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Recent political-economic theories 
contradict the stereotype that vulnerable or 
powerless populations lack power and 
agency, arguing instead that groups are 
agentive to different extents (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 1991; Scott 1985; Sewell 2005). 
Tran Ngoc Angie’s most recent book, Ties 
That Bind: Cultural Identity, Class, and Law 
in Vietnam’s Labor Resistance fits well into 
this literature. Combining archival research 
and ethnographic methods in a 
comprehensive analysis of Vietnam’s labor 
resistance over the past century, she 
demonstrates the development of class 
mobilization and political protest among 
Vietnamese workers.  
 Beginning with peasant and migrant 
workers’ protests during the French colonial 
period (1880-1954), Angie shows how 
workers developed productive political 
relationships used to later defy colonial 
corporations. Discussing protests in the 
Republic of Vietnam and labor activism in 
foreign invested factories and companies, 
Angie shows mobilized workers utilizing 
laws to protect workers’ interests. This 
comprehensive research shows similar 
styles of protests building on successful 
methods and achievements over a century 
of tumultuous governments and politics, 
which is valuable for students studying the 
development of economic and political 
demonstrations over long periods.   
 Angie argues that members of the 
working class developed productive 
relationships inside and outside the 

workplace. In times of crisis, these bonds 
developed into “class moments” where 
workers developed class consciousness, 
which led to specific types of protests: 
Marxian and Polanyian. A Marxian struggle 
is based on class differences, while a Polanyi 
struggle is based on preserving social 
substances from a capitalist society. These 
differentiations are significant because they 
indicate changing foundations of protests: 
workers drew on class consciousness rather 
than ethnic or religious foundations for 
protests. These workers relied on Marxian-
styled protests to preserve the class 
consciousness that they had developed, and 
on Polanyian-styled protests to preserve 
social substances they believed were legally 
theirs. These styles had both immediate and 
future consequences for Vietnamese 
workers. Because foundational distinctions 
between types of protests are important to 
resistance and protest research, this book 
could be used in courses teaching these two 
types of protests. This book shows how 
these protests were developed and 
executed in Vietnam, but also shows their 
practical and theoretical outcomes.
 Angie also illustrates the evolution of 
the use of law in workers’ protests as class 
consciousness developed and protests 
became more sophisticated. She shows that 
initial protests were comparatively 
disorganized and relied on basic methods of 
resistance, including foot-dragging, 
desertion, squatting, and sabotaging means 
of production. Within a couple of decades, 
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economic protests became more 
sophisticated and had a political emphasis 
as protesters demanded legal rights and 
appealed to the laws of colonial and 
Vietnamese governments. This book further 
shows how protests can evolve from 
scattered demonstrations to elaborate legal 
remonstrations over a century, in spite of 
political upheaval and war. While Angie does 
not directly cite Sewell, this book 
emphasizes the interplay between workers’ 
knowledge and agency, which resonate with 
Sewell’s concepts in Logics of History (2005). 
Sewell argues that people assert agency and 
make alterations to structures through their 
knowledge of resources and schemas. In 
parallel fashion, Angie emphasized workers’ 
knowledge and use of resources (in this 
case, the law) that allow them to change the 
law and protect themselves and their 
interests. 
 This book’s thorough methodology 
leads to a comprehensive analysis. Each 
chapter is dedicated to different political 
periods, with the author first presenting 
necessary historical detail and then 
analyzing historical government documents, 
letters, news articles and personal 
narratives regarding the incident. Angie 
analyzes comprehensive data that gives a 
fuller picture of the factors contributing to 
each resistance movement. However, this 
book takes narrative data at face-value—a 
problematic methodological approach since 
narratives often reflect current political 
circumstances and can be used by narrators 
to reshape the way people see the past 
(Tapp 2002). Recognizing the abilities and 
limitations of narratives as data would have 
put this data into fair context. 

 Angie makes theories of resistance 
accessible to students and newcomers to 
this field. This book provides solid 
ethnographic, historical research. The 
author incorporates relevant political-
economic theories, and makes a unique 
contribution by applying Marxian and 
Polyanian resistance types to Vietnamese 
workers’ protests. This book could be used 
in contemporary theory or political-
economy courses, as well as in courses on 
the anthropology of protest and resistance. 
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