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Abstract 

Vietnam is a young country with more than half of the population born after 1975.  Using data 

from the World Values Survey conducted in Vietnam in 2001, the current research explores the 

differences in political and economic values across four Vietnamese generations and between 

North and South Vietnamese, given their distinct historical experiences.  The Vietnamese people 

show overwhelming support for democracy and the market.  Support for market economy is in 

the high range with variations across four generations, and support for democracy is near 

ubiquitous although North-South differences persist.  As socialization theory predicts, distinct 

influences of each historical period can be traced through measurement of orientations toward 

democracy and market economy across the generational units: regional differences defined by 

historical events help mark the context of democratic support, whereas age associated with each 

period of history turns influential as a marker of support for the market.  North-South and 

generational differences, however, are bound to be eliminated as Vietnam undertakes its political 

and economic transformations.  More liberal politics and economics will diversify Vietnamese 

interests and broaden the spectrum of their social and cultural values.   
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Executive Summary in Vietnamese 
 

Bốn Thế Hệ Người Việt: Thái Ðộ Ủng Hộ Nhà Nước Dân Chủ và Kinh Tế Thị Trường 
Bản Tóm Lược 

 
Ông Thụy Như Ngọc 

 
 

Theo thống kê năm 1999, hơn 50% dân Việt Nam được sinh ra sau 1975. Hơn một phần tư thế 
kỷ kể từ khi chiến tranh Việt Nam kết thúc, một thế hệ mới của người Việt đã ra đời. Nghiên cứu 
này sử dụng số liệu từ cuộc Ðiều tra Giá trị Thế giới 2001 tại Việt Nam để tìm hiểu những sự 
khác biệt và tương đồng về quan điểm giữa các thế hệ đối với nền kinh tế thị trường và nhà nước 
dân chủ. 
 

Mặc dù là một nước nông nghiệp, cấu trúc xã hội Việt Nam luôn luôn thay đổi tùy theo 
các chế độ kinh tế và chính trị.  Các chế độ này luôn gắn liền với một lịch sử gồm những cuộc 
chiến chống ngoại xâm để dựng nước và giữ nước.  Riêng lịch sử cận đại Việt Nam có thể tạm 
thời chia làm 4 giai đoạn với 4 thế hệ con người Việt Nam: giai đoạn thuộc địa, chiến tranh phân 
chia đất nước, xã hội chủ nghĩa sau chiến tranh, và giai đoạn đổi mới. 
 

Nghiên cứu thực tiễn của các nước Tây Phương đã nhiều lần cho thấy rằng các điều kiện 
về kinh tế và chính trị xã hội đã định hình những giá trị và niềm tin cá nhân ngay khi cá nhân ấy 
đang ở lứa tuổi vị thành niên, tức khoảng 10 cho đến 18 tuổi. Trong nghiên cứu này, chúng tôi sử 
dụng độ tuổi 15 như là một mốc phân định quá trình hòa nhập vào xã hội của mỗi thế hệ. Ðiều 
này có nghĩa là, theo sự phân chia các thời kỳ lịch sử, kinh tế, và chính trị cận đại của Việt Nam, 
và theo các lý thuyết về xã hội học, chúng ta có thể chia các thế hệ người Việt cận đại gồm có 4 
thế hệ như sau: thế hệ thực dân Pháp sinh từ trước 1939, thế hệ chiến tranh phân chia đất nước từ 
1939-1959, thế hệ xây dựng xã hội chủ nghĩa hậu chiến tranh sinh từ 1960-1970, thế hệ đổi mới 
sinh từ 1971. 
 
Các Số liệu Sử dụng trong Nghiên cứu 
 

Ðể tiến hành đề tài nghiên cứu này, chúng tôi đã sử dụng số liệu của cuộc Ðiều tra Giá trị 
Thế giới - World Value Survey - được Viện Nghiên cứu Con người thực hiện lần đầu tiên tại 
Việt Nam vào năm 2001. Ðiều tra Giá trị Thế giới tại Việt Nam được lấy mẫu ngẫu nhiên theo tỉ 
số đại diện dân cư với 1000 người tham gia trả lời các câu hỏi trên khắp nước Việt Nam.  

Là một trong những cuộc điều tra lớn nhất thế giới, cuộc Ðiều tra Giá trị Thế giới đã 
được thực hiện ở trên 65 quốc gia trong hơn 20 năm qua, với hơn 250 câu hỏi về xã hội, kinh tế, 
văn hóa, chính trị, v.v..  

Trong số các câu hỏi đó, có một số câu hỏi nghiên cứu xem nền dân chủ có thể là một 
trong những nguyên nhân làm xáo trộn xã hội, làm cho kinh tế không hiệu quả, hoặc là một mẫu 
mực tốt cho chính quyền, v.v.. Ngoài ra cũng có những câu hỏi về kinh tế thị trường để so sánh 
quốc doanh và tư doanh cũng như quan điểm người dân về vấn đề cạnh tranh. 
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Tinh thần yêu chuộng dân chủ: 
 

1. Tinh thần yêu chuộng dân chủ của người Việt được thể hiện rất rõ ràng. Có khoảng ¾ 
số người được hỏi tỏ thái độ ủng hộ dân chủ. 

 
2. Không có sự khác biệt giữa các thế hệ trong việc bày tỏ thái độ ủng hộ dân chủ. 

 
3. Nhưng có sự khác biệt giữa hai miền Nam Bắc.  

 
a. Nhiều người miền Nam cho rằng dân chủ có thể mang lại sự mất trật tự xã 

hội, mặc dù phần lớn đồng ý rằng cơ chế chính phủ dân chủ là một trong 
những cơ chế tốt nhất. Ngoài ra, khác với người miền Bắc, khái niệm dân chủ 
ở những người miền Nam gần giống với khái niệm dân chủ Tây Phương hơn 
có lẽ một phần do kinh nghiệm sống cá nhân qua những chế độ chính trị tại 
miền Nam trước đây. 

 
b. Với những người miền Bắc, nhà nước dân chủ có thể thực hiện được với 

chính quyền xã hội chủ nghĩa là dân chủ tập trung. Người miền Bắc cho rằng 
dân chủ không làm xáo trộn xã hội, và không phải không tốt cho nền kinh tế. 
Theo họ, dân chủ tập trung là một mô hình chính trị đi kèm với nền kinh tế thị 
trường mà không có bất cứ xung đột nào. Dân chủ tập trung cũng không ủng 
hộ thuyết đa nguyên để rồi sau đó đem đến sự hỗn loạn cho quốc gia. Và cũng 
vì là nền dân chủ tập trung, các chủ trương chính trị có thể được thảo luận 
rộng rãi, nhưng chính sách có thể được thực hiện hiệu quả và có tính quyết 
đoán. 

 
Thái độ ủng hộ kinh tế thị trường: 
 

1. Tất cả những thế hệ ở hai miền Nam và Bắc trong giai đoạn Ðổi Mới đều ủng hộ những 
nguyên lý căn bản của thị trường. 

 
2. Tuy nhiên, thế hệ lớn lên trong thời chiến tranh phân chia đất nước thiếu sự ủng hộ kinh 

tế thị trường.  Thế hệ này có lẽ đã quen thuộc với chế độ tem phiếu và bao cấp trước 
đây.  Thế giới cạnh tranh tự do của họ lại nằm ở trong những chợ đen.  Do đó có thể có 
một số người thích hệ thống thị trường cũ, hoặc thích chợ đen vì ở đó họ có thể tìm 
được nhiều lợi nhuận hơn là ở các thị trường hợp pháp.  Nhiều người trong thế hệ này 
không mấy ủng hộ nền kinh tế thị trường vì họ đã từng sống qua 2 nền kinh tế khác 
nhau ở miền Bắc và miền Nam.   

 
3. Tùy theo những kinh nghiệm với những chính sách kinh tế khi họ lớn lên, mỗi thế hệ có 

những mức độ ủng hộ nền kinh tế thị trường khác biệt một cách rõ ràng. 
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Four Vietnamese Generations: Support for Democracy and Market Economy1 

“In a blessed family, children do better than their parents,” goes a popular Vietnamese saying 

(Con hon cha, nha co phuc).  According to the 1999 Census data, more than 50% of the total 

population in Vietnam was born after 1975 (Central Census Steering Committee 2000).  Over a 

quarter of a century since the Vietnam-American War has ended, a new generation of 

Vietnamese has sprung into existence.  The young people of this generation paint a mixed picture 

of hopes, uncertainties, and frustrations.  These people know not of the war, but the economic, 

moral, and social conditions are their concerns today (Marr 1996).  While the younger generation 

may be more homogeneous in their political and economic values because they grew up under 

the same regime and in a better time, the older generations might have sets of values pre-defined 

by regional influences and the North-South political division of the past with a different regime 

for each part of the country.   

Indeed, many authors have observed the differences between Northerners and 

Southerners even without reflecting age differences.  Northerners have been noted to be more 

conservative and tend to think deeper, whereas Southerners are more easy-going and 

materialistic (Lamb 2002).  These observations were also present in a 1993-94 survey on 

comparing cultural and economic values of the Vietnamese before and after doi moi, the period 

of economic reform starting in 1986 (Nguyen Quang Uan, Nguyen Thac & Mac Van Trang 

1995).  Northerners rate themselves higher on collective values and lower on material interests 

retrospectively before 1986, whereas Southerners tend to view themselves as being less 

productive in the period between 1975 and the start of doi moi because of the socialist welfare 

state.  People in the North value moral qualities more while those in the South are more 

interested in concrete, materialistic satisfaction (Do Long & Phan Thi Mai Huong 2002).  

Nguyen Quang Uan et. al. (1995) attributed the differences partly to the fact that Northerners had 

lived in a state-controlled economy long before 1975 when the Southerners just began to 

experience it.  After doi moi in 1986, the survey found more Northerners to value individualistic, 

competitive traits than they had earlier.  By 1994, overall, most people rated themselves as 

demanding a higher standard of living, becoming more productive, accepting competition, and 

being oriented toward their self-interest (Nguyen Quang Uan et. al. 1995).  As Lamb (2002) 

                                                 
1 The author wishes to thank Professors Russell Dalton and Dorothy Solinger for their invaluable comments, 
Professor Ronald Inglehart for the opportunity to participate in the World Values Survey team, and Professor Pham 
Minh Hac and Dr. Pham Thanh Nghi for making available the data set.   
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succinctly put it, “The North has won the war, but the South was winning the peace.  Vietnam 

was being ‘Southernized.’” (p. 70)     

Still lacking in most anthropological and survey accounts is a cross-generational analysis 

to determine if the socialization process has potential impacts on Vietnamese values across 

regions.  Using data from the World Values Survey, the current research examines generational 

and regional differences and similarities among the Vietnamese in their attitudes toward 

democracy and market economy.  The paper first describes the different historical periods in 

Vietnam’s modern history.  These historical periods are defined by major changes in the political 

and/or economic system of the country.  Then the paper explores how socialization theory 

predicts the attitudinal outcomes of Vietnamese growing up in different historical periods and 

regions of Vietnam.  Survey results reflect a cross-section of the Vietnamese society where 

people appear to have been socialized into different sets of values unique to their very own life 

experiences.  Hence, each cohort’s attitudes toward democracy and market economy may 

represent some variations as a product of history.  The Vietnamese history, as I will show, has 

had differing effects both regionally and temporally.  Lastly, implications of the findings are 

discussed.   

 

Dynamics in the Vietnamese Society 

Vietnam was born out of chaos.  Its history is plagued with warfare, from skirmishes on the 

borders to large-scale foreign invasions to civil wars.  Since the birth of the country in 939A.D. 

(Taylor 1983), rarely have its people witnessed prolonged periods of peace and independence.  

Vietnam’s political regime has never been democratic.  With governments ranging from 

monarchy to authoritarian regime, the Vietnamese spent three-quarters of the twentieth century 

fighting the French, the Americans, and among themselves.  Although most of Vietnam remains 

agrarian today, the Vietnamese social structure has been changing with every shift in economic 

and political regime.   

Contemporary history of Vietnam could be divided roughly into four periods which 

helped craft four generations of Vietnamese: colonial (before 1954), division (1954-1974), post-

war socialist experiment (1975-1985), and reform (1986-present).  Political changes and 

economic policies over each historical period carried variable outcomes regionally in accord with 

different political regimes in the North and South Vietnam.  A brief overview of modern history 
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reveals patterns of constant fluctuation which have potentially influenced the different 

generations in Vietnamese society.     

French Colonialism (1861-1954) 

Saigon was the first target of the French in Vietnam in 1861, and by the late 19th century, 

all of Vietnam became subject to French colonial rule.  The French divided Vietnam into three 

parts: Cochinchina (south), Annam (central region), and Tonkin (north).  Each region developed 

its own administrative structure.  While Cochinchina was directly ruled as a French colony, 

Tonkin and Annam retained the monarchical hierarchy based in the old capital of Hue under the 

supervision of French protectorates.   

The respective economic structures in the three regions were also transformed to fit 

colonial interests according to how much control the French had over each region.  In Southern 

Vietnam, where the French had the most influence early on, land became privatized instead of 

being owned collectively by the village before the French colonization (Ngo Vinh Long 1973).  

Villages in the South, with their relatively open residential settlement structure, were easily 

penetrated by the central administration, be it the French or, later, the American-backed 

government (Hickey 1964).  This characteristic further inculcated a sense of individualism 

among Southern peasants compared to Northern and Central farmers.  Meanwhile, in Northern 

and Central Vietnam, the village structure was closed, and communal living style has been the 

norm, accurately reflecting a popular saying, “The king’s rule stops at the village gate” (Phep 

vua thua le lang) (McAlister 1971).  Thus, even when the French incorporated all of Vietnam 

into the Indochinese Union in 1897, collective farming persisted in the Northern and Central 

regions alongside the French attempts to privatize the land (Beresford 1988).   

Though there were variations among the regions, the political atmosphere during this 

colonial period was in general stifling.  Vietnamese intellectuals either collaborated with the 

French to share the spoils or resisted them and received punishment.  Ordinary people tried to 

negotiate their livelihood between resistant armies and colonialists’ power.  Northern and Central 

Vietnam were endowed with an authoritarian culture stemming from rigid Confucian political 

philosophy, the imperial court, and the hierarchical power structure within the villages (Porter 

1993).  On the other hand, living in more open villages amid “the ways of the world,” Southern 

Vietnamese easily received international influences and more often rejected traditions (Hickey 
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1964).  There was also relatively more freedom of expression allowed in the South than the 

North (Tai 1992). 

Steep taxation, social polarization, and exploitation of workers sparked intellectual and 

popular struggles against French rule throughout the country (Beresford 1988).  Out of the 

resistance movements was born the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) in 1930 (Nguyen Trong 

Phuc 2002).  Through its clandestine operation, the VCP eventually incorporated various 

political factions and penetrated deeply in Northern society, but the movement failed to 

monopolize power completely in the South (Beresford 1988; Schulzinger 1997).  In fact, 

Communists mingled with non-Communist progressive elements and nationalist religious 

movements, reinforcing a relatively more pluralist political culture in Southern Vietnam (Tai 

1992).  Vietnam specialists have often commented on the North-South differences and 

speculated as to why the Communist movement might not have taken a stronger foothold in the 

South.  Some authors attributed this to a natural fit between the pre-existing authoritarian 

structure in Northern society and Confucian-style Marxist ideology (Tai 1992; Porter 1993), 

whereas liberalism would be more appealing to Southern Vietnamese, who favored 

individualism and populism (Tai 1992).   

U.S.-Vietnam War (1954-1975)    

On September 2, 1945, Ho Chi Minh read the Declaration of Independence in Hanoi, 

laying the foundation for an independent state of Vietnam.  Yet war between the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and the French continued until the Geneva Accord of 1954.  By 

then, the DRV had consolidated its power in Northern Vietnam.  The Geneva Accord split 

Vietnam in half at the 17th parallel, with the Communist-controlled DRV to the North and the 

U.S.-backed nationalist Republic of Viet Nam (RVN) government of Ngo Dinh Diem in the 

South.  What followed were two decades of international involvement in diplomatic and military 

efforts to reunify Vietnam in the middle of ideological struggles (Kolko 1985; Schulzinger 

1997).      

Immediately after the VCP was able to gain full control of Northern Vietnam, the DRV 

government embarked on a series of land reforms from 1953-1957 with the ultimate purpose of 

nationalizing all lands.  Brutality occurred during this early period, when many landlords and 

peasants were wrongly killed, forcing the VCP to rectify its mistaken policy later (Moise 1983).  

Then came a rush to industrialization and collectivization of farmland which left the state’s 
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economic development crippled (Fforde & Paine 1987).  Hence, despite the fact that 

privatization was generally condemned by the government, an unofficial marketplace operated 

on the side to alleviate food shortages (Luong Van Hy 1993; Kerkvliet 1995).  Excess 

consumption over production had been a constant economic problem for the North during the 

war (Beresford 1987; Le Khoa 1992).  The problem was made worse by U.S. bombing in the 

North, which destroyed much of the infrastructure necessary for production (Tran Van Tho 

2000).  Besides economic deficits, liberal ideals were also severely challenged.  The VCP 

controlled mass organizations and propaganda apparatus, thereby restraining any freedom of 

expression (Porter 1993).  The VCP was the only “vanguard force” leading society toward 

socialism (Nguyen Trong Phuc 2002).      

Compared to the North, the South was a relatively freer state with a market economy 

during the war.  Yet the Southern economy relied heavily on American aid, services demanded 

by U.S. troops, and the importation of goods (Le Khoa 1992).  War damages done to the 

countryside drove massive relocation in the cities, and unemployment swelled, especially when 

the U.S. began to withdraw its troops in the early 1970’s.  Corruption was rampant.  By the end 

of the war, the South Vietnamese economy was in a near state of collapse (Beresford 1988).  In 

the meantime, political and religious freedoms ebbed and flowed depending on who held power.  

Although quasi-democratic elections were conducted in the South during the 1960’s and the first 

half of the 1970’s, most leaders turned into dictators (Kolko 1985).  In its temporally limited 

ranking of civil and political liberties, Freedom House from 1972 to 1975 gave South Vietnam 

scores of 4 and 5 compared to scores of 7 in the North during the same period of time.  Freedom 

House annually ranks civil and political liberties of countries in the world on a scale from 1 to 7, 

with 1 being “Free” to 7 “Not Free.” 

Reunification and Socialist Experiment (1975-1986) 

 The war ended in 1975.  Two halves of Vietnam were finally reunited as the Social 

Republic of Vietnam (SRV) under the leadership of the VCP.  Vietnamese Communist leaders 

were ambivalent over what should be done with the South.  Not until 1976 did they decide that a 

socialist agenda should go into full effect in Southern Vietnam to minimize North-South 

differences (Beresford 1988; Vo Nhan Tri 1990).  The socialist experimentation with the South, 

however, could not succeed where people had experienced the market economy.  Land 

collectivization was resisted; properties of capitalists were confiscated; daily commodities turned 
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into monthly rations; prices sky-rocketed; per capita income plummeted; black markets 

expanded (Tran Van Tho 2000).  While Northern regions had acquiesced to Party’s policies 

since 1945, the imposition of central planning only reaped failure in the South (Vo Nhan Tri 

1990).   

 Politics did not fare any better.  With much difficulty caused by war damages and the 

challenge to rebuild a new society under centralized leadership as well as restoring order, 

political and religious freedoms were sacrificed.  Books were banned; listening to radio 

broadcast from capitalist countries was prohibited; private publications were suspended; 

religious organizations were re-organized under the directions of the State (Porter 1993).  Yet the 

leaders’ intention in setting up the political system was to be as inclusive and democratic as 

possible, with potential for mass participation at different levels of the power hierarchy 

(Beresford 1988).  A gap existed, nonetheless, between the country’s leaders and their governed 

mass (Kerkvliet 2001).  Evaluating this gap, a Western scholar observed, “The price of a 

centralized political structure... has been an overburdened leadership group, rampant abuses of 

power, popular alienation, ineffective policy-making on many issues, and an inability to respond 

administratively to popular needs” (Porter 1993: 64).   

Doi Moi, The Reform Period (1986-Present) 

Vietnamese leaders began acknowledging that economic problems had occurred during 

the transition toward a socialist economy in the country at the Sixth Plenum of the Fourth 

National Congress in 1979.  By 1986, the Sixth Congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party 

(VCP) decided that Vietnam should undertake a series of major economic reforms known as doi 

moi.  The reforms included reallocation of resources from heavy to light industries, 

decollectivization of agriculture, interest rate liberalization, and encouragement of private 

ownership (Griffin 1998).  Vietnam also sought to improve trade relationships with foreign 

countries.  In 1994, Vietnam and the United States normalized their bilateral relationship; by 

2001, a bilateral trade agreement was reached between the two countries.  Vietnam now has one 

of the fastest growing economies in the world, averaging nearly eight percent annual GDP 

growth from 1990 to 2000 (World Bank, 2001).  Although the gap between rich and poor people 

has widened and differed among regions across Vietnam, the overall standard of living has 

improved (United Nations HDI Report 2003).    
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Vietnam maintains an authoritarian regime, and the Ninth Congress in 2001 still 

emphasized the leading role of the State, particularly the VCP (Nguyen Trong Phuc 2002).  Yet 

some traces of political liberalization have indeed followed economic development.  A fountain 

of public debates, creative works, and critical discussions burst forth in the latter half of the 

1980’s (Porter 1993; Abuza 2001).  Demonstrations broke out in different places across 

Vietnam, and workers went on strike (Kerkvliet 2001).  Organizations with a certain degree of 

independence from the State emerged in the 1990’s to work on social issues such as drugs, 

unemployment, and homelessness (Beaulieu 1994).  Here, in the civil society arena, some 

regional differences could be detected, where Northerners are more likely to join state-mobilized 

groups, and Southerners tend to join groups that may question the regime’s values (Dalton and 

Ong 2003).  After a series of demonstrations by peasants against local-level corruption and land 

issues in a Northern province, the government drafted grassroots democracy initiatives, and their 

implementation began in 1998 (Decree No. 45-1998/NQ-UBTVQH).    

 

Given the diversity of experience Vietnamese people have been through in the past 140 

years of turbulent history, their lives have been greatly affected by the political regimes and the 

economic policy adopted by each regime.  Those born and raised in the North have been 

socialized into accepting and living with centralized political and economic regimes.  For those 

who were born and raised in the South, their living in a market economy and a partially open and 

chaotic political system formed their early socialization experience.  Besides regional 

differences, there are at least four generations now living in Vietnam, each having grown up 

during a unique part of history.  Consequently, members of each generation have lived through 

and been socialized into a particular political regime and its economic policy.  These particular 

experiences by each cohort might influence their attitudes toward democracy and market 

economy.  Next, a look at socialization theory helps inform the subsequent data analysis.  

 

Generational Units and Socialization Theory 

Age alone is not sufficient to define a generation.  A useful concept when examining 

generational differences is Mannheim’s “generational unit.”  It is defined as people “within the 

same actual generation who work up the material of their common experiences in different 

specific ways” (Mannheim 1927: 304).  The conceptualization of generational units bears more 
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dimensions than just time.  In Mannheim’s definition, one may interpret generational units to 

mean an interaction between age and some other social variables such as social experience, 

education, income, etc., which help account for more variance statistically than age alone 

(Bengston and Cutler 1976).  A set of same-age individuals, whose experiences have defined 

these persons’ values and beliefs, collectively compose a generational unit.  Mannheim’s theory 

of generational unit provides a framework for examining where disruptions are located along the 

continuum of age.  Events causing disruptions to one set of values and beliefs may mark the 

beginning of another set of values and beliefs on the temporal scale.     

In particular, it has been argued on the basis of Mannheim’s theoretical concept that early 

formative experience leaves trace on one’s values and beliefs (e.g., Dalton 1977, Inglehart 1990, 

Abramson & Inglehart 1992).  Mannheim’s generational unit helps bring back social and cultural 

context to a much criticized attempt at making socialization theory in isolation into a universal 

law (Renshon 1977).  Heavily influenced by the behavioral movement in political science, 

socialization theory reinforces the notion that experience is essential and partially deterministic 

of one’s evaluative cognition of life which in turn induces certain sets of behaviors (Easton and 

Dennis 1965; Baker 1971).  However, the a-historical characterization of the learning process in 

acquiring different attitudes toward political objects explains little variance when not taking into 

account the cultural and social conditions accompanying it (Dahl 1961; Dennis 1973).  The 

concept of generational unit corrects for this assumption by considering other factors besides age 

in composing a cohort’s experience.  It also elevates the individual’s experience to that of a 

collective unit by aggregating individuals into particular cohorts, each of which has been subject 

to the same historical and cultural context and would be different from others who have not been 

exposed to the same events (Cutler 1975).     

Empirical research in Western countries has shown repeatedly that economic and 

political conditions at an early age shape a person’s values and beliefs (Almond and Verba 1963; 

Easton and Dennis 1969; Jennings and Niemi 1968; Inglehart 1990, 1997).  This age varies from 

10 to 18 years (e.g., Converse 1976; Dalton 1977, Jennings 1996).  In this study, age 15 will be 

used as a benchmark for political and economic socialization.  In addition, since each cohort was 

associated with a different period of history, and Vietnam suffered from prolonged regional 

division, it is necessary to divide the cohorts into Northerners and Southerners and to use region 

as an independent variable, together with age, in predicting various shifts in attitudes. 
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Vietnamese Generations 

Vietnamese history of the past century could be divided into four periods as noted above: 

colonial (before 1954), division (1954-1974), post-war socialist experiment (1975-1985), and 

reform (1986 to present).  According to breakdowns by age 15, I define a cohort as including all 

those who reached the age of 15 during the period discussed.  The first cohort was born before 

1939 in the colonial period when Vietnam was colonized by the French.  The second cohort, 

born between 1939 and 1959, belonged to the wartime North-South division period, during 

which Communist-influenced, Soviet/China-backed North Vietnam was fighting with American-

backed South Vietnam.  The post-war socialist experiment influenced the cohort born between 

1960 and 1970, beginning with Vietnam’s reunification in 1975.  Since 1975, the Vietnamese 

people have been living under the same regime although it is still possible that North-South 

differences persist.  The birth cohort of the year 1971 onward has been part of the reform period, 

when Vietnam began a series of doi moi initiatives to liberalize the economy.                   

As Vietnamese came of age across the two regions of the country and in different periods 

of history, one could hypothesize that there would be unique characteristics to each generation, 

especially their value orientations toward democracy and market economy.  Yet socialization 

does not mean fixation, as values do alter over time.  Hence, experience of transitions may 

influence how people form and express their values so that the more experienced, older cohort 

may look deeper into the past and also be influenced by having been socialized into past regimes, 

so they might evaluate the current situation with a different eye than the younger cohort without 

much life experience.   

In this paper, Northerners are defined geographically as those born in the provinces North 

of the 17th parallel which divided Vietnam after the 1954 Geneva Accord and who did not 

migrate to the South even after 1975.  Similarly, Southerners are those born South of the 17th 

parallel, who never migrated North.   

One might expect, however, that patterns of values within region and across generations 

would be more similar than different.  The wartime and colonial Southern cohorts and the two 

post-war generations regardless of region might be quite similar in terms of economic and 

political values.  Yet it is expected to find differences in values between the latter and the 

wartime/colonial Northern Vietnamese.  Vietnamese throughout Vietnam growing up in the 
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reform period (after 1986) should possess more liberal political and economic ideals than the 

Northerners who grew up during wartime.  The post-war socialist experiment generation and the 

reform generation should not differ much in terms of their support for market economy, 

privatization, competitions, democratic values, and virtues of a democratic regime, regardless of 

where they live.   

It is further hypothesized, on the one hand, that the reform generation might be more 

critical of market economy given their enjoyment of better living standards growing up.  On the 

other hand, the former post-war generation embraces market economy and democracy more 

readily as its members have experienced conditions much worse.  But the support for market 

economy between these postwar cohorts would be expected to be as strong for the Southern 

Vietnamese of the wartime period, who should espouse the strongest support.  This is because 

the wartime Southerners had direct experience with the market before 1975, and they also have 

lived through the socialist experiment, so they could compare the two experiences.   

In terms of support for democracy, the younger generations are hypothesized not to vest 

as much interest as the more experienced Northern Vietnamese generations, for people who have 

experienced colonial followed by the communist regime for a long time may have better 

knowledge of what changes they hope to see in the future, especially in politics.  People growing 

up in the South during wartime, however, should hold an equally strong conviction for 

democracy because they can compare their life experiences living in a partially free society 

before 1975 and an authoritarian regime post-1975.   

In all cases, however, the differences among generations would have been drastically 

reduced due to nearly three decades of living in the same political atmosphere and experiencing 

the same economic downtimes as well as reforms.  On the contrary, value discrepancies between 

Northerners and Southerners, regardless of generations, would persist due to the different socio-

political history of each region.   

  

Data Set 

The analyses were performed in this paper using cross-sectional data collected from the World 

Values Survey (WVS) first conducted in Vietnam in 2001 (Dalton and Ong 2001).  The WVS, 

which has been carried out using the national representative sampling method in 65 societies 

worldwide over 20 years, is the largest comparative data set available.  Now in its fourth wave, 
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the WVS contains nearly 250 questions asking respondents about their social, economic, 

cultural, and political values (see Methodological Appendix).   

Among these questions, an index for democratic support was formed by averaging four 

items in the questionnaire where respondents expressed their opinions about various 

characteristics of democratic performance.  The items examine whether democracy might be 

seen as a source for societal chaos, economic malfunctioning, and indecisiveness, or as the best 

form of government available.  The scales run from 1.00 “little or no support” to 4.00 “strong 

support.”2  The four items have often been used in measuring democratic support throughout the 

world and particularly in Asia (e.g., Klingemann 1999; Dalton & Shin forthcoming).  

Particularly the last item testing the Churchillian principle of democracy as the best form of 

government has been used in many surveys to measure democratic support (Rose, Haerfper, and 

Mischler 2000).   

An index also well-tested for market economy support was compiled by taking the means 

of two items in the questionnaire rating state-run versus private business and the desirability of 

competition.  The scales run from 1.00 “bad” to 10.00 “good.”3  In cross-national comparison, 

broad support for the market goes hand-in-hand with economic liberalization efforts (Inglehart 

1997).  This index approximates the basis for support that should dovetail with the national 

transition to market economy.      

The Vietnamese dataset used in the following analyses was filtered to include only 

Northerners and Southerners with no North-South migration experiences.4  The selection criteria 

yielded a total of 840 cases for subsequent analyses.5 

                                                 
2 The four democracy items are rated on a scale from 1 “strongly agree” to 4 “strongly disagree”: 
V169 The economy runs badly in a democracy 
V170 Democracies are indecisive and have too much quibbling 
V171 Democracy encourages disorder 
V172 Democracy may have problems but it is better than any other form of government (scale reversed) 
 
3 The two market economy items are rated on a scale from 1 to 10 (scales reversed): 
V142 More business ownership should be 1 “government-run” through 10 “private-run” 
V144 Competition is 1 “harmful” through 10 “good” 
 
4 In 1975 when Vietnam was reunited, some Northerners from poor, rural areas went South mostly for economic 
reasons (Nguyen Hoang Bao et. al. 1999).  This later group of migrants are often perceived to be different than those 
who migrated in 1954 due to the twenty-some years living under a closed, Communist regime versus those who 
were living in a relatively more open society in the South.  The present data set contains too few cases to permit a 
thorough analysis of the different migrant cohorts.   
 
5 Frequency distribution for each cohort: Ncolonial = 122; Ndivision = 259; Npostwar = 324; Nreform = 135. 
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A couple of cautionary notes may be necessary before I proceed to interpret the statistical 

results.  First, many Vietnamese were probably asked about their support for democracy and 

market economy for the first time, so some might have been hesitant to answer the questions to 

the best of their ability or knowledge.  Secondly, the WVS questionnaire originated in the West 

without culture-specific questions for each country, so interpretation of conceptual meanings 

might vary from country to country.  This means one ought to place the current findings in the 

appropriate cultural and historical context of Vietnam, as I shall explain later.   

 

Support for Democracy and Market Economy 

Despite a history of monarchical and authoritarian regimes, which authors such as Pye (1985) 

considered to be an obstruction to democratic aspirations, the Vietnamese today demonstrate a 

substantial level of support for democracy and market economy (See Tables 1 & 2).  The levels 

of support, though, are relatively lower than in other Asian countries or than those in advanced, 

industrial nations (Dalton and Ong 2001).   

On answering individual items which made up the democratic support index, most 

Vietnamese disagree with the characterization of democracy as being bad for the economy.  A 

majority of Vietnamese do not think that democracies are often too indecisive.  An even higher 

percentage of Vietnamese do not agree that democracy breeds disorder in the society.  Nearly 

three-quarters of the Vietnamese decide that there is no form of government better than a 

democracy.   

The Vietnamese public is also quite enthusiastic about privatization on the individual 

items which compiled the market support index.  More than half of the Vietnamese support 

private ownership over government-run business.  Consistently, most Vietnamese regard 

competition as good.  Differences across generations and regions of residence seem to be small 

overall, but the effects of generations and regions on orientations toward market economy and 

democracy, respectively, can also be observed. 

Support for Democracy  

Given the overall picture, one would not be surprised to see support for democracy being 

universal throughout the country and across generations.  Perhaps, nearly three decades living 

under one government have muted some of the more striking differences that may have existed 

formerly.  This is especially true for measurement of democratic values.  As shown in Figure 1, 
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all four generations in the North vary only one or two percentage points in their support for 

democracy.  Southerners vary a bit more across generations, but the variation is almost negligible 

(Figure 1).  Democracy, however, represents more of an ideal than a tangible reality to most 

Vietnamese.  Hence, when probed about their support for democracy, most Vietnamese can 

conceive of the notion as something desirable, but few had enough real experience to judge or 

evaluate this notion.   

As expected, the variable regional difference demonstrates the most pronounced effect.  

Compared to Northerners, Southerners are in general less supportive of democracy.  An example 

of the apparent anomaly is the Southern cohort of the post-1954 division period, which is 

composed of people who, in the past, lived under regimes that professed to be democratic.  After 

Vietnam was split in half by the 1954 Geneva Accord, South Vietnam passed through many 

regime changes, from dictatorship to military rule to quasi-democracy.  At the very least, the 

Southern cohort growing up during this chaotic era had at least minimal contact with democracy 

through elections and also experienced a relatively free press from time to time.  Yet this 

cohort’s support for democracy is much lower than that of its Northern counterpart. 

Perhaps, Southerners do not maintain as keen an interest in politics as Northerners.  There 

might also be a discrepancy in Southerners’ and Northerners’ understanding of the concept of 

democracy.  A more detailed analysis of the items which made up the democratic support index 

reveals some of the regional differences (Table 3).  In general, Northerners and Southerners do 

hold different expectations about democracy.  More Southerners than Northerners carry a 

negative view when asked about the possibilities of the economy turning bad in a democracy, 

and fewer Southerners disagreed with the same statement.  Many more Southerners than 

Northerners agree that democracy may breed disorder and also with the statement, “Democracies 

are too indecisive and have too much quibbling,”.  Still, paradoxically, a significantly larger 

number of Southerners think that democracy is the best form of government.   

The findings for Southerners versus Northerners as to their evaluations of democracy 

may not illustrate how accurately the people from each region understand democracy, but one 

could see that the Southern conception of democracy is probably closer to a Western conception 

of democracy than that of Northerners (See profiles of pro-democracy responses for democratic 

East Asian countries and the U.S. in Dalton & Ong 2001).  Furthermore, Southerners’ 

interpretation of the questions about democracy, particularly those coming from the wartime and 
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colonial periods, may have been colored by their own experience of living through several 

political regime transitions.  This may help explain why the Southern wartime cohort scores 

lower on the democratic support index than its Northern counterpart.  For these people, growing 

up and being socialized into the quasi-democratic regime of South Vietnam may very well be 

similar to experiencing a bad economy, societal chaos, and public disorder.  So when asked to 

evaluate democracy on these scales, they became less enthusiastic about the political regime.  On 

the other hand, support for democracy is still widespread in the South, reflecting either a 

yearning for faster democratization in Vietnam or a nostalgia for the past regime. 

For Northerners, who tend to attribute more positive consequences to a democratic 

regime, the term “democracy” may carry the Vietnamese socialist government’s meaning of 

democratic centralism.  Democracy understood as presented by the government does not breed 

disorder, is not indecisive, and certainly is not bad for the economy.  Democratic centralism is a 

political model proposed to complement a market economy without any conflicts.  Democratic 

centralism also does not support pluralism to the extent that the latter may bring confusion and 

disorder to the country.  And because there is, theoretically, a centralized component to a regime 

practicing democratic centralism, the political agenda may be discussed widely, yet policies can 

be carried out effectively without much quibbling (Nguyen Tien Phon 2002).  If this is truly the 

case, then at least the majority from the three generations of North Vietnamese (wartime, post-

war, and reform) have been socialized into accepting democratic values as prescribed by the 

current Vietnamese government.   

Instead of differences across cohorts, North-South regional influences turned out to be 

the differentiating factors in support for democracy.  As democracy becomes a global trend 

(Huntington 1991; Fukuyama 1992), the Vietnamese also express their support for the concept of 

popular rule.  Yet the level of support is uneven throughout the country, perhaps, due to different 

historical legacies.  The ghost of past regimes may still be lingering, undermining recent reforms.  

It may also reflect to a certain extent the non-uniformity of implementing grassroots democracy 

initiatives at the local level.  To minimize regional differences, media and educational campaigns 

about democracy may need to be implemented more aggressively and systematically as political 

reform initiatives take place throughout Vietnam.        
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Support for Market Economy 

While democracy may be the more abstract and/or controversial concept for survey 

respondents to discuss, the Vietnamese have become acquainted or re-acquainted with the 

market through recent doi moi policies in the past two decades.  Against the predicted North-

South differentiation, here generational difference seems to play a central role (Figure 2).  With 

direct experience, the Vietnamese no longer speak in one voice; instead, there is variability in 

their responses between generations.  In other words, reactions to economic events may be more 

individualized than reactions to political events.     

Both Northern and Southern generations of the reform period are the most supportive of 

market principles.  How the market has been allowed to operate is all they know since they were 

socialized into the system.  Support for the market, however, slightly declines in both regions 

among the post-war generations growing up during the periods from 1975 to 1985 and 1986 

onward.  These people spent their formative years in a command economy complete with the 

ration system and government-subsidized services.  The world of free competition for them lay 

in the black market.  Although the black market did not cease to exist, they only learned of free, 

legal competition recently.  Therefore, some may prefer the old system to the new one; some 

may like the black market where they benefit from certain exchanges more than when the 

government legalized small business operations.  Further drop in support for the market is found 

in the wartime generations who spent their years growing up in the two different economic 

systems of the North and the South.  The intriguing finding here is that a similar decline in 

support exists for both Northern and Southern wartime cohorts even though they were 

experiencing two disparate types of economy.  The Northern cohort would have begun to be 

socialized into a command economy whereas the Southern cohort remained in the market 

economy.  It must be for very different reasons that a relatively high percentage of the two 

cohorts happens to dislike market economy.  The Northern wartime cohort may list each of the 

same reasons as either of the post-war generations as they have all been part of the socialist 

experiment with full government subsidies.  The Southern wartime cohort, on the other hand, 

may be more skeptical of the market economy as its members have had more experience with it 

than their Northern counterpart, the post-war cohorts, or the reform generations.   

In summary, generational influences, more than regional differences, can be detected 

among orientations toward market economy.  Depending on their experience with the economic 
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policy when they grew up, each generation demonstrates a distinct level of support for the 

market.  North-South differences will eventually be erased within generations especially if the 

Vietnamese standard of living improves more evenly across the country and more geographical 

mobility occurs.  The current differences among cohorts are, perhaps, the residuals of individual 

experiences with the market economy, which widens the gap between the rich and the poor.  

Some lives may have benefited greatly from the reform policies; others suffer from the downside 

of competition in the market economy.  Further attempts to privatize will aggravate some aspects 

of the average person’s economic life while ameliorating others.  Thus, rather than generational 

or regional differences, social classes will be among the most salient differentiating factors in 

predicting support for market economy in the near future.  

   

Hope for a Better Future? 

Overall, the Vietnamese people do show overwhelming support for democracy and the market.  

Support for market economy is in the high range with variations across four generations, and 

support for democracy is near ubiquitous although North-South differences persist.  As 

socialization theory proposes, distinct influences of each historical period can be traced through 

measurement of orientations toward market economy across the generational units.  However, 

contrary to my expectation, regional differences defined by historical events differentiate the 

context of democratic support (Table 4).   

Here are some speculations for why regional difference in support for democracy has 

persisted.  Events and policies affecting political freedom are probably branded in people’s 

collective memory more deeply than economic policies.  What is permitted and what is not 

permitted under a certain regime become embodied in an individual.  National policies bound the 

individuals to their land or their region in this case.  Northerners, regardless of age, support 

democratic centralism more than any Southerner would because the former have lived under a 

regime that promoted the concept for half a century.  Southerners support Western-style 

democracy because they have had some taste of it during the U.S.-Vietnam War.  Perhaps, 

parents have transmitted their values to their children, North and South alike, making it 

impossible to erase across generations.  Rather than their children being socialized into the social 

environment when they grow up, parents have spilled over their values into their children’s.  
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Hence, socialization theory did not help explain one-half of the equation, namely support for 

democracy.   

The other half of the equation, support for market economy, seems to affirm socialization 

theory: generational differences were found as the adolescents of each generation become 

socialized into the economic system of the day.  The role of parental instructions of values may 

not be as influential here as in the case of support for democracy.  One reason might be that each 

generation experiences, on its own, the real world of the market or of centralized economy.  And 

the impact of each system as well as any transitioning period between the two carries significant 

consequences.  Rationing system with food-stamps, black markets, long lines waiting for daily 

staples, and competition are concepts with real-life applications.  They are not abstract like the 

concept of democracy. 

The above analyses provide a strong case in describing how historical events have been 

important in the formation of values but do not address how and why values persist through time, 

which is a valid subject for future studies.  Moreover, in the Vietnamese context, it would also be 

practical to examine the degree to which radical changes in official policies may affect everyday 

concerns and the average people’s formation of values in the long run.  Particularly, as Vietnam 

has begun to practice grassroots democracy and has gone further in liberalizing the economy, 

these reform policies will leave indelible traces on the Vietnamese attitudes toward democracy 

and the market.  Longitudinal projects in measuring value shifts over time for all generations of 

Vietnamese will be useful in providing feedback to policy-makers in writing and implementing 

new policies.    

This paper has attempted to highlight some value differences and similarities across 

generational units.  Earlier surveys have shown (Nguyen Quang Uan et. al. 1995), however, both 

North-South and generational differences are bound to be eliminated with Vietnam undertaking 

its political and economic transformations.  At the same time, more liberal politics and economic 

policies will give the Vietnamese more choices.  Eventually, the choices will be evenly 

distributed across the country regardless of region if the Vietnamese standard of living improves 

and if more political freedoms are guaranteed.  That is when value differences will become 

appropriated among individuals with particular socioeconomic attributes rather than having 

cohort or regional effect.     

12/3/2004 
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Methodological Appendix 

The survey was conducted in September-October 2001 using a multi-stage area probability 
sample with a random walk household selection at the last stage. The project and fieldwork was 
conducted by the Institute for Human Studies in Vietnam under the direction of Prof. Dr. Pham 
Minh Hac.  

In the first stage, we stratified provinces by the eight census regions and selected 20 
provinces on a basis proportional to population.  Within these provinces we selected 99 districts, 
and two villages or town were selected from each district. In the final stage there were 200 
primary sampling units; within each sampling unit the interviewer conducted a defined "random 
walk" to select five households.  Within each household interviewers selected respondents by the 
"nearest birthday method."  We calculated the response rate as 80 percent. The sample consists 
of 1,000 respondents distributed proportionately throughout Vietnam to be representative of the 
adult population. In comparison to census statistics, the survey closely represents the population 
on several standard demographic measures:  

 
   Survey  Census                                 Survey       Census 

Red River Delta  19.9%  19.4%  18-19 years   5.2%   6.5 
Northeast   14.4  14.2  20-29  17.5  29.1 
Northwest     2.9    2.9  30-39  23.2  25.4 
North Central     8.1  13.1  40-49  23.9  16.7 
Central Coast   13.2    8.6  50+ years 30.2  22.3 
Central Highland     6.5    4.0 
Southeast   12.8  16.6  No education   4.2%    9.8 
Mekong River Delta  22.2  21.2  Primary  32.0  50.3 
        Lower sec. 33.7  26.7 
Male    49.1%  48.4  Upper sec. 23.2  10.4 
Female    50.9  51.6  College   6.9    2.7 
 

The statistical sampling error of this study is approximately 3 to 4 percent.  This means 
that national percentages in this report are likely (95 percent of the time) to be within +/- 4 
percent of the actual population percentages.  In addition, one should also consider that this was 
the first application of national probability sampling on a political attitude survey in Vietnam. 
The Vietnamese population also is unfamiliar with the survey methodology, and some 
respondents may feel hesitant to express their opinions fully.  So it is possible that non-sampling 
errors are also present in these data even though the Institute for Human Studies expressed their 
willingness to take extraordinary care to follow scientific procedures.   

 
 Additional information on the Vietnamese survey, the English and Vietnamese language 
questionnaires, sampling design, and information on the World Values Survey project is 
available on our project website: www.democ.uci.edu/democ/archive/vietnam.htm 
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Table 1. Percentage in Support of Democracy 
 
Statement  “Strongly Agree” “Agree” “Disagree” “Strongly Disagree”  
 
Economy runs badly  
in a democracy  
(N=792)   5.2      12.9         71.5  10.5 
 
Democracies are  
indecisive and have  
too much quibbling  
(N = 784)  2.2      28.6                60.8    8.4 
 
Democracy encourages  
disorder (N = 799) 3.1      22.2         67.2    7.5 
 
Democracy may have  
problems but it is better  
than any other form  
of government (N = 783)  19.7      52.6         25.5      2.2 
            
 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001. 
 
 
 
Table 2. Percentage in Support of Market Economy 
 
Statement  “Private” / “Good” 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9        “Government” / “Harmful”  
 
More business  
ownership should be... 
(N = 908)    13.1 5.5 7.5 9.9 20.9 13.3 4.3 5.9 4.3 15.3 
 
Competition is... 
(N = 924)    31.7 8.5 9.8 8.2 17.1 11.0 4.0 2.5 1.8   5.2  
                  
 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001 
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Figure 1. North-South Percentage Supportive of Democracy across Generations* 
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*Percentage “supportive of democracy” includes responses 2.5 or higher on a scale from 1.0 “non-supportive” to 4.0 
“extremely supportive.” 
 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001. 
 
 
 
 
Table 3. North-South Percentage in Support of Democracy 
 
Statement  “Strongly Agree”  “Agree”  “Disagree” “Strongly Disagree”  
    

North / South  North / South North / South North / South 
 
Economy runs badly  
in a democracy  
(N=675)   1.4 9.7  9.3 15.8 77.1 66.1 12.2 8.5   
 
Democracies are  
indecisive and have  
too much quibbling  
(N = 670)  2.1 2.7  25.5 33.7 64.2 55.3 8.2 8.2 
 
Democracy encourages  
disorder (N = 682) 2.1 4.7  12.4 29.4 75.8 60.6 9.7 5.2 
 
Democracy may have  
problems but it is better  
than any other form  
of government (N = 669) 15.4 24.7  51.9 54.3 30.4 19.8 2.3 1.2   
              
 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001. 
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Figure 2. North-South Percentage Supportive of Market Economy across Generations 
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*Percentage “supportive of market economy” includes responses 5.5 or higher on a scale from 1.0 “non-supportive” 
to 10.0 “extremely supportive.” 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. Correlates of Support for Market and Democracy* 
 
      Democracy  Market Economy   
 
Generation     .025   .109 
 
North South (residence)    .162   .054 
             
 
*Correlates are Eta-squared 
Source: Vietnamese World Values Survey 2001 
 
 


