a 
universal validity binding on all “civilized men”.122 
 

The different movements that together formed the peculiarity of Occidental rationalism can be 

used to question its universalistic claim and give certain legitimacy to validity claims under-

lying others’ communicative actions. A claim is rational if the speaker claims truth for state-

ments, rightness for legitimately regulated actions and their normative context, and truthful-

ness or sincerity. One can and should be critical of the premises for validity claims, but the 

presupposition of formal commonalities that are constitutive for reaching any understanding 

at all might not be present.  The worldviews stand in stark contrast with each other and the 

situation for reaching understanding might be difficult. Habermas shows in his figure of the 

Rationalization Potential of Worldviews, that whereas the Occident has Judaeo-Christian tra-

dition of mastery of the world in regards to the ethical dimension of rationalization, and a 

Greek philosophical contemplation of the world in regards to the cognitive dimension, the 
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Orient has a Hinduistic tradition of flight from the world in the ethical dimension, and a Con-

fucianistic approach of adjustment to the world in the cognitive dimension of rationalization. 

The Occident evidently has high potential with regard to rationalization of the worldviews, 

and the Orient is shown to have low.123 This does in no way take away either’s claim to truth, 

but merely shows that rationalization of society is an Occidental movement, that does how-

ever claim universality. The Occident’s rationalization of the cultural and societal spheres is 

set by an attitude of active mastery, sometimes characterized as “individualist-universalist” or 

“rational-activist”.124 Habermas addresses the heightened abstractness and universality in law 

and morality, and the increased differentiation between the two, which has resulted in that 

“modern compulsory law, sanctioned by the state, becomes an institution detached from the 

ethical motivations of the legal person and dependent upon abstract obedience to the law”.125 

If this is taken in the light of critique of western human rights doctrine, the cultural-religious 

origin and its further rationalized detachment from ethical motivations of the legal individual, 

could address why its non-compliancy should be regarded as valid. The hearer can dissent to 

the validity claim in either the objective, social, or subjective world. Both UN and GoV can 

argue the untruthfulness of states of affairs in the world, the rightness of actions or the sin-

cerity of the claim by the participating agent, but they are both basing these dissents on prem-

ises with very different socio-cultural, religious and political backgrounds.  
 
 
5.2 The One UN Voice and the Rhetoric of Expertise 
 
 
The One Voice was an established in 2006 as pillar in addition to the formerly five pillars of 

the UN Reform, with an objective to effectively manage the communication of the UN re-

form, both internally and with key stakeholders, the Government and with the Vietnamese 

people at large. The One Voice strategy aims to provide greater coherence in advocacy and 

policy dialogue, increased visibility, and help foster a United Nations identity and culture 

among staff and within the community. The One Voice is partly an extension of the One 

Leader and is assigned to advocate messages set out in collaboration with UNCT and the RC.. 

The work plan objectives for 2006-2011 included establishing the UN as a centre of excel-

lence on development issues in Viet Nam.126 The One Communications Team supports the 

                                                
123 Habermas, 1984, p. 212 
124 Habermas, 1989, p. 294s 
125 Habermas, 1989, p. 174 
126 Country-Lead Evaluation Deliving as One, UN Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam, 2010, p. 70 



42 
 

UN with strategic communication advice, strong media outreach and high-quality briefing 

notes, policy papers, and related communication materials. 

In the findings of the Independent Evaluation on Delivering as One’s main report, the One 

Voice is shown to have strong progress. The report states that the One Voice has “proven an 

important dimension of Delivering as one in several pilot countries, providing greater coher-

ence in advocacy and policy dialogue, increasing visibility and helping to foster a UN identity 

and culture among staff”.127 The report further highlights the establishment of the One Com-

munications Team (2006), distinctive for the One UN Viet Nam, which consists of communi-

cation specialists from different UN offices (UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UNAIDS, and 

UNV). This team aims coordinate positions and messaging on key development issues – uni-

fied and comprehensive UN messages – and to promote focus on issues rather than agen-

cies.128 This team therefore, is the representational agent externally and internally, and be-

comes the voice through which the whole UN country system in Viet Nam speaks. The One 

Voice is the Voice of UN. 

 The One Voice is the voice of expertise. In documents pertaining to the UN reform in Viet 

Nam, it is continuously stated that the shift from a downstream service delivery system to 

upstream impartial policy advice and advocacy is key. In the One UN Communications Team 

Annual Report 2009, regarding UN-Wide Advocacy, the main objectives stated concerns the 

support of the policy advisory and advocacy efforts, including raising awareness among the 

public and policy-makers of UN-priority issues; improve the image of the UN by highlighting 

results achieved and support provided for the development of Viet Nam; increase the impact 

of UN’s advocacy; and mobilise partners and resources in support of UN priorities. The Team 

has provided briefing notes and policy papers in preparation and during Consultative Group 

meetings (now Vietnam Development Partnership Forum), in support of experts, Agencies 

and PCGs.129 In the One UN Communication 2010 Strategy and Plan, the Communications 

Team set out an agenda consisting of three main components; UN-Wide Advocacy and 

Communication; One UN External Communication; One UN Internal Communication. The 

first mentioned has as a specific objective to “serve the UN in Viet Nam with strategic and 

effective communications that will raise awareness in Viet Nam on key development is-
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sues”.130 In other words, advocacy through the voice of UN will raise awareness in key 

stakeholders and the people of Viet Nam, and propel progress on development issues. It is 

interesting to note, that although it is an added key communications direction for 2010, the 

presence of the One Communications Team in regards to policy advocacy and advice relating 

to fields of media and information development in Viet Nam, such as the Law on Access to 

Information and the Press Law, has been absent. In personal communication with the Com-

munications Team, the issue of the “bamboo fence of Viet Nam” has been addressed; al-

though partial blocks on sites such as facebook, most computer-savvy Vietnamese know how 

to circumvent this blockage with little difficulties compared to other countries such as China 

(“the great firewall of China”).  Internet users have increased exponentially in Viet Nam in 

the last 10 years, and in 2012 it was estimated that over 31 million people in Viet Nam surfed 

the web.131 The composition of users consisted of a majority of 71% being under the age of 

34 years. The censorship in Viet Nam has, as in many like-minded countries, resulted in an 

active blogging scene. In personal communication with UN representatives, it has been voiced 

that collaboration with more controversial bloggers – an association which could be harmful 

in regards to their relationship with GoV – should be avoided. Some of these bloggs provide 

uncensored information about politics and controversial issues, and will often result in, as we 

have seen, in arrests and imprisonment for un-patriotic behaviour. Their voices are being si-

lenced, overpowered by the Voice of Viet Nam.  

 In her book The Rhetoric of Expertise, Dr. Johanna Hartelius posits expertise as a rhetori-

cal construct, explicating rhetorical patterns that transcend specific context, to show how rhe-

torical strategies are employed to compete for authority and legitimacy. Hartelius addresses 

the difference between autonomy and attribution; autonomous expertise is defined as possess-

ing superior knowledge; attributed expertise exists in the relation between the expert and the 

given environment and audience. 132 Applied to the expertise of the UN, it can either be 

viewed as autonomous, i.e. they do offer superior knowledge in for example, community de-

velopment and social sustainability. It can however, also be posited as an attributed expertise; 

they hold knowledge only viewed superior because they believe it so, and have motivated an 

audience to assent. Hartelius refers to Aristotle’s theory of ethos, stating that “source credibil-

ity, or ethos, redefines expertise as a combination of the expert’s knowledge and competence 
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and her perceived trustworthiness and goodwill”.133 This theoretical triad includes practical 

prudence, virtue and good will, which will generate credibility in a rhetorical forum. Without 

these ethos-grounded qualities, Hartelius argues, experts cannot function. The UN carries with 

them an excellent ethos, its competence together with its explicated ideals of human dignity 

creates the ethos of an expert benefactor. However, the UN has a western genesis, a western 

idealistic construct, and with its overwhelming resources could also be viewed menacing by a 

non-western audience. 

 Annexed in the Communication 2010 Strategy and Plan, is “Strategic Communication” 

where policy advocacy and public advocacy are differentiated: policy advocacy is to influence 

development and implementation, the SEDS/P process in particular; public advocacy aims the 

get the public to “asks for something”, and through key messages in communication materials 

(speeches, press releases etc.) and media strategy (features, human interests stories, inter-

views, briefings, field trips etc) gain public support to push for change.134 In addition, “Priori-

tization of issues for 2010/2011” annexed in the Communication 2010 Strategy and Plan, 

identifies three key areas for policy advocacy for that year: Inequality, vulnerability, voice and 

quality. These were developed by PCG1 and related to the SEDP/S process in 2009, and state 

several actions for policy advocacy in these issues. An approach to inequality is presented, 

where the aim to ensure universal, equitable and inclusive approach to poverty reduction 

should be advocated, as is the allocation to the most disadvantaged groups and areas in the 

State Budget. To approach vulnerability, social protection as a core development strategy 

should be advocated for, and improvement of social services and working conditions should 

be addressed as an area of quality. For the Voice, participation in political process and on a 

commune level; inclusive, participatory political process should be encouraged. Encouraging 

participatory action within the political process implies a democratic process. Aligning with 

UN key values (and the MDGs), it does, on the surface, also align with the GoV’s objectives 

for development, as stated in the SEDS 2001-2010. This strategy, with specific actions of 

implementation stated in the constitutionally required five year SEDP (2006-2010), provides a 

platform of policy formulations and public actions. It was developed by the Government in 

collaboration with assistance agencies, multilateral partners and NGOs, and it is emphasized 

in the SEDS that 
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[T]he transition should be pro-poor and notes that this will require heavier investment in rural and 
lagging regions. It gives strong emphasis to poverty reduction and social equity, and a more mod-
ern system of governance.135  

If we take this at face value, the framework aligns with the advocacy in play in the communi-

cation strategies. In The Rhetoric of Expertise, Hartelius posits the audience as a constitutive 

element in the construct of expertise. Meaning that acknowledging someone as an expert 

means that “one’s perspective is acknowledged and believed, one’s voice is heard and re-

spected”, and we are the ones legitimising it.136 She goes on emphasising that one of the core 

function of the rhetoric of expertise is to invite the audience to participate in the movement of 

which the expert informs. The key areas for Communication 2010 Strategy and Plan men-

tioned above would align with activist invitational rhetoric, meaning policy and advocacy for 

change on a levels of society. Hartelius argues that “All experts identify or construct a rhe-

torical situation in which their expertise is the most fitting response”, which is also true for 

the UN.137 However, their response becomes different in the reform, as the response is to be 

outlined by the national leadership, here GoV. It could be argued that the UN reform is an 

abdication, acknowledging the expertise of the national leaders in its national context.  

 In Results Based Management Strategy for Delivering as One in Viet Nam 2012-2016, the 

challenge of attribution of results at impact and outcome level is again emphasized, as is the 

continuation of UN being viewed as an expert with resources. It is stated here that  

Contribution stories, particularly as they relate to overarching strategies for the One Plan such as 
policy engagement and efforts to reach vulnerable and disadvantaged groups, are important pieces 
of knowledge. Stories prepared by Joint Programming Groups (JPGs) for Annual Reports are: (1) 
Shared on the UN Viet Nam intranet, (2) A key part of progress reviews with FACGS [Focus Area 
Coordination Groups] and the DaO Steering Committee, and (3) Used by the UN Communications 
Team to develop UN results stories for wider dissemination.138 
 

These “contribution stories” largely consists of success-stories involving UN-project driven 

together with the Government. Furthermore, it can be read in Communication 2010 Strategy 

and Plan that  
[I]t is important to better document how the UN in Viet Nam is making a difference for Viet Nam 
and its people. Stories from the field and reporting on results are needed to better profile the work 
of the UN in Viet Nam, and to tell the success story of reform.139  
 

The quotation above posits the UN as an attributed expert, meaning that if the public does not 
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know that progress is thanks to the UN presence, they might not be viewed as experts, or 

benefactors. In regards to the One Communications Team, the Strategy decides that particular 

focus needs to be placed on: 
Supporting the work of JPGs and DaO WGs to prepare compelling “contribution stories” in plain 
language, and using these stories for broader print and web-based communication products and 
channels; Supporting the RC/UNCT to position their agreed common advocacy priorities as 
prominently as possible in communication outreach, in particular in speeches, print and web-based 
communication products and media coverage; Helping staff to have a stronger understanding 
about the concrete results being achieved from joint UN efforts under the DaO Initiative.140  
 

It is important that the results of the work of the UN in Viet Nam is reported and made avail-

able, as is also noted in the 2010/2012 One UN Communications Annual Report. The report 

reads that the challenge lies in distinguishing results that can be attributed to the UN, and 

even more how the results have improve on account of the One UN Initiative. This was re-

sponded to with the development of the brochure UN in Viet Nam: Making a Difference, the 

UN Viet Nam website which was regularly updated with feature stories (contribution stories), 

UN publications and multi-media resources, and the UN Viet Nam e-newsletter (since 2010), 

targeted to donors.141 The Country-Lead Evaluation Delivering as One, UN Pilot Initiative in 

Viet Nam (2010) state that the different stakeholders provided positive assessment when 

asked about the performance of the One Voice in external communication, such as diversified 

services, more consolidated response, higher responsiveness, and good quality of perform-

ance. Interviewees’ quotes form the evaluation report are generally positive, although some 

state the there is too much public relations and not enough technical information, and the 

more severe position from a high level official from Ministry of Planning and Investment; 

“One Voice has not been achieved yet, RC could not manage the HoA [Heads of Agencies], 

could not get a consensus among UN agencies”.142 The RCO (Resident Coordinator’s Office) 

is quoted stating that the “UN speaks One Voice at PCG [Programme Coordination Groups] 

level to deal with GoV”. The evaluation report concludes however that the relevance of the 

One Voice is high, as is effectiveness and efficiency, and sustainability is likely.  

 

Throughout this chapter, discussions on the potential benefits of the UN reform have been 

have taken place, addressing both imperialistic tendencies in the human rights system, col-

laboration with fascist regimes, as well as the construction of expertise and if the UN exper-
                                                
140 UNDP, Results Based Management Strategy for Delivering as One in Viet Nam 2012-2016, A Strategy to 
strengthen Evidence, Performance, and Ownership, 2012. This is the html version of the file 
http://erc.undp.org/evaluationadmin/manageplans/downloadplandocument.html?planid=1229, see 3.5 Delivering 
as One Working Arrangements.  
141 One UN Communications, Annual Report 2010/2011, p. 5 
142 Country-Lead Evaluation Deliving as One, UN Pilot Initiative in Viet Nam, 2010, p. 75ss 
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tise is autonomous, attributed or both. We have not reach an answer on whether national own-

ership should be encouraged with a repressive regime, although an intrusive UN presence 

might not be any more beneficial. The Voice of Viet Nam (GoV) is stated to be the voice of 

the people, wanting what is best for the country and its people. The Voice of the UN is the 

voice of a benevolent expert, wanting only to assist and aspire. Positing these two actors in 

Habermasian speech situation, we have two agents oriented towards reaching an understand-

ing, as both UN Viet Nam documents have shown, as well as collaborative projects between 

the UN and GoV. The other option, that these two agents both express perlocutions, meaning 

strategic intent towards their own means, has equal merit in discussion. However, the vulner-

able groups of Viet Nam, the groups most often mentioned in human rights violations reports 

on Viet Nam, are the groups who’s rights proclaimed in UN treaties are not being acknowl-

edged, and who UN claims they will protect. It is therefore time investigate whether the Voice 

of the Subaltern is being heard, merely represented or dismissed.  
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6. The Voice of the Subaltern 
 

The two agents participating in the discussion on human rights in Viet Nam are the GoV: 

claiming representation of the people of Viet Nam; and the UN, who’s expressed objective is 

to secure the rights of all, and especially vulnerable groups. In the United Nations Develop-

ment Assistance Framework for the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2006-2010, developed in 

close collaboration with the Government, it is acknowledged that “Globalization may create 

opportunities for growth, but it also imposes the risk of increasing inequality as the benefits of 

integration are spread unevenly across society”.143 Government economic policies that sup-

port more equitable, sustainable and inclusive growth is the explicitly proposed outcome to 

prevent this uneven distribution. The other outcomes are twofold; “The quality of delivery 

and equity in access to social and protection services improves” and “Policies, law and gov-

ernance structures effectively support rights-based development to realise the values and 

goals of the Millennium Declaration”. The last mentioned elaborates; 
The democratisation of Vietnamese life is integral to the new Five-Year Socio-Economic Devel-
opment Plan and increasingly forms part of the Government’s development strategy in a diverse 
array of sectors and activities. Awareness is growing in Viet Nam of the close relationship among 
the rule of law, good governance and economic growth. Of equal importance is the link between 
good governance and human development […] A robust and independent legal system is essential 
to rights-based development […] Strengthening representative institutions from the national to the 
commune levels will increase accountability and help make Government more responsive to the 
needs of the people. Provision of human rights education is essential to ensure that people are ca-
pable of understanding and exercising their rights, including knowledge of resource mechanisms 
to redress violations of their rights.144  
 

As have been shown in several of the human rights reports presented in the chapter of the 

Voice of Viet Nam, these outcomes have not been accomplished. In the crosscutting issues 

relevant to each of the three UNDAF Outcomes, the concentration of poverty within regions 

of ethnic minorities is acknowledged, as is the need for improvement on the protection of 

other vulnerable groups, such as migrants, persons with disabilities and children and people 

living with HIV/AIDS. The suggested Country Programme Outcomes are: the economic 

growth should benefit marginalized and vulnerable groups; that these groups should have 

improved access to quality social work and protection services; and that the rights of vulner-

able people are recognized, promoted and protected in policies and laws to be implemented. 

Another cross-cutting issue stated in this framework is the essential role that public participa-

                                                
143 United Nations in Viet Nam, The Government of the S.R. of Viet Nam, United Nations Development Assis-
tance Framework for the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2006-2010, Ha Noi 2005, p. 3 
144 United Nations in Viet Nam, The Government of the S.R. of Viet Nam, United Nations Development Assis-
tance Framework for the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2006-2010, Ha Noi 2005, p 4 
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tion and empowerment plays in improving governance. The need for transparency and the 

free flow of information is emphasized, as is enhancing participation and empowering com-

munities. The Country Programme Outcome states “Governance structures and practices are 

representative, transparent and accountable to their respective constituencies and decentral-

ized to the extent possible”.145 Although a worthy outcome, this has not been achieved, as 

shown by previously mentioned reports on high levels of corruption and low levels of trans-

parency within Government. It is interesting to reflect that although vulnerable groups are 

highlighted, they are nowhere represented. They are talked about. An inquiry as to whether 

the voice of the subaltern is heard anywhere in this polity is to follow, investigating the Voice 

of Viet Nam and the One UN Voice respectively.  

 

6.1 Spoken for or listened to  
 

We will now investigate whether the Voice of the Subaltern is being heard, listened to, repre-

sented or spoken for, in the Voice of Viet Nam, and/or the One UN Voice. Issues of represen-

tation are inevitably here actualised, and a further discussion of representation as re-

presentation or warped self-imagery will be held, as well as an attempt to answer the famous 

question “can the subaltern speak”. 

 

6.1.1 Is the Voice of Viet Nam? 
 

The mythology of Viet Nam gives a common ancestry to the 54 indigenous ethnic groups 

residing in lands of Viet Nam. The legend of Lac Long Quan and Au Co is common knowl-

edge among the Vietnamese people and could in short be described as follows: Lac Long 

Quan, a sea dragon, falls in love with Au Co, a mountain fairy, they marry and have 100 baby 

boys. The underwater environment that they all resided in was not pleasant for Au Co, who 

missed the mountains of her birthplace. Lac Long Quan decided therefore, that half of the 

young men would accompany their mother to the mountains, and half would live beside the 

sea with their father. If either group would ever face grave danger, the other group would 

come to their aid. This legend provides commonality, creating community and solidarity 

within the different ethnic groups of Viet Nam. This myth is being thoroughly politically util-

                                                
145 United Nations in Viet Nam, The Government of the S.R. of Viet Nam, United Nations Development Assis-
tance Framework for the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 2006-2010, Ha Noi 2005, p 6 
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ized by GoV, who on their official website under the heading of “Ethnic groups in Vietnam” 

orates this myth in order to generate and image of solidarity and inclusion.146 Beside national-

ist rhetoric and gender discrimination, this myth legitimises the proclamation of a united Viet 

Nam that represent the whole of the republic. Furthermore under the heading of ethnic groups 

in Viet Nam, it can be read that  
The diversification culture of ethnic groups is put in general unification rule – the rule of advanced 
growth of country, like a united particularity in the common of philosophy category.147 
 

Furthermore, it is stated that a fundamental solidarity among ethnic groups have been estab-

lished, strengthened by wars of resistance and defence. Although acknowledging that “an evi-

dent gap in the material and moral life has indeed still existed”, the Vietnamese government’s 

great efforts to “help mountainous people catching up with lowland people” have obtained 

“satisfactory results”.148 In the Socio-Economic Development Plan 2011-2015, the one men-

tioning of ethnic minorities is the following 
Mobilize social resources for poverty reduction work; take solutions to improving the material and 
spiritual life of people, especially those living in remote, mountainous areas, islands, areas striken 
by extreme difficulties and ethnic minority-inhabited areas. Well execute the planning work to en-
sure secure residence for people in mountainous, ethnic minority and border areas and islands and 
balance residential and production land sources for residents in the areas regularly affected by 
natural calamities.149 
 

The National Assembly, the entity to approve the Socio-Economic Development Plan, con-

sults the Ethnic Council before issuing any decision on ethnic policy matters. The Council 

studies and makes recommendations to the National Assembly on ethnic matters.150 The 

Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs, a ministerial-level agency of the GoV, elected by the 

National Assembly, has the potential for being heard on ethnic matters, but the question is 

whether they are being listened to, their opinions reflected in a legislative matter. Questions 

of representation is also activated, adding government electorates to that gives reason to ques-

                                                
146 Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Portal, ”About Vietnam: Ethnic Groups in Vietnam”, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002652, 2013-09-06 
147 Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Portal, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002652, 2013-09-06 
148 Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Portal, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/TheSocialistRepublicOfVietnam/AboutVietnam/AboutVietnamDe
tail?categoryId=10000103&articleId=10002652, 2013-09-06 
149 Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Government Portal, ” Socio-ecomic Development Plan for the 2011-2015 
period”, 
http://chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/English/strategies/strategiesdetails?categoryId=30&articleId=10052505, 
2013-09-06 
150 The National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, ”Functions, Organization and activities of the 
Vietnam National Assembly: Ethnic council”,  
http://www.na.gov.vn/htx/English/C1377/default.asp?Newid=1609#NBW4ueSKgbMg, 2013-09-06 
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tion whom these government entities comprises of, and who is given right to an entitled posi-

tion of speech. Reflecting this air-castle rhetoric of GoV regarding issues affecting ethnic mi-

norities, Prime Minster Nguyen Tang Dung stressed the urgency to adjust policies and in-

crease effectiveness to aid ethnic minorities and mountainous regions during a national con-

ference in Ha Noi this April.151  

Programme 135 was established in 1998 (Based on Decision No. 135/1998/QD-TTg dated 

31 July 1998), as a way to implement government policies targeting the most vulnerable 

communes - ethnic minorities and mountainous areas – to overcome poverty and narrow the 

gap of socio-economic discrepancies within the districts. From 1998, this government funded 

programme sought to reduce the overrepresentation of ethnic minorities in rational poverty 

rate. An article, written by Deputy Director of the P.135 Coordination Office, Ha Viet Quan, 

with the Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs (CEMA), states that “In 2006, only 10% of 

the Kinh [ethnic majority of 86%] against 52% of the ethnic minorities” were under the pov-

erty rate.152 The heading the programme formulation is of special interest, as “listening to 

ethnic minorities”, states that  
In both phases, the process involved local need assessment, and widespread consultations with 
stakeholders, especially local ethnic groups. Accordingly, a broad consensus was reached in the 
design, approval and implementation process. To design the second phase, CEMA – with technical 
assistance from UNDP – organized hundreds of consultations with local officials and ethnic 
groups, consultations, specialists, relevant ministries and government agencies and donors. Eight-
een national and international studies and in-depth technical consultancies were carried out to pro-
vide input for the design of Phase II which also benefited considerably from the UNDP-
Government joint evaluation of the first phase153 
 

The overall objectives for both phases were to radically accelerate production and promote 

market-oriented agricultural development; to improve in a sustainable manner the socio-

cultural life of ethnic groups; and to eradicate hunger in the targeted areas and reduce the 

poverty rate to below 30%. 154 This, combined with the statement that “The GOVN’s strong 

determinism and commitment to poverty alleviation, coupled with the special concern showed 

by the Communist Party […] are the most significant factors for the success of P135”, makes 

for a very benignant impression of Programme 135. Inevitable to question however, is the 

                                                
151 The Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, Online Newspaper of the Government, 
http://news.gov.vn/Home/Narrowing-development-gap-among-ethnic-groups/20134/17572.vgp, it is important 
to note that this is a government news centre, and that disserting opinions are continously struck down harshly. It 
is also relevant to note that Decree No. 72 on “The Management, Provision and Use of Internet Services”, signed 
by the Prime Minister, which came into effect in 1st of September 2013, highly restricts what can be said online 
in Viet Nam. 
152 Quan, Ha Viet, ”Programme 135 – Sharing lessons on poverty reduction and development schemes for ethnic 
minorities in Vietnam”,  
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/egms/docs/2009/Ghana/Quan.pdf, p. 1, my italics 
153 Quan, p. 2s 
154 Quan, p. 3 
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implementation of this programme, where far the resources reach and to what extent the eth-

nic minorities and mountainous tribes have been heard. A recent survey in 2012 shows that 

Programme 135 has had some progress, showing a positive 8 % decline of poverty rate among 

ethnic minority groups.155 The progress of the programme showed to highly dependent on 

participation and engagements of local authorities and the ethnic minority groups. This survey 

report concludes that there are challenges in the implementation on account of weak capacity 

of local authorities and commune officials and stresses that 
To ensure an effective participation, local community needs to be equipped with sufficient infor-
mation, knowledge and understanding in the operation of each activity as well as understanding 
the importance of their participation prior to their active involvement.156 
 

The report further highlights that communication is lacking on account of the documents be-

ing in Vietnamese, with local ethnic groups speaking in their mother tongue and not being 

able to read the documents.  

The 2012 Vietnam poverty assessment report “Well begun, not yet done: Vietnam’s re-

markable progress on poverty reduction and the emerging challenges”, published by the 

World Bank, highlight the continuation of high levels of poverty and extreme poverty among 

ethnic minorities. The report states: “By 1998, the share of minorities among the poor had 

increased to 29 percent, and by 2010 minorities accounted for 47% of the total poor and a 

resounding 68% of the extreme poor. 66.5 percent of minorities were poor in 2010 compared 

to only 12.9 percent of the Kinh majority”.157 What the report shows, is that although poverty 

rates have gone down markedly, the mountainous regions, where the majority of ethnic mi-

norities reside, remain poor or extremely poor. 158 Given that the GoV owns all the land of 

Viet Nam, the simple policy of giving these groups more land could potentially increase their 

resources and empower them to draw themselves out of poverty. The report ”Participatory 

Poverty Monitoring in Rural Communities in Vietnam: Synthesis Report Round 4 – 

2010_May 2011”, executed by UKaid, Oxfam, and Act:onaid, aims to “carry out periodical 

poverty monitoring of vulnerable groups […] in the context of WTO accession and the gov-

ernment’s projected reform policies up to 2012, to provide analysis and recommendations for 

policy dialogue”, in the Vietnamese context which has seen rapid progress in the last 25 
                                                
155 UNDP Viet Nam, Impact of Program 135-phase II through the Lens of Baseline and Endline Surveys 2012, 
http://www.undp.org.vn/digitalAssets/31/31029_P135-2_ELS_report_Final_for_printing_en_13.12.2012_.pdf, 
p. 10ss 
156UNDP Viet Nam, Impact of Program 135-phase II through the Lens of Baseline and Endline Surveys 2012, 
http://www.undp.org.vn/digitalAssets/31/31029_P135-2_ELS_report_Final_for_printing_en_13.12.2012_.pdf p. 
105 
157 World Bank, ”2012 Vietnam poverty assessment; Executive Summary, Well Begun but Not Yet Done” 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/vn_PA2012Executive_summary_EN.pdf, p. 5 
158 World Bank, ”2012 Vietnam poverty assessment; Executive Summary, Well Begun but Not Yet Done”, p. 6 
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years, however leaving the ethnic minorities in rural areas “behind”.159 In its recommenda-

tions, the report advises under headlining “6.2 Towards sustainable poverty reduction in Viet-

nam’s rural areas”  
To undertake comprehensive investment in poverty reduction programmes at the commune and 
village levels via a decentralised financing mechanism […] along with substantial and continued 
assistance in enhancing participatory socio-economic planning, financial management, and com-
munity-based supervisory capacities. Recommendations obtained in participatory planning exer-
cises at the grassroots level should be consolidated and reflected in plans to deliver public serv-
ices.160  

The report further recommends  
[E]nhanced support for existing rural institutions serving community-based, socio-economic func-
tions and that deliver self-help services in favour of poor and marginalised groups, with the aim of 
increasing participation and empowerment and to lay the foundation for sustainable poverty re-
duction in rural areas of Vietnam. 161 

 

It seems substantially concluded that enhanced participation and empowerment of policy for-

mulation and implementation within the rural areas and ethnic groups is the sustainable way 

to decrease poverty within rural areas of Viet Nam. In short, ethnic minorities in rural areas 

should be listened to.  

 

6.1.2 Is the One UN Voice? 
 

In Results Based Management Strategy for Delivering as One in Viet Nam 2012-2016 

(UNDP) the challenge of demonstrating results for the “most vulnerable and disadvantaged” 

is addressed. These groups are difficult to reach programmatically and they are often reluctant 

to be “counted” in regards to change and development, as is admitted in the Strategy. How-

ever, the Strategy stresses that 8 out of 12 One Plan Outcomes and 11 out of 43 outputs are 

focused on these groups and that 
Given the strong emphasis of the One Plan on reducing vulnerability, a formative evaluation may 
be needed to better understand the effectiveness of UN-supported programming in reaching these 
groups and creating a basis for change.162 
 

                                                
159 UKaid, Oxfam, Act:onaid, ”Participatory Poverty Monitoring in Rural Communities in Vietnam: Synthesis 
Report Round 4 – 2010_May 2011”, http://oxfamblogs.org/vietnam/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/rural-poverty-
monitoring-report_round-4_en_low-res.pdf, p.19 
160 UKaid, Oxfam, Act:onaid, ”Participatory Poverty Monitoring in Rural Communities in Vietnam: Synthesis 
Report Round 4 – 2010_May 2011”, p. 143, my italics 
161 UKaid, Oxfam, Act:onaid, ”Participatory Poverty Monitoring in Rural Communities in Vietnam: Synthesis 
Report Round 4 – 2010_May 2011”, p. 144, my italics 
162 UNDP, Results Based Management Strategy for Delivering as One in Viet Nam 2012-2016, A Strategy to 
strengthen Evidence, Performance, and Ownership, 2012. This is the html version of the file 
http://erc.undp.org/evaluationadmin/manageplans/downloadplandocument.html?planid=1229, see 2.1 One Plan 
Development Results (3) 



54 
 

It suggests that greater reliance on qualitative indicators will be needed in regards to monitor-

ing, and that data gathering methods will be based on rapid surveys and “perceptions of key 

informants”. We will shortly stop at this concept of “key informants”. Gayatri Spivak’s article 

“Can the Subaltern Speak?” is an immensely important text within the field of neo-

colonialism.163 Noting Spivak’s emphasis of the visibility of the researching agent, I endeav-

our to discuss the vocal positioning of the subaltern whilst marking my own positionality as a 

female western academic acting as investigating subject. Spivak takes usage of Ranajit 

Guha’s dynamic stratification grid describing colonial social production at large, constructing 

identity of people as identity-in-differential. It has here been modified to fit the context of 

Viet Nam. 

164 

The “key informants” in Results Based Management Strategy for Delivering as One in Viet 

Nam 2012-2016 can be considered in the light of the third group, the so called “buffer group”. 

Spivak discusses this group as often deemed representational for the subaltern, as they are in 

an entitled speech-position, but also just above the “subaltern classes”. This group includes 

dominant indigenous groups at the regional and local levels, but how representative are they 

as to the general objectives of that region or local community? Are they assimilated minori-

ties? Or possibly leaders of mountainous tribes who’s resistance to assimilation is what the 

UN aims to assist? Who identifies them and on what grounds to are they identified? They 

report does not reveal whom these informants are, and the ominous danger of “mis-

informants” can render the UN strategies mis-directed. Although critical to the Michael Fou-

cault’s inability to recognize his intellectual subjectivity and heliocentricity of Western 

thought, Spivak suggest a version Foucault’s work in the reading of the broader narratives of 

imperialism: managements of space; development of administrations; and considerations of 

                                                
163 Please note Spivak’s objection to the word ”post-colonial”. Spivak is of the opinion that ”neo-colonialism” 
better describes the dislocation of colonialism from former territorial politics to economic politics, which also 
speaks of rights in a class-defined situation. ‘Neokolonialism och kunskapens hemliga agent’,  Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak interviewd by Robert Young, in Globaliseringens Kulturer. Den postkoloniala paradoxen, 
rasismen och det mångkulturella samhället, eds Catharina Eriksson, Maria Eriksson Baaz, Håkan Thörn, tr. 
Annika Persson (Nora: Bokförlaget Nya Doxa, 1999), p. 269-82  
164 Spivak, Gayatri, ”Can the Subaltern Speak?”,appendixed in Reflections on the History of an Idea, Morris, 
Rosalind C (ed), Columbia University Press, E-book, 2010, p. 253 
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the periphery.165 Who manages the space - the GoV and the UN; where are the administra-

tions – the institutions of power; considerations of the periphery – the people, the vulnerable 

groups, the subaltern. In this system of power there is a struggle of constituting power – who 

is in possession of the subaltern? It has been stated that both GoV and the UN claim a sort of 

ownership over these groups, but have they been consulted, or given an agency of their own? 

Spivak refers to Derrida, who argues that “thought is… the blank part of the text”, emphasiz-

ing that it is still in and part of the text.166 The subaltern remains in the blank part of the text. 

 The UN Viet Nam’s website offers an array of documents substantiating the UN’s work in 

social and human development, gender mainstreaming, and human rights. In their featured 

articles, certain texts become interesting as they address the subaltern groups within Viet 

Nam, articles with heading such as “Consultations with rural poor people”167; “Listening to 

the views and needs of poor and marginalized people”168; “Policy forum focuses on land 

management in ethnic minority areas”169; and “Consultations in Viet Nam in the post-2015 

development agenda”170. The lastly mentioned features a UN project on a global, regional and 

national level to define what kind of global development framework should be put in place 

post-MDGs in 2015. These UN facilitated consultations are being held in more than 50 coun-

tries, including Viet Nam, as a way to ensure that the new development framework is in-

formed by the voices of people. An overview of this project in Viet Nam presents the eight 

target groups that will be consulted: Ethnic Minorities; Urban poor, including informal sector 

workers and migrants; Rural poor, including landless farmers; People with disabilities: People 

living with HIV; Young People; The elderly; and The private sector. It is emphasised that 

“poor and marginalized groups who may otherwise not have had a voice in the formal nego-

tiation process are being consulted and their views and needs reflected”.171 The objectives of 

the project are grand, formulating a development framework for future enterprise that truly 

reflects the needs and views of the people. Though the potentiality should in no way be di-

minished, it should not pretermit either. The other articles mentioned features different loca-

                                                
165 Spivak, p. 261s 
166 Spivak, p. 265 
167 UN Viet Nam Website: Featured articles, http://www.un.org.vn/en/feature-articles-press-centre-submenu-
252/2477-consultations-with-rural-poor-people.html, 2013-09-09 
168 UN Viet Nam Website: Featured articles, http://www.un.org.vn/en/what-we-do-mainmenu-203/mdgs/post-
2015-development-agenda/consultation-with-ethnic-minorities.html, 2013-09-09 
169 UN Viet Nam Website: Featured articles, http://www.un.org.vn/en/feature-articles-press-centre-submenu-
252/2468-policy-forum-focuses-on-land-management-in-ethnic-minority-areas.html, 2013-09-09 
170 UN Viet Nam Website: Featured articles, http://www.un.org.vn/en/feature-articles-press-centre-submenu-
252/2459-consultations-in-viet-nam-on-the-post-2015-development-agenda.html, 2013-09-09 
171 UN Viet Nam, ”Building the World We Want: A New Development Framework for Post-2015”, 
http://www.un.org.vn/images/stories/images/World_We_Want_overview.pdf, 2013-09-09 
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tions of these consultations, including photos and videos of rural homes and people of differ-

ent ethnicity within Viet Nam, speaking directly to UN representatives about their views and 

needs. This, however, is where we must intercept. The subaltern is given the space to speak, 

but through the brand of the UN, through a forum of expertise. It becomes a metaphorical 

tree-in-the-woods; if the subaltern speaks and the UN is not there to hear it, does it make a 

sound? Would we hear it? The UN allows a forum in which the subaltern can speak, but does 

it thereby become tainted? It may well be the best option in order to be heard on a (in-

ter)national level. Ignoring the best intentions of the UN for a moment, we can look at the 

claim that the muteness of the subaltern is an aporia-statement that defines what the subaltern 

is. Rosalind C. Morris explains it better in the introduction to Can the subaltern speak?: Re-

flections on the History of an Idea: 
Subalternity is not that which could, if given a ventriloquist, speak the truth of its oppression or 
disclose the plenitude of its being. The hundreds of shelves of well-intentioned books claiming to 
speak for or give voice to the subaltern cannot ultimately escape the problem of translation in its 
full sense. Subalternity is less an identity than what we might call a predicament, but this is true in 
a very odd sense. For, in Spivak’s definition, it is the structured place from which the capacity to 
access power is radically obstructed. To the extent that anyone escapes the muting of subalternity, 
she ceases being a subaltern. Spivak says this is to be desired. And who could disagree?172  
 

So either the UN does not escape the problem of translation, or it places the subaltern in a 

permanent penumbral state. On addressing the issue on the representation of the subaltern 

through the UN, we can make use of Drucilla Cornell’s article “The Ethical Affirmation of 

Human Rights: Gayatri Spivak’s intervention”.173 In this article Cornell informs the relation-

ship between Spivak’s seemingly pessimistic conclusion that the subaltern cannot speak, with 

her own work within the human rights field and her crucial rethinking of human rights advo-

cacy. Cornell highlights Spivak’s insistence that we must suture human rights discourse in an 

ethic of responsibility, partly taking place in the ethical moment of deconstruction. This mo-

ment forces us to reflect on the dependency and force of representation, and the inescapability 

of who is entitled to be represented in human rights discourse and who is positioned as the 

enforcer of human rights mandates. Cornell writes that, 
In other words, the other that we hear because he or she speaks to us in our language and through 
our forms of representation has already been assimilated, and thus appropriated, by the subject 
who represents him or her. If that representing subject is in the entitled position that this other is 
denied, then the representation will always be contaminated by that very entitlement.174  
 

                                                
172 Morris, Rosalind C., Introduction to Can the subaltern speak?: Reflections on the History of an Idea, Morris, 
Rosalind C (ed), Columbia University Press, E-book, 2010, p. 7 
173 Drucilla Cornell “The Ethical Affirmation of Human Rights: Gayatri Spivak’s intervention”, Can the subal-
tern speak?: Reflections on the History of an Idea, Morris, Rosalind C (ed), Columbia University Press, E-book, 
2010, p. 100-114 
174 Cornell, p. 104 
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UN is in the entitled position, claiming agency for the issues of the ethnic minorities of Viet 

Nam, which in a forum of human rights discourse, has taken a form of representation that we 

can receive. The ethnic minorities remain denied a position of representation. Cornell argues 

that we must confront the manner in which entitlements to represent actually affect the way 

we understand human rights, and that these entitlements must be noted and deconstructed, but 

as a result, “the noting of failure of representation itself becomes a form of listening”.175 Al-

though initially positioning those entitled in a “damned-if-you-do-damned-if-you-don’t”, 

Cornell presents, through Spivak, a position of agency. Cornell answers Spivak’s famous 

question in 2004 as yes, if a complicated yes, but only if 
[W]e seek to speak to and not merely represent them through our pregiven cognitive schemes. For 
we can only speak to, and with, the subaltern, if we dare the education to which Spivak calls us, 
and if we do so by beginning with the difficult work of reenvisioning ourselves as other than those 
entitled to help.176 
 

Acknowledging the ineptitude of representation, and our own self-imagination in represent-

ing, provides a clarity from which we can begin to imagine a future “to come”. Could 

representational politics be avoided whilst also bringing to light issues affecting the subaltern? 

Iris Marion Young argues in her book Inclusion and Democracy, for the principle of inclusion 

in order to widen and deepen democratic practices. Young states that  
The normative legitimacy of a democratic decision depends on the degree to which those affected 
by it have been included in the decision-making processes and have had the opportunity to influ-
ence the outcomes. Calls for inclusion arise from experiences of exclusion – the basic political 
rights, from opportunities to participate, from the hegemonic terms of debate.177  
 

Young argues for a deliberative model of democracy, which holds that a democratic decision 

is only legitimate if all those affected, that is to say – significantly conditions a person’s op-

tions for actions – are included in the process of the decision-making and policy-formulation. 

Furthermore, the ideal deliberative model of democracy is free from domination, meaning that 

no one is coerced or threatened to hold a certain position, and that there is free and equal op-

portunity to speak. This is clearly not the case in Viet Nam, where the corruption reports 

shows coercion in politics, and where the dissidents are muted. Young states the following 

question, respondent to Lyotard’s concept of differend: 
How can a group that suffers a particular harm or oppression move from a situation of total silenc-
ing and exclusion with respect to this suffering to its public expression?178  
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One potential strategy, Young argues, is storytelling, which can lead mute experiences or 

wrongful harms through narratives, to consciousness-raising, and onwards to political argu-

ments about justice. The UN lead consultations in Viet Nam in the post-2015 development 

agenda complies with Young’s argument, although becomes nuanced in the discussion held 

by Gayatri Spivak, Rosalind C. Morris and Drucilla Cornell on the issues of representation. 

Young however addresses these concerns somewhat when she stresses the importance of rhe-

torical space to enable people situated in particular social positions to be heard. The UN pre-

sents such a possibility. Young relies on the Derridean concept of différance to formulate one 

account of representation: 
Where the metaphysics of presence generates polarities because it aims to reduce the many to one 
identity, thinking of entities in terms of différance leaves them in their plurality without requiring 
their collection into a common identity. […] Conceptualizing representation in terms of différance 
means acknowledging and affirming that there is a difference, a separation, between the represen-
tative and the constituents [or here ethnic minorities]. […] The representative function of speaking 
for should not be confused with an identifying requirement that the representative speak as the 
constituents would, to try to be present for them in their absence.179  

 
This situates speaking for in another position than previously discussed, here it enables, 

through representation, people’s situated positions to be exposed and objected. Young further 

refers to Habermas’ definition of publicity, which is neither a function nor the content of 

opinion or expression, but rather the social space generated in communicative action.180 This 

social space – the public sphere – Young argues, is the primary connector between people and 

power.181 Together with her argument on representation, the UN forum through which the 

ethnic minorities of Viet Nam are able to speak within the public sphere, becomes, to a de-

gree, validated. Habermas holds an aligning discussion in his chapter “The Rational Structure 

of the Linguistification of the Sacred”, in his second volume on the theory of communicative 

action. Here he draws on both Kant’s moral imperative and George Herbert Mead’s proposal 

that the moral imperative should be replaced with a procedure of discursive will-formation.182 

Habermas theoretisizes a ideal communication community, which entails that all subjects ca-

pable of moral judgement ought to judge, in a inclusive communicative forum, whether a rec-

ommended or established norm is in the general interest and whether or not it should be given 

social force. Thus, Habermas writes  
[T]he projection of an ideal communication community serves as a guiding thread for setting up 
discourses that have to be carried through in fact and cannot be replaced by monological mock 
dialogue.183 
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Taken as such, what Habermas discusses is that decisions on moral imperatives need to be 

discussed by those affected, not through a “we know what is best for them” approach that can 

be taken by either the UN, as moral universalists, or by GoV, who, by principles explicated in 

the UN reform, claim to know what is best for them. Habermas also considers the communi-

cative form of narration. Although his discussion focuses on the narratives practice as a meth-

odological way in which to find the reference systems for descriptions and explanations of the 

lifeworld, he acknowledges that narration – first-person narratives – exhibits experiential 

knowledge that, when used according to the rules, must be true.184 Johanna Hartelius touches 

on the rhetorical expertise of first-person narratives in her chapter on historical expertise. In 

this, she places the witness in a position of expertise as it exists in the persuasive fabric of 

personal experience.185 A witness is positioned to assert unique expert knowledge, in telling 

their stories, we construct them as experts, because we find their stories plausible and, “we 

find their stories plausible in part because we identify with them”.186 We understand the 

worry of a parent not able to feed their children, to worry about education and health. This 

rhetorical strategy empowers the witness with a potential political force, as we both hear the 

stories, and become engaged in them. In this the stories of ethnic minorities in Viet Nam as 

told by them, even within a marked public forum, becomes validated as political potentiality. 

This aligns with Habermas construction of the three-world levels; objective, social, and sub-

jective. To be in communicative action with an aim to reach an understanding in the subjec-

tive world means to express and convey an experience, of which the speaker has privileged 

access. This understanding can further reach an agreement of sequential coordinated action. 

 The consequence of applying Young’s theory and the above discussion of Morris, Spivak 

and Cornell, would mean that representation of ethnic minorities would actually comprise of 

ethnic minorities. Note that it would here be speaking as, and not just speaking for, as Young 

differentiates. Because of what has been discussed above, speaking for and as should condi-

tion this theoretical application. The Ethnic Council and the Committee for Ethnic Minority 

Affairs would therefore not only consist of ethnic minorities, they would also have direct ac-

cess to formulating policies and laws, and be a crucial participant in the formulation of laws 

within the National Assembly. The Ethnic Council would not only be consulted, their recom-

mendations would be formulated to adhere to ethnic matters that are relevant to the policy in 

question, and the policy would thereafter adapt after its recommendations. Recommendations 
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from the UNCT and their strategies would align with ethnic matters, as these groups would be 

present and participant in its formulations. The UN would have spoken to and with the subal-

tern, as Cornell advocates, not just briefly consulted. The ethnic minorities would hold an 

entitled position of speech within the polity of communicative action, and would participate 

in the human rights discussion together with the GoV and the UN. Practical issues to this 

arise, as mountainous areas, which hold the majority of ethnic minority groups, are far away 

from the capital, and many are reluctant to leave their homes, or partake to a great extent in 

the majority culture of Viet Nam. The question of representation, the problems of which have 

been discussed, does provide a strategy to get the issues affecting the periphery, to the central 

hub of politics.  

 

In summation, the political discourse in the context of Viet Nam is not allowing vocational 

space for the subaltern to be heard, or rise to post-subalternity. The exceptions are the Com-

mittee for Ethnic Minority Affairs, the Ethnic Council, Programme 135, and the UN consulta-

tions and voices heard within the UN external forum. However, questions of representation as 

discussed above can give a dubious answer to whether or not the subaltern is heard.  
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7. Conclusion 
 

The human rights discourse within Viet Nam is complex; treaties have been signed, and rati-

fied, but not upheld; social policies improving lives of some is met with policies that infringes 

other’s rights (poverty-policies for ethnic minorities versus laws suppressing any protest 

against the Communist Party or government entity); UN human rights rhetoric is at one mo-

ment taken as truth, the other moment disregarded as western individualistic propaganda that 

is not applicable. Human rights violations are combined with slow social progress. Through-

out the previous chapters, an outline of different agencies and the complexities within each 

have been drawn. It is now time to place them within a Habermasian polity of communicative 

action, to see whether a rationally motivated binding (Bindung) force can be acceded.187 As of 

now we have three agents; the GoV (The Voice of Viet Nam); the One UN Voice (The Voice 

of the West), and the semi-presence of the Subaltern. In applying Habermas theory of com-

municative action, there are different potential outcomes:  
1. Both the GoV and the UN have strategic intent of a teleological action that differ in ends, and are partici-

pating in the communication with perlocutionary acts, and therefore not applicable for Habermas commu-

nicative action. 

2. The GoV and the UN do not have enough of the same presuppositions of formal commonalities that are 

constitutive for reaching any understanding at all. That is to say, their lifeworlds to no overlap to the ex-

tent necessary for a speech situation of communicative action.  

3. The GoV and the UN are positioned in a speech situation where communicative action aimed at reaching 

an understanding and coordinating action is possible. 

 

It is also necessary to stress that the first condition for communicative action is to be in an 

entitled position of speech. As has been discussed in chapter 4, this is highly problematic for 

the subaltern who is often or always denied the opportunity to participate and speak. I will 

address these different possible outcomes individually. The Subaltern is positioned within the 

polity as a shadow-figure, not because it is present, but because it is denied an entitled posi-

tion to speak. The graph below sketches out a possible polity using Habermas theory of com-

municative action. 
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7.1. Outcome 1: Conflicting ends 
This outcome positions two participants who only partake in communication to the extent that 

means towards their different ends can be agreed upon. From previous chapters, it has been 

established that the GoV and the UN have differing opinions, built from different religious-

cultural moral traditions, and differing opinions as to what constitutes the best political sys-

tem for the social development of a country and its people. They can both be positioned in the 

speech situation with perlocutionary aims. For instance, the GoV released dissidents for a 

brief period pending their entry into the World Trade Organization (2007).188 The Communist 

Party faces ideological conundrums: remaining in exclusive power – reigning with an iron fist 

– whilst also opening up the national market; development in line with the old ideology – 

communal development – whilst accepting assistance from the West. It is possible that they 

are using UN resources, enabled by the reform, as means towards a communist utopia, ruled 

by the Communist Party, and open to the global market and economy. The UN acts with ex-

plicit human rights and social development agenda, but the extent to which they are willing to 

adapt this model to the Vietnamese context remains rigid. It is possible that the rhetoric of the 

UN reform is used to enable collaboration with the GoV under the impression that they are in 

power, whilst the teleological action intent remains western ideological model of individualis-
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tic human rights. Habermas notes that consensus does not come about when a hearer does 

accepts the truth of a claim, but doubts the sincerity of the speaker or its normative appropri-

ateness, or when “a speaker accepts the normative validity of a command but suspects the 

seriousness of the intent thereby expressed or has his doubts about the existential presupposi-

tions of the action commanded”.189 This is especially relevant when the UN or the Western 

community makes demands on the GoV on account of its human rights situation. The appli-

ance of Habermas theory of action is not productive if we conclude that one or both of the 

participating agents are acting with strategic intent in which illocutions are employed as 

means in a teleological context of action, that is, through perlocutionary acts. Habermas rea-

sons that perlocutionary acts of interaction within his theory of communicative action “is not 

suitable as the model for an analysis that is supposed to explain the linguistic mechanism of 

coordinating action by way of illocutionary binding (or bonding) effect of speech acts”.190  

 

7.2. Outcome 2: Conflicting lifeworlds 
This outcome positions the GoV and the UN as limited to the knowledge present in their life-

world, concepts such as “true and untrue”, “real and unreal” are established in their culture 

through its language and are dependent on its socio-cultural reference system.191 Habermas 

writes that  
The background of a communicative utterance is thus formed by situation definitions [temporal 
and spatial] that, as measured against the actual need for mutual understanding, have to overlap to 
a sufficient extent. If this commonality cannot be presupposed, the actors have to draw upon the 
means of strategic action, with an orientation toward mutual understanding, so as to bring about a 
common definition of the situation or to negotiate one directly.192 
 

It is therefore decisive that the GoV and the UN have a presupposed commonality in the 

speech situation in order for communicative action to be possible. Habermas notes that lan-

guage and culture are constitutive for the lifeworld itself, but stands in a half-transcendence to 

the participants, it a stock of knowledge that is assumed. For the participants, Habermas 

writes 
When they go beyond the horizon, they cannot step into a void; they find themselves right away in 
another, now actualized, yet preinterpreted domain of what is culturally taken for granted. […] 
Communicative action can no more take up an extramundane position in relation to their lifeworld 
than they can in relation to language as a medium for the process of reaching understanding 
through which their lifeworld maintains itself.193  
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This takes communicative action beyond the lifeworld to a non-potentiality, they can never 

reach beyond their lifeworld. Habermas also notes “In the situation of action, the lifeworld 

forms a horizon behind which we cannot go; it is a totality with no reverse side”.194 It has 

been concluded that the GoV and the UN act from very different background presuppositions. 

The question of whether Habermas theory of communicative action is applicable stands and 

falls with the question of whether they can find commonality within a communicative situa-

tion to the extent necessary. Both possibilities are drawn out in the graph, action aimed and 

reaching an understanding and coordinating sequential action cannot happen if their life-

worlds do not overlap to a sufficient extent. In addition, the cultural reproduction of the life-

world is dependent on a semantic dimension in which communicative action acts as interpre-

tive mechanism. Habermas writes that “the reproduction of the lifeworld consists essentially 

in a continuation and renewal of tradition, which moves between the extremes of a mere re-

duplication of and a break with tradition”.195 If sociocultural developments are constrained by 

communicative actions’ impulse of cultural knowledge reproduction, then the systemic effect 

can be that occidental and oriental knowledge never overlap to a sufficient extent.196  

 

7.3. Outcome 3: Progress 
The third possibility of the Habermasian outcomes is that communicative action aimed at 

reaching an understanding is possible between these to agents. The participants find common-

ality through integrating the three world-concepts into a system, and presuppose this system 

as a framework of interpretation within which they can reach an understanding. There are 

arguments to put forward for this outcome, as there have been with the other possible out-

comes. Progress, such as Programme 135, argue that there is enough commonality and over-

lapping of lifeworlds to position participants in a communicative speech situation. An espe-

cially relevant speech situation takes place in the joint working groups that have been estab-

lished and include both GoV representatives and UN agencies; the One Plan Steering Com-

mittee; the Tripartite National Task Force; and the Programme Coordination Groups. Here is 

an explicated intent to reach understanding and coordinate sequential action, the quintessence 

of communicative action.  
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Habermas writes that  
Participants in interaction must themselves relate the relevant norms to the given situation and tai-
lor them to special tasks. To the degree that these interpretative accomplishments becomes inde-
pendent from the normative context, the institutional system can deal with the growing complexi-
ties of action situation by branching out into a network of social roles and special regulations 
within a framework of highly abstract basic norms.197  

 

If the participants within a speech situation can agree on coordination of action based on 

highly abstract norms, then progress has high potentiality. I would argue that both GoV and 

the UN would see the highly poor areas within Viet Nam prosper, and if they can coordinate 

their action on this basic assumption, then empowerment of these vulnerable groups, through 

programmes and policies, is possible. The Gov has shown a certain limit in willingness to 

empower these ethnic groups as previously discussed, and the UN has tendencies to “assist” 

these groups in a way that does not empower them, nor gives them a certain degree of self-

determination. In Habermas discussion on the sacred, which was mentioned in chapter 4, he 

acknowledges that normative validity claims become dependent on confirmation through 

communicatively achieved consensus, an ethical status quo. However, in Mead’s ideal com-

munication community, the identity-socialization of the individual would have two comple-

mentary aspects; one universalizing, one particularizing. This would allow the individual to 

act autonomously within a universalistic framework, as well as develop their subjectivity and 

singularity. These individuals would be positioned to act universalistic and particularistic, and 

as Habermas writes, “universalistic action orientations reach beyond all existing conventions 

and make it possible to gains some distance from the social roles that shape one’s background 
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and character”.198 This idealistic communicative community is not realized, but could what if 

we place this utopian attitude in the speech situation of the GoV and the UN? These univer-

salistic action claims could be placed either behind a Rawlsian veil of ignorance, or on princi-

ples of inclusion of those affected, as Young argues. Thomas McCarthy, translator of both 

volumes of Habermas’ work, argue that Habermas reaches for notion of ego-identity  
[T]hat centers around the ability to realize oneself under conditions of communicatively shared in-
tersubjectivity. The moment of universality requires that actors maintain a reflective relation to 
their own affective and practical nature, that is, that they act in a self-critical attitude.199 
 

If this notion was realized, then communicative action would take place in a speech situation, 

or polity, in which universal moral claims, here both occidental and oriental, would maintain 

a self-critical attitude. The aim of reaching understanding would be accompanied by an 

awareness of pre-notions of good, and self-reflecting participants would agree on sequential 

coordinated action through a consensus. The spatio-temporal and social reference-system de-

limit the speech situation, by extending these limits a space is created, a “world within my 

potential reach”. The horizon that limits the situation can extend into the global society, and 

the speech situation to global communicative action.200 Habermas gives reference to Mead 

and Durkheim and writes that 
[T]he further the structural components of the lifeworld and the processes that contribute to main-
taining them get differentiated, the more interaction contexts come under conditions of rationally 
motivated mutual understanding, that is, of consensus formation that rests in the end on the author-
ity of better argument. […] A lifeworld rationalized in this sense would by no means reproduce it-
self in conflict-free forms. But the conflicts would appear in their own names; they would no 
longer be concealed by convictions immune from discursive examination.201  
 

This evolution of society would put culture in a reflective state regarding traditions, continu-

ously revising them, and the political state would be conditioned through legitimate orders 

that are dependent upon formal procedures for positing and justifying norms. Habermas con-

tinues by emphasises that this can only be established if yes/no decisions no longer would be 

able to rely on ascribed normative consensus, but issue from the cooperative interpretation 

processes of the participants themselves. This, Habermas writes, “signals a release of the ra-

tionality potential inherent in communicative action”.202 The impoverishment of everyday 

communicative practices in civil society through the elitist splitting-off expert culture of poli-

tics (UN, GoV) stand juxtaposed with the increased empowerment of civil society through 

global media communication. As we have seen, media as a tool has been utilized by all 
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agents: the GoV, the UN, the Vietnamese civil society, and potentially also by the subaltern.  

The GoV uses rhetoric of independence and united romanticized imagery of a nation; the UN 

uses rhetoric of expertise, and positions the vulnerable groups within their mediated image; 

civil society distributes information about the corrupt political system of Viet Nam, and dis-

senting opinions about said system; the Subaltern is either objectified by both GoV and the 

UN, or it is utilizes the communicative tools available in order to give voice to the subalter-

nity in Viet Nam. Habermas argues that “the transfer of action coordination from language 

over to steering media means an uncoupling of interaction from lifeworld contexts”, thus 

pacifying civil society.203 What we can and have recently seen is the employment of social 

media to empower the movement of the opposing civil society, where mass-coordinated ac-

tion becomes a reckoning force.  

 

7.4. Concluding reflections 
It can be concluded that there is a severe human rights situation in Viet Nam. It can be argued 

that principles of increased national ownership through the UN reform would deflect paternal-

istic tendencies in the current human rights system that, to a great extent ,is formulated in the 

West, and applied in the Rest. The GoV acts with a complex agenda; although recognising the 

necessity of relying on UN expertise in social development, collaboration is met with hesi-

tance. A possible reason for this is the strong rhetoric of resistance towards external forces, 

which the imagery of the state relies so heavily upon. The One UN’s objective is to improve 

the human rights standard in Viet Nam, especially the vulnerable groups’, through providing 

resources and expertise on social development and human rights. These resources and exper-

tise are consolidated through the reform, but also handed over to GoV to a certain extent by 

the same. The “chipping-away” through collaboration with the Gov that oppresses the vulner-

able groups they seek to protect is however, a strategy better than the alternatives. What oc-

curs within the polity of Viet Nam between the GoV and the UN cannot yet be established; 

several outcomes have been discussed using critical social theory of communicative action. 

Habermas writes that  
From the internal perspective of the participants of a sociocultural lifeworld, there can be no pseu-
doconsensus in the sense of conviction brought about by force; in a basically transparent process 
of reaching understanding – which is transparent for the participants themselves – no force can 
gain a footing.204  
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This is true for GoV, who is potentially loosing its grip on dissidents in an era where global 

communication is direct, as well as for the UN, where imperialism of western human rights 

doctrine is more and more put under the loop. Habermas takes note that in the “welfare-state 

pacification”, although the establishment of basic political rights within a framework of mass 

democracy gives a universalistic entitlement of citizenship, a parting of this role from the de-

cision-making process has occurred, a “cleansing of political participation from any participa-

tory content”.205 A rationalized lifeworld loses its structural possibilities for ideology forma-

tion, if civil society is not given a communicative speech situation that allows for consensus-

formation on a political level. This “Globalization-from-below” takes place within civil soci-

ety, where communicative action can expand the horizon of the lifeworld and require that 

arguments be taken out of the normative contexts and its validity claims assessed against ra-

tionality.206  

 This field study highlights issues that occur within many developing countries with UN 

presence. No results can be shown in this field study that places either the UN, nor the GoV, 

as a benefactor or an agent better equipped to create an enduring polity that upholds human 

rights What can be concluded is the necessity of explicating the presuppositions from which 

these agents are communicating. Right now, miscommunication and monological action is 

more common then real consensus regarding coordinated action for social development. Ex-

plication and an awareness of the moral premises from which one is acting, and a self-

reflection on what political system-structures one advocates and why, is imperative in a 

global society where great economic, political, religious and moral divide exists. As for the 

Subaltern, whether it is termed as an identity of a group or a predicament, is not given a real 

entitled position of speech. What would happen if – allowing with discursive anxiety inevita-

bly accompanying – a call to the “quite-other” as Derrida calls it, a space was created, which 

would remain empty until filled with the voice of the subaltern. Then an opportunity of real 

representation would be possible.  This space is not currently being given, the enthusiastic 

seizing of space by either GoV or the UN, “speaking for”, “representing” or “protecting” is a 

paternalistic refusal of letting them into the political discourse. Spivak perceptively writes that  
Part of our “unlearning” project is to articulate that ideological formation – by measuring silences, 
if necessary – into the object of investigation,207 
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