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Irit Eguavoen 

Book Review: Zink, Eren 2013. Hot Science, High Water. Assembling Nature, Society and 

Environmental Policy in Contemporary Vietnam. Nias. Copenhagen. 

For anyone confronted on a yearly basis with numerous new publications for review, front pages and 

titles often dictate whether one thumbs through a book or averts one´s eyes. ‘Hot Science, High 

Water’, with its romantic sundown image of swan pedal boats, will not at first glance attract the 

attention of researchers interested in the politics of climate change in Asia, Africa or Latin America. 

Indeed, happy the reviewer who succeeds in making it as far as the lead-in to the introduction on page 

1 (after ten pages of preface, abbreviations and acknowledgements), which quotes a Vietnamese 

scientist stating that ‘Climate change is not environment, it is politics. We don´t talk about party or 

government, we talk about climate change.’ The second part of the book in particular, reveals how 

the theme of climate change and the opportunities it offers are appropriated and deployed by 

Vietnamese scientists as a means of enabling them to gain influence in a country with a government 

that aims to control the arena of domestic science, and does not provide much room for civil society 

as Westerners understand that term.  

Eren Zink is a social anthropologist who defended his dissertation at Uppsala University, Sweden, in 

2011. Zink has prior professional experience as a member of a Swedish Science Funding Foundation 

and is a Vietnamese speaker. During several visits to Vietnam between 2007 and 2012, Zink 

imaginatively grasped every opportunity to involve himself in scientific cooperation with the 

Vietnamese, though he hastens to tell us that his ‘strategy was simple and obvious. I asked almost 

everyone that I met about conferences, workshops, research trips, and other events that were taking 

place, and if I could join in’ (p. xi). And in many instances, join in he certainly did, notwithstanding the 

fact that foreign researchers usually need to adhere to the permits and detailed data collection 

guidelines imposed by the government. Zink seems not to have faced those challenges himself, despite 

making mention of them when referring to other international research teams. 

The preface contains paragraphs that one would normally associate with the introduction, such as 

Zink´s research design and methods, the outline of the book, as well as its main objective, namely, 

that it ‘turns on its head the idea that power in science and development is concentrated in 

international centers’ by showing the agency of Vietnamese scientists ‘able to slip through the 

administrative grasp of donors and national government to realize ambitions that are irrelevant, or 

even contradictory, to the programs, institutions and actors that would govern them’ (p. ix). 

Having dispensed with the formalities, the author presents the introduction before launching the 

reader directly into the story itself, with a portrayal of Dr. Dao (a pseudonym), a man in his late fifties 

who, after his studies abroad, morphed from a highly specialised microbiologist into a general scientist 

with expertise in meteorology and ecology. Zink narrates how Dao founded his own environmental 

NGO and ‘pursued a scientific career that involved a mixture of consultancy and research’ (p. 2) before 

becoming an excellent human docking station for international networks, as well as a widely-travelled 

broker and representative of the Vietnamese perspective in the international climate change arena 

from the 1990s onwards, attending engagements all the while for the UNEP and the IPCC. As one of 

the leading authors of the IPCC report, he was awarded a joint Nobel Peace Prize in 2007, an 

achievement that finally caught the attention of a proud Vietnamese media. Although the book merely 

describes one individual’s professional career in Vietnam, one could also read Dr. Dao as the 

archetypal scientific broker from a developing country involved in the international climate change 

arena.  
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Zink, however, avoids making general claims and interweaves Dr. Dao´s portrayal with a discussion on 

the state of civil society in Vietnam, before introducing some conceptual thoughts based mainly on 

the work of Bruno Latour, Pierre Bourdieu, Barbara Cruikshank and Nikolas Rose. He builds on social 

science concepts such as ‘boundary objects’, ‘interface’ and ‘brokers’ to define the notion of ‘slippery 

spaces’, a home-made concept that complements the aforementioned terms ‘to explain the 

translation of ideas and practices between groups and individuals that cooperate in scientific 

endeavour […slippery spaces] sustain actor-networks that span one local context to another, at the 

same time that they enable the coexistence of fundamentally different projects and ideas packaged 

within the same label. In fact, the absence of consistency […] makes possible the preservation of the 

actor-network’ (p. 19-20). Such ‘slippery spaces’ are not typical of Vietnam alone, according to Zink, 

although they are certainly common there and are consciously maintained by foreign donors, state 

representatives and scientists.  

The chapter ‘Science Histories’ presents a historical outline of higher education, starting with 

Vietnam’s education system today and tracking its provenance from as early as 111 BC to the 2000s. 

While somewhat too detailed for a reader with a particular interest in the politics of climate change, 

this chapter sets the scene for the observations Zink presents in this and subsequent chapters. Lifelong 

hierarchies between student and teacher, as well as the importance of documentary science (versus 

analytical science, which dominates today) are described as traditions inherited from Confucian times. 

The analysis of the impact of different political systems on opportunities for international cooperation, 

on study leave to foreign countries, on the curricular and institutional landscape, as well as on the 

income portfolios of Vietnamese researchers, gives readers a taste of the conditions underlying 

contemporary academia. Later, Zink takes a closer look at ‘The Science of Coming Home’, his final 

empirical chapter, which deals with the social and professional navigations of foreign-trained junior 

scientists. 

Though also a country-specific description of the national and international ‘real money economy of 

science and research’ in Vietnam (p. 73), the chapter ‘Science Economies’ may engender a certain 

sense of déjà vu in readers who have worked on international research projects and claimed 

partnership with research institutes in developing countries. Zink explains that he studied partnership 

under the guidance of a process known as making ‘equivalency’, a concept borrowed from Rhoda 

Halperin and Karl Polanyi. Based on his professional experience, Zink surprises, for example, by telling 

us what crucial service a Vietnamese PhD grant recipient is performing for the benefit of an 

international funding agency by supporting its timely end-of-year cash drain, as well as through 

effective accounting. More generally, he describes how power relations typically evolve during 

research projects and makes clear that local recipients of foreign funds actively shape the projects and 

the relationship with their donor agency, for instance, by following domestic patterns when it comes 

to spending foreign budgets. 

Having returned from a chapter-long detour entitled ‘Conserving Science and Composing Nature’,  

which discusses the nature concept ascribed to the Kinh, Vietnam’s major ethnic group, as well as the 

political ecologies of a seacoast national park and the Red River delta, Zink dedicates the fifth and sixth 

chapters to the process of coproduction of climate change in Vietnam.  

These 64 pages bear the explanatory headings ‘Making Climate Change’ and ‘The Circulation of 

Climate Change’. After claiming that ‘climate change is a stable fact largely thanks to the slippery 

spaces among its rests’ (p. 123), Zink goes on to treat his readers to a plethora of ethnographic 

material in an effort to illustrate how ‘these spaces […] allow actors to connect divergent arrays of 

social, political and economic initiatives to greenhouse gas emissions, changing weather patterns, and 
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rising sea levels[... and how] [h]ere, everything is about climate change, and very little is about climate 

change [and why] [t]he contradiction makes perfect sense.’ (p. 123-124).  

Chapters 5 and 6 start with a historical outline of domestic scholarly engagement with the topic since 

the late 1980s, which increased in 2007/2008 and thereafter. Zink describes how new climate change 

subjectivities were created in Vietnam, and goes on to outline the particular roles played by meetings 

and their resulting documents—the documents themselves acting as boundary objects between 

different interest groups. The historical outline discusses political responses, as well as the main policy 

documents and reactions to them in the country (IPCC report from 2007, National Target Program to 

Respond to Climate Change from 2008) but also points out that climate change used to be a subject 

of little public and media interest until recently. The climate change arena (a concept Zink does not 

himself allude to in the book) in Vietnam mainly constituted five partially overlapping sub-arenas 

(authors of the National Target Program, a Climate Change working group, a donor working group, a 

technical working group, and the civil society network founded by Dr. Dao, which is not discussed in 

detail).  

Workshops ‘as the ultimate destination of much of the climate change funding that found its way to 

Vietnam in 2008’ (p. 165) proved to be a prolific source of data collection. Workshops, according to 

Zink, ‘make climate change’ by putting it on the agenda as well as by producing documentation. 

Furthermore, they are efficient tools ideally suited to the task of supporting the donor and recipient 

cash drain, running social networks and of course quickly producing visible results (proceedings, 

banners, media reports, etc.) to the extent that many Vietnamese research organisations seem to 

prefer producing new workshops to producing new academic knowledge (p. 166).  

Based on participant observation during several workshops and informal donor meetings, Zink´s 

detailed descriptions identify the cultural economy of each of these events. Many participants 

represented several organisations at the same time, some of whose official views diverged somewhat 

from each other. Seniority serves as a major principle in social hierarchies and determines the 

opportunities to act. Zink’s description of the numerous social ties that connected a mere 33 

participants in a capacity workshop (via kinship, working for the same institute, student-teacher 

relations and origin) is impressive and supports the statement that ‘the workshop is an example of 

how global warming [and arguably any other workshop subject] produces good conditions for growing 

family trees’ (p. 169). Workshops also add a material dimension to the aforementioned network, when 

money and other goods are exchanged: ‘Climate change initiatives with foreign origin are transformed 

into projects that (re)produce elements of Vietnamese society’ (p. 171).  

Meetings at a higher political level revealed how the anti-politics machine (a concept devised by James 

Ferguson) materialises around the National Target Program: ‘Policy that was produced with significant 

influence from representatives of foreign states and international organizations will be treated as a 

purely Vietnamese product. […] Vietnamese government actors are aware that foreign influences on 

the writing […] will also be strategically deleted when donors go looking for new budget support 

triggers’ (p. 177). Zink gives an overly brief illustration of how the climate change that was brought to 

COP 15 by the Vietnamese delegation was not ‘the same composition of climate change’ (p. 185) 

originally written in the IPCC and existing in Vietnam (after mobilisation by donors). It leaves the 

reader wanting more of Zink´s thick ethnographic descriptions of COP 15. Maybe he was unable to 

attend on that occasion.  

The book is easy to read and likely to make enjoyable reading for anyone accustomed to an 

anthropological style of writing (narrative-rich, with a blend of divergent stories, some tangents and 

an unconventional sequence). However, readers more familiar with other disciplines may lose their 
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way early on, as Zink’s rather sparse use of supportive visual material (such as tables, figures and 

timelines), along with his tendency to interweave data heavily in the text, may fail to engage their 

minds. There is probably some merit in not applying the ‘Climate Change’ label to this book. Zink´s 

contribution runs the risk of being overlooked by the epistemological climate change community on 

the one hand; on the other hand, many of his observations are not climate change specific, inasmuch 

as the subject of policy-making processes and workshops could presumably be changed without 

causing the analytical findings themselves to change.  

The ultimate challenge, as Zink himself points out, is to make the study accessible to Vietnamese 

scholars so that they can actively involve themselves in the discussion, and to avoid creating another 

‘slippery space’ through the coexistence of his book and its more accessible but presumably politically 

streamlined Vietnamese counterpart (p. 140). 

 

 

 


