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    Preface to the Second Edition


    
      It has been nearly fifteen years since the publication of the first edition of this book. Since that time a
      considerable amount of new information has become available that provides new insights into the factors that led
      to the stunning victory of the Communist Party in the long conflict in Vietnam. Some of that material has been in
      the form of the publication of collections of documents, historical monographs, or memoirs by participants in the
      war inside Vietnam. In addition, the opening of the archives of the Comintern in Moscow and the publication of
      materials relating to the war in China have thrown new light on the role played by Hanoi's two major allies,
      the USSR and the PRC, in the Vietnamese revolution.
    


    
      Accordingly, I have decided to embark on a new edition of this book, which remains the only attempt to provide a
      comprehensive analysis of the revolutionary strategy of the Vietnamese Communist Party from its inception in 1930
      to the final victory in the South in the spring of 1975. I have been gratified to discover that most of the key
      conclusions I reached for the original edition are still valid, but it is clear that some modifications are
      desirable to reflect new information released in recent years and to correct errors of fact and interpretation
      from the original version. I hope that the result will be useful to those who have read the first edition as well
      as to new readers.
    


    
      Over the past decade, I have had the good fortune to make several visits to Vietnam for the purpose of conducting
      research on various aspects of the history of the war. I would like to thank the Social Sciences Research Council
      for providing me with financial assistance for a lengthy visit in 1990. A shorter visit was arranged through the
      assistance of the Ford Foundation in 1993. The Institute for the Arts and Humanistic Studies at The Pennsylvania
      State University helped to fund a trip to Hanoi in 1985.
    


    
      During these visits I was privileged to receive assistance from a number of scholars involved in researching the
      history of the war and the Vietnamese revolution. Nguyen Thanh of the Revolutionary Museum, Tran Thanh of the
      Institute of Marxism-Leninism, and Nguyen Huy Hoan of the Ho Chi Minh Museum all graciously agreed to interviews.
      Phung Huu Phu, Le Mau Han, Pham Xanh, and Pham Cong Tung were very useful during talks with historians at the
      University of Hanoi. The late Ha Huy Giap of the Ho Chi Minh Museum and Dang Xuan Ky, then director of the Social
      Sciences Institute, were kind enough to talk with me about their personal reminiscences. At
      the Institute of History, Do Quang Hung, Ngo Phuong Ba, Van Tao, and Tran Huu Dinh were all very helpful in
      giving their time to explore key issues related to my research. In particular, I would like to single out Vu Huy
      Phuc, who was invariably pleasant and helpful as my escort during my visit in 1990.
    


    
      In Moscow, Gennadi Maslov provided me with some intriguing insights into the inner history of the Party and
      various aspects of Soviet-Vietnamese relations. Oxana Novakova of the Institut Vostokovedenia granted me an
      extended interview to discuss Soviet views on the history of the Vietnamese Communist movement. Director Li Xian
      Heng of the Guangdong Revolutionary Museum was helpful when I was seeking information on Ho Chi Minh's
      activities in China in the 1920s. Georges Boudarel and Bui Tin have shared with me their own written
      recollections of the war.
    


    
      I would also like to express my continued gratitude to others whose names are mentioned in the acknowledgments to
      the first edition. That, of course, includes my wife, Yvonne, whose help and encouragement cannot be adequately
      acknowledged in a few short words in this preface.
    


    
      William J. Duiker
    

  


  
    Acknowledgments


    
      Until a little over a decade ago, there were few basic studies in Western languages of the origins and
      development of the Vietnamese Communist movement. In retrospect, it is clear that this lamentable ignorance was
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    Introduction


    
      In 1995, the Vietnamese people were preparing to commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the fall of Saigon in
      the spring of 1975. In the United States, major TV networks, newspapers, and newsmagazines are focusing attention
      once again on the Vietnam War and on the multiple effects it exerted on a generation of Americans. Government
      officials, journalists, and scholars are once again engaged in what appears to be an unending debate over the
      causes of the war and the lessons it poses for U.S. foreign policy.
    


    
      When the first edition of this book was published in 1981, the debate had already begun as hawks and doves traded
      bitter charges over the reasons for the U.S. defeat in Indochina. As I viewed it at the time, one of the salient
      characteristics of that debate was that it concentrated almost exclusively on the reasons for the U.S. defeat.
      Little attention was devoted to the reasons for the enemy's victory. In my judgment, that focus on U.S.
      mistakes, however understandable in the context of the time, resulted in a misleading impression of what had
      really happened in Vietnam. Although the U.S. government under a series of presidents from Harry Truman to
      Richard Nixon had made a number of serious miscalculations about the situation in Indochina, under normal
      circumstances the overwhelming size of the U.S. military commitment would have brought about a result favorable
      to the United States. The explanations for the Communist victory lay more in Hanoi and Saigon than in
      Washington—in the extraordinary self-discipline and dedication of the Communist leadership and its followers and
      the chronic incapacity of their non-Communist rivals to present an effective response.
    


    
      It was for that reason that I wrote this book.
    


    
      The nature and shape of this victory had already attracted considerable attention from scholars, journalists, and
      government officials, and a number of studies on the subject had appeared in Western languages.1 What was lacking was an analysis
      of the Communist rise to power, from the Party's origins in the colonial period to the final triumph in
      Saigon in the spring of 1975, in an historical context. With this book I hoped to fill that gap.
    


    
      The project was the outgrowth of a process that began well over three decades ago. As a
      foreign service officer serving with the U.S. Embassy in Saigon in the mid-1960s, I was struck by the
      extraordinary tenacity and impressive organizational capacities of the Viet Cong in the war that was then just
      under way. The contrast with the performance of the Saigon regime was noteworthy. After leaving government
      service for an academic career, I decided to study the topic. In a study published by Cornell University Press in
      1976, I investigated the emergence of the Communist Party as a major factor in the Vietnamese nationalist
      movement prior to World War II. Some of the salient factors in the Communists' success and the corresponding
      weaknesses of their nationalist rivals began to emerge in that earlier study, but it was clear that what the
      Party had achieved by the start of the Japanese occupation of Indochina in 1940 was no more than a promising
      beginning. By no means did it satisfactorily explain the success achieved in the struggles that followed. Thus
      gradually emerged my decision to continue my investigation of Vietnamese communism through the conflict with the
      French after the Pacific War down to its triumph in the recent war.
    


    
      There were, I recognized, important obstacles that impeded any serious study of this nature. First and perhaps
      foremost, it was a topic of considerable magnitude. In an effort to avoid superficiality I restricted my concern
      to one of the central issues raised by the conflict—the nature of the Party's revolutionary strategy toward
      the seizure of power. The book was not a comprehensive history of the war or of the Communist movement
      per se. Nor did it deal with domestic policies in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
      (DRV) except where such policies affected war strategy. Finally, it did not pretend to treat in detail French or
      American efforts to counter Communist activities in Vietnam, except where such efforts obviously related to the
      evolution of Communist strategy. Although such issues are vital to an overall understanding of the war, they must
      be left for future analysis.
    


    
      A second obstacle was the relative paucity of reliable materials published in the DRV. A few studies had appeared
      on various aspects of the war and its origins, but only a handful were available to foreign scholars. As a
      result, much remained obscure, not only about the decisions themselves but also about the entire nature of the
      decision-making process. For years it had been surmised that there had been disputes within the Party leadership
      over strategy, yet the reality was always a matter of conjecture. The researcher was therefore reduced to
      foraging for material—in statements of the official press, in books or articles by leading Party officials in
      Flanoi, or in official documents, diaries, and training-session reports captured during the war.
    


    
      A third problem was that of credibility. Most of the materials available on the war, official as well as
      unofficial, are colored by partisanship. Official documents issued in Hanoi, Paris, and Washington often
      reflected the government line. Books and articles by academics and journalists were frequently
      colored by the bias of the writer. Because of the sharp emotions involved, dispassionate judgments were difficult
      to come by. The key issue for this study, of course, is the reliability of materials published by the DRV.
      Obviously, much of this information is propagandistic. Some documents and official statements were deliberately
      designed to be misleading. For years, Hanoi denied that its troops were involved in the war in the South and
      described that conflict as an effort undertaken by the National Liberation Front (NLF) of South Vietnam. More
      recently, the Party has dropped this pretense and asserts with pride that the full resources of North Vietnam
      were brought to bear in order to bring the conflict to a successful conclusion. (Washington and Paris, of course,
      were sometimes guilty of similar practices, although perhaps not on a systematic basis.) Under such
      circumstances, how can official statements or documents issued in the DRV be considered trustworthy? There is no
      easy solution to this problem, but I believe that most official materials contain at least an element of truth
      and that a trained researcher can overcome this obstacle and (with an occasional exception) determine the
      reliability of the materials available. In my research, I chose to rely on the veracity of such materials unless
      there appeared to be persuasive reasons not to do so. As more information emerged from Hanoi, I hoped to have
      ample opportunity to judge the accuracy of what was currently available.
    


    
      Today the situation has improved significantly. Monographic studies, memoirs, and documentary collections
      published in Vietnam and elsewhere are beginning to fill the gaps in our knowledge of the Vietnamese side of the
      conflict. These materials provide the researcher with a clearer picture of what decisions were made, who made
      them, and why. Although a number of crucial questions have not yet been resolved, we are today much closer to
      obtaining a balanced picture of the war as viewed from all sides, not just from Washington and Saigon but also
      from Hanoi, Moscow, and Beijing.
    


    
      The Vietnam War has had a searing effect on the American political culture and the American consciousness. It is
      important to understand why U.S. policymakers acted and thought as they did, and what the consequences were. But
      it is also vital to understand the conditions in Vietnam and the viewpoint and objectives of the Communist
      leadership. It was, after all, none other than Dean Rusk and Robert McNamara, two of the most prominent
      architects of the Kennedy-Johnson strategy in Vietnam, who conceded that they had miscalculated the intentions
      and capabilities of their adversary in Hanoi. And although the Vietnam War has been over for twenty years, it
      remains the standard by which all subsequent foreign policy crises are judged.
    


    
      There are indeed lessons to be learned from the war, among which is the proposition that the United States should
      not rush blindly into international involvements with little understanding of the factors involved. The case of
      Vietnam also convincingly demonstrated that U.S. firepower has limited effectiveness when
      applied with restraint against a determined and well-organized adversary. Finally, it showed that comparisons
      across time and space should not be made without due attention to the local historical and cultural factors
      involved.
    


    
      But in some ways, it is probably unfortunate that the Vietnam War has served as a touchstone for every foreign
      policy challenge that the United States has faced in the past two decades. For one of the key lessons that
      emerges from these pages is that the case of Vietnam is unique. The historic encounter in Vietnam was the product
      of an explosive combination of circumstances—the tragic legacy of a bitter colonial experience, the rise of a
      revolutionary wave throughout the region, the global rivalries of the Cold War, the emergence of an
      "event-making man" in the person of Flo Chi Minh, and the history and character of a tough and
      ingenious people. Although the Vietnam War does suggest certain serious risks in U.S. military intervention in
      the Third World, it does not demonstrate that every such intervention will necessarily result in a repeat of the
      Vietnam experience. As U.S. policymakers discovered to their gratification in 1991, the Persian Gulf was not
      Indochina.
    


    
      The story of how the Communists won in Vietnam, then, cannot and should not be used as a primer for those who
      hope to wage a successful war of national liberation, still less by those who hope to defeat one. But it should
      serve as a useful object lesson for those who choose, despite all evidence, to ignore the facts of history.
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    The Rise of the Revolutionary Movement (1900–1930)


    
      Ho Chi Minh once remarked that, for him, the road to communism went through nationalism. Put in concrete terms,
      the most significant event in Ho Chi Minh's intellectual life took place in 1920 when, as a young patriot
      living in Paris, he obtained a copy of Lenin's famous "Theses on the National and Colonial
      Questions," presented at the Second Congress of the Comintern in Moscow. At that moment, by his own account
      Ho became a Leninist, primarily because Lenin's elucidation of Communist strategy in colonial areas seemed to
      provide the best means of liberating Vietnam from French colonialism.1
    


    
      The incident is of more than symbolic importance, for in Vietnam, the roots of the Communist movement are deeply
      intertwined with those of the anticolonial movement. And while Vietnamese communism and nationalism have
      frequently appeared to go their separate ways, the Communist movement throughout most of its existence has been
      able to project itself before the mass of the population as a legitimate force representing Vietnamese national
      aspirations. This symbiotic relationship between nationalism and communism in Vietnam is in no small measure
      responsible for the triumph of the forces of revolution over the Saigon regime in the spring of 1975.
    


    Vietnamese Nationalism


    
      It is therefore appropriate to begin this study with a brief examination of the dynamics of Vietnamese
      nationalism. When Marxist doctrine first appeared in Vietnam shortly after World War I, Vietnamese nationalism
      was in a state of transition.2
    


    
      The Vietnamese traditionally had a strong sense of national identity, a consequence of two thousand years of
      struggle to protect their indepen
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      dence from China, their powerful neighbor to the north. Early resistance to the French
      conquest, led by patriotic elements from among the traditional Confucianist ruling elite, had been irrevocably
      broken in the mid-1880s when the guerrilla bands led by the rebel leader Phan Dinh Phung Were defeated in the
      hills of Central Vietnam. As for the imperial court at Hué, it had by then become a mere instrument of French
      rule, an effete relic of past glories. Vietnamese territory was divided at the whim of Paris. Cochin China, in
      the South, became a French colony. Tonkin, the old heartland of Vietnamese civilization surrounding the Red River
      valley, was legally a protectorate, but in practice French authority was virtually total. Only in Annam,
      comprising the coastal provinces in the center, was the court permitted to retain the tattered remnants of its
      former authority.
    


    
      The decline of the political force of traditional society was quickly reflected in society at large. By the turn
      of the century, the authority of Confucian ideology and social institutions and of the scholar-gentry class that
      played the major role as defender of the social order and propagator of official doctrine was beginning to erode.
      Here French colonial policies exerted a strongly corrosive effect. Influenced by the popular conviction that
      France had a humanitarian purpose—a mission civilisatrice to bring Western culture to
      its new Asian possession—colonial officials tended to espouse policies that would undermine the influence of
      traditional Confucian institutions and customs in Vietnamese society. The teaching of the Chinese written
      language, the traditional means of transmitting Confucian doctrine in Vietnam, was discouraged, and the use of a
      transliteration based on the Latin alphabet—called quoc ngu or the national
      language—was actively promoted. The civil service examination system, the vehicle for recruitment of young
      Vietnamese into the official bureaucracy, was abolished, and a new educational system that, while retaining a few
      elements of the traditional Confucian system, placed primary emphasis on Western culture and values was gradually
      put into effect.5
    


    
      The inevitable effect of such reforms was to undermine the role of the Confucian scholar-gentry class as the
      protector of the political, social, and ethical values of Vietnamese society. While for a time the influence of
      the traditional elite remained relatively unimpaired at the village level (particularly in Annam, where the power
      of the mandarin continued to reign supreme), its status in the cities and provincial towns rapidly declined. The
      effects of this decline were soon to be injected into the bloodstream of the embryonic Vietnamese nationalist
      movement. After 1900, a new generation of patriots took up the cause of Vietnamese independence. Themselves the
      offspring of elite families, they were aware of the larger changes taking place elsewhere in Asia, particularly
      in China and Japan, and tended to reject a return to the past, preferring instead a comprehensive reform of
      Vietnamese society along Western lines. Most famous was Phan Boi Chau, the holder of an
      advanced degree in the traditional educational system, who refused a career in the imperial bureaucracy and
      founded a revolutionary movement to overthrow French rule and set up a constitutional monarchy in imitation of
      the Meiji Restoration in Japan. An admirer of Sun Yat-sen, after the 1911 revolution in China Chau became a
      republican.
    


    
      Characteristically, the efforts to introduce Western values and institutions into Asian societies have been
      ambivalent in theory and ineffective in practice. Such was the case in Vietnam. The generation of
      "scholar-patriots" received their knowledge of the West not from personal experience but indirectly,
      from the writings of reformist Chinese intellectuals like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao. Because of this
      second-hand knowledge, their grasp of the new world beyond Vietnamese frontiers was superficial and their
      understanding of mass politics limited. Although their courage and patriotism were well documented, their
      strategy and tactics were primitive; and after Chau was arrested in South China in 1914, the movement lost its
      dynamism and its influence in Vietnam rapidly declined.4
    


    
      The disintegration of the scholar-patriot movement coincided with the emergence of new social forces that were
      destined to play a major role in the next stage of Vietnamese nationalism. French commercial activity was rapidly
      transforming the economic character of Vietnamese society and, by the end of World War I, had given rise to two
      new social classes of growing importance—an urban middle class and a proletariat. The new Vietnamese middle class
      was by no means homogeneous. At the upper end of the spectrum was an increasingly affluent commercial and
      professional bourgeoisie, composed for the most part of bankers, land speculators, absentee landlords (many with
      substantial landholdings in the Mekong delta), engineers, agronomists, doctors, and merchants. This group
      benefited substantially from French economic policies. In many cases its wealth was an immediate consequence of
      the French presence. A few of the more prominent members came from traditional elite families, but most appear to
      have been self-made men. This new urban bourgeoisie thus had few links with the past, and as its wealth and
      social prominence increased, bourgeois families increasingly took on a Western cultural veneer—sending their
      children to French schools, drinking wines and dining on French cuisine, and living in colonial villas in the
      tree-lined suburbs of Saigon. Indeed, it was Saigon, Vietnam's "frontier city," that became the
      nucleus of this new class. Located relatively close to the rubber plantations along the Cambodian border and to
      the newly opened rice lands in the lower Mekong delta, Saigon was the one city where fortunes could be made
      quickly, even by enterprising Vietnamese.5
    


    
      Below this urban upper crust of the middle class was the noncommercial urban intelligentsia, composed of
      teachers, journalists, clerks, minor functionaries, and students. To a substantial degree this class came from
      families with a scholar-gentry background in which emphasis had traditionally been placed on
      community service and education rather than on the accumulation of wealth. In that sense, this class can be
      viewed as the first generation of scholar-gentry elite to grow up under French colonial rule. Though some of its
      members obtained advantages from the French presence and thus at least tolerated the colonial regime, the
      scattered information available suggests that many came from families that had refused to collaborate with the
      conquerors and had thus inherited a legacy of stubborn hostility to the colonial regime.6 This new petty bourgeois intelligentsia formed
      a potential primary source of discontent against French colonial rule in Vietnam.
    


    
      The final new element was the proletariat. Totaling about 100,000 in 1918, as a rule this working class was
      employed in enterprises linked to the colonial regime: in factories in Saigon, Vinh, and Hanoi; in the coal mines
      of upper Tonkin; on the rubber plantations of Cochin China; and at dockside in the port cities of Saigon and
      Haiphong. Though a few had become skilled workers, the majority still had one foot in the surrounding countryside
      and often worked in farming villages at harvest time.7 For the most part, working conditions were abysmal, workdays were long,
      and pay was low. But although there were signs of discontent, there was as yet little political activism in
      working-class districts. Not until the early 1920s did the first clandestine unions begin to appear, the
      immediate consequence of the return from France of the radical labor organizer Ton Due Thang.8
    


    
      French rule had begun to transform the cities, and the political and social consequences would begin to be felt
      in the first postwar decade. But most Vietnamese still lived in the thousands of hamlets and villages scattered
      along the coastal flatlands or in the vast deltas of the Mekong and Red rivers. Here, except for the "new
      lands" developed as a result of French irrigation efforts in the swamps and saline marshes of the lower
      Mekong, the colonial presence was less directly felt; and a superficial view would suggest that the old ways
      often continued with little interference. In actuality, colonial policies affected the world of the peasant in
      myriad ways, although the nature of that influence has been a matter of controversy. Defenders of French colonial
      policy frequently have pointed to the beneficial effects of Western technology—the draining of the marshes in the
      Mekong delta and the building of new irrigation systems to put thousands of acres of new rice land under
      cultivation. Following such innovations, rice production in Vietnam soared in the first decades of French rule,
      and the export of rice became the major source of foreign currency.
    


    
      Yet other commentators point to the more lamentable consequences of French agricultural policy. With the
      commercialization of agriculture came the concentration of land holdings and the seizure of village communal land
      by the wealthy and a consequent rise in tenancy and rural poverty. In Cochin China, where the most rapid
      development had occurred, less than 5 percent of the population owned more than half the arable land. At the
      same time, an inequitable tax system and the hated government monopolies on salt, opium, and
      alcohol represented a serious drain on the peasants' financial resources and there is some evidence that,
      while grain production under the French rose to new heights, per capita consumption was declining.9
    


    
      In the early decades of the twentieth century, the rural village for the most part was politically quiescent.
      This is not surprising since traditionally the anger of the peasant is slow to arouse. With a world view
      circumscribed by the horizon of village life and activities conditioned by the inexorable harvest cycle, the
      peasant is normally a passive and conservative force in society. Marx's contemptuous dismissal of the
      European peasant as a potential enemy of the revolutionary classes, although hardly fair, was not wide of the
      mark from a political point of view. In Asia peasants were no more involved in the world of politics than their
      European counterparts; but, as Lenin would come to recognize, they were at least potentially a far more explosive
      force. Most Asian peasants lived on the knife-edge of survival. Landholdings were small, taxes and other
      exactions were high, and a capricious climate frequently threatened widespread famine. In Vietnam, as in other
      agrarian societies in East and Southeast Asia, peasant rebellions against starvation and government misrule were
      not infrequent.
    


    
      In colonial Vietnam, the first sign of such conditions appeared in the spring of 1908, when a peasant revolt
      erupted in several coastal provinces in Central Vietnam. The immediate causes apparently were high taxes, the
      monopolies, seizures of commune land by the wealthy, and forced labor. Corvée requirements imposed by local
      authorities on peasants in the area were stiff and were frequently distributed on an unequal basis. The heart of
      the unrest was in Quang Nam Province, just south of the port city of Da Nang (called Tourane by the French), but the riots soon spread to adjacent areas. Crowds of peasants gathered
      before government installations to protest, and when local administrators responded with force, they stormed the
      government buildings and pillaged and burned the houses of the rich. For the most part, the uprising lacked a
      political focus and was more a series of skirmishes and demonstrations than an organized revolt, although a few
      activist scholar-patriots took part, circulating through the area and encouraging the peasants to protest. By May
      the jacquerie had been quelled, and a few of the ringleaders were executed or sentenced to long terms in prison.
      But for the government the riots were an ominous portent that the countryside could be a disturbing factor in any
      future protest against colonial rule.
    


    
      The 1908 riots were provoked primarily by economic and social conditions; although an element of anti-French
      sentiment may have been a latent factor, it would be an exaggeration to view the disturbances as an indication
      that the peasants in Central Vietnam had been infected with patriotic fervor. Predictably, it was in the big
      cities that the seeds of a new stage of Vietnamese nationalism began to take root. The first
      shoots ironically appeared in the social class most closely tied to the colonial regime—the affluent commercial
      bourgeoisie of Cochin China. Near the end of World War I, a small but vocal group of French-educated Saigon
      intellectuals, centered around the wealthy newspaper publisher Bui Quang Chieu, formed the first open political
      organization in Vietnam, the Constitutionalist Party. As their future behavior amply demonstrated, the
      Constitutionalists had limited political goals. Their original objective was to persuade the colonial government
      to provide greater opportunities for Vietnamese to compete against French and Overseas Chinese in manufacturing
      and commerce. Later they demanded political reforms, equal pay for equal work, and greater Vietnamese
      participation in the political process. But they were careful to avoid any demand for national independence and
      appeared content to strive for a gradual increase in Vietnamese autonomy within the broad framework of continued
      French rule.10
    


    
      It was among the petty bourgeois intelligentsia, however, that the strongest challenge to French colonial
      authority was about to appear. In the mid-1920s, a number of anti-French nationalist organizations began to form
      in all three regions of Vietnam. In Tonkin, a handful of teachers and petty functionaries formed the Viet Nam
      Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD or Nationalist Party). The VNQDD was relatively unconcerned with theory and appeared
      satisfied to adopt a pallid imitation of the ideological principles of Sun Yat-sen's Kuomintang in China. The
      VNQDD's most characteristic features were an uncompromising hostility to French rule and a commitment to
      violent revolution as the only road to power.
    


    
      The closest equivalent to the VNQDD in Annam was the so-called Tan Viet or New Revolutionary Party. Composed of a
      mixture of older veterans of previous scholar-gentry-based organizations (some of whom had formed the party while
      in prison) and younger radicals mostly recruited from schools in Central Vietnam, the party was fundamentally
      anti-French; but its leadership was divided over whether independence could be achieved through violent or
      nonviolent means. It had mildly Marxist leanings, but no direct tie with the Comintern in Moscow.
    


    
      Cochin China, and in particular the burgeoning metropolis of Saigon, appeared to possess the greatest potential
      for nationalist activity in Vietnam. It was there that the French presence had made its greatest impact and that
      the bonds of traditional authority had most thoroughly eroded. Because Saigon was the most dynamic commercial and
      manufacturing center in Vietnam, it possessed a large and increasingly restless petty bourgeoisie, to complement
      a growing working class. Finally, in Saigon the French were most tolerant of open political activity, by French
      and Vietnamese subjects alike.
    


    
      The activities of the Constitutionalists stirred up a sense of political awareness throughout urban society, and
      in 1925 a number of small but vociferous nationalist organizations were formed to express a generalized discontent with political and economic conditions in Cochin China. The best known and undoubtedly the
      most popular was Nguyen An Ninh's "Hope of Youth" (Thanh Nien Cao Vong) Party. A journalist
      descended from a patriotic scholar-gentry family in the Mekong delta, Ninh was a dynamic speaker and by far the
      most charismatic figure in nationalist circles. He refrained from voicing a direct challenge to French rule and
      preferred to tell his listeners that the awakening of the Vietnamese nation would have to come from within. But
      his obvious and frequently voiced disapproval of French policies brought him to the attention of colonial
      authorities and increased his popularity among the radical youth of Saigon and neighboring rural villages in the
      northern delta provinces. Indeed, Ninh was almost the only Saigon intellectual to seek out support for his cause
      in peasant villages in the provinces adjacent to the metropolis. In his appeal to the peasants and in his
      popularity among the young, Ninh's role in the Vietnamese revolution resembles that of Li Dazhao—journalist
      and one of the founders of the Chinese Communist Party—in the Chinese Revolution." Li, however, eventually turned from propaganda to party politics,
      while Ninh, curiously, had no desire to form a disciplined political organization. Although his criticisms of
      colonial realities stirred fervent support in radical and progressive circles, the protest movement subsided when
      he was arrested and sentenced to a short term in jail. Had he persisted in motivating his enthusiastic following
      in the direction of organized political protest, perhaps along the lines of Mahatma Gandhi's movement in
      India, the Vietnamese nationalist movement might have taken a different course.
    


    
      Though ineffectual in achieving its objective of national independence, this new generation of urban nationalists
      nevertheless marked a major step forward in political sophistication. More conscious than their predecessors of
      the nature of the West, the urban nationalists were more specific in phrasing their political and social demands
      and clearly represented the first major step in the formation of a modern nationalist movement in Vietnam. Yet at
      the same time they possessed a number of weaknesses, some of them unique to Vietnam, others common to urban
      nationalist movements in Asia. Most obvious was a tendency to factionalism. The organizations that appeared in
      the mid-1920s were more like traditional secret societies than modern political parties, centered around an
      individual or based on regional or ethnic identities rather than on mutual devotion to common political
      principles. Part of the problem appeared to be that the erosion of the traditional bonds of Confucianism had cut
      many of the emotional ties linking urban intellectuals with the mass of the rural population. Unlike many other
      colonial societies in South and Southeast Asia, where activist intellectuals were able to call on the common bond
      of a great traditional religion—Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam—and to knit together an anticolonial alliance
      throughout urban and rural areas of colonial society, this first generation of urban nationalists in Vietnam was
      unable to come up with a common ideology, a shared set of ideas to bind together Vietnamese
      of all social classes and all regions. The political scientist David Apter has observed that ideology can provide
      a sense of solidarity and common identity and thus give needed cohesion to nationalist movements in developing
      areas. In Vietnam, such an ideology did not yet exist. The ideological symbols of Confucianism had been
      discredited by the collapse of the traditional institutions and the collaborationist attitude of the imperial
      court. Little now remained except the concept of Vietnamese nationhood. In the mid-1920s, this was not enough.
      Regional loyalties still divided intellectuals in the cities, and the life of the peasant was still bounded by
      family, clan, and village.12
    


    
      The mid-1920 set the pattern for succeeding generations of Vietnamese nationalists, and the movement became
      characterized by a multitude of parties, endless bickering, mutual jealousies, and sterile debates. It has been
      suggested that Vietnamese nationalists picked up their bad habits from the French. This is probably unfair to the
      latter, for it is hardly necessary to reach to Paris for an explanation. The nature of Vietnamese political
      parties in the twentieth century was inherited above all from the bureaucratic interest groups and secret
      societies that had traditionally proliferated in Vietnamese society.
    


    
      A second featur of this early stage of Vietnamese nationalism was its predominantly urban and socially
      restrictive character. This was more unintentional than deliberate, but none the less harmful for that. The
      ideology of petty bourgeois nationalism tended to be populist in content and expressed in the language of mass
      politics, but it was primarily urban and elitist in practice. Most nationalist parties were formed among
      students, teachers, clerks, or other members of the urban petty bourgeoisie and with a few exceptions made little
      effort to strike roots in rural or working class districts. This was amply reflected in their propaganda. While
      voicing general support for economic and social reforms, their programs lacked specifics on issues of primary
      concern to the poor and concentrated on general but amorphous ideas of national independence. Ironically, many
      young urban nationalists still had family roots in rural villages and some appeared to possess a deep emotional
      attachment to village Vietnam. But their needs and their identities had been increasingly shaped by their urban
      environment, a fact that inevitably affected their political attitudes. Not surprisingly, the rural population,
      its own potential source of patriotic fervor as yet substantially untapped, was generally unaware of the
      nationalist movement or simply found it irrelevant to its own immediate needs. That the rural village could be
      aroused was suggested by the brief but meteoric popularity of Nguyen An Ninh in the provinces around Saigon, but
      Ninh's initial successes were not followed up.
    


    
      One explanation for the failure of urban nationalists was their impatience and lack of political sophistication.
      Few saw themselves as professional revolutionaries. Those who did, like the leadership of the VNQDD, tended to
      have relatively naive and putschist ideas about the means to be used in overthrowing French
      rule. The VNQDD at one time represented the most serious threat to the colonial regime, but its leaders viewed
      the struggle for national liberation as a primarily military affair and stressed recruitment activities among the
      Vietnamese enlisted ranks in the French army. The French security service—the famous Sûreté—had little difficulty
      keeping abreast of the party's plans due to an extensive network of informers, and when a planned rebellion
      broke out at Yen Bay and other military posts in the upper Red River valley in February 1930, the authorities
      were able to quell it in a day or two.13
    


    Ho Chi Minh and the Origins of
    Vietnamese Marxism


    
      In such conditions, Marxism first made its appearance in Vietnam. It seems fitting to begin an examination of the
      origins of Vietnamese communism with a brief reference to the early career of Ho Chi Minh. For not only was he
      the founder of the Vietnamese Communist movement and its recognized leader throughout virtually all his mature
      life, but his own "path of Leninism" provides a useful case study of the sources of the appeal of
      Marxist ideology in colonial Vietnam.14
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh (born Nguyen Sinh Cung; Ho Chi Minh was a pseudonym adopted later in life) was born in 1890 in Nghe
      An Province, in the heart of the coastal plains region of Central Vietnam. His father, Nguyen Sinh Sac, came from
      an educated but impoverished family. After receiving a traditional Confucian education, thanks to the generosity
      of a neighbor, Sac became an official in the imperial bureaucracy during the early years of French rule. Like
      many members of the traditional educated elite in the coastal provinces, however, Sac had little liking for the
      French or for the effete imperial court that now slavishly served them, and he was eventually dismissed from his
      official position to become an itinerant scholar. From the sketchy materials provided by Ho Chi Minh's
      official biographers in Hanoi, it seems likely that the father's attitude was passed on to the son. Sac
      refused to give the young Ho Chi Minh a formal education in the Confucian classics and limited himself to
      tutoring the boy on the inner ethical content of Confucian philosophy. For Ho's early reading he provided
      patriotic stories and books on the heroes of Vietnamese history.
    


    
      For Ho Chi Minh, such ingredients would ultimately harden into a mature world view. By adolescence, he had
      already developed a strong sense of ethics combined with a fierce patriotism. He also probably had a
      consciousness of personal destiny. Although his childhood years were spent in relative poverty in a village not far from the provincial capital of Vinh, his father had earned high esteem
      in neighboring villages, not only for his education and career, but also for his kindness, his courage, and his
      patriotism in criticizing the French and the puppet imperial court in Flué. The young Ho Chi Minh undoubtedly
      basked in the reflected glory of his father's achievements and was probably stimulated to emulate them. But
      he was curiously discriminating. During his adolescence, the famous Vietnamese patriot Phan Boi Chau, an old
      classmate of his father, stopped by to persuade Ho Chi Minh to follow him to Japan. Ho refused, commenting
      (according to legend) that he preferred to travel to Europe to see Western civilization at its source.
    


    
      During his adolescence, Ho studied briefly at the prestigious Imperial Academy (Quoc Hoc) in Hué. There are
      suggestions that, with his simple dress and rustic manners, Ho Chi Minh may have felt out of place among the
      wealthy sons of officials. While at the academy he apparently took part in student demonstrations in support of
      the 1908 peasant revolt.15 Beyond such tantalizing vignettes, his political views and activities are
      obscure. But he abandoned his studies before graduation in order to accept employment as a language teacher in a
      modern school in Phan Thiet, a coastal seaport north of Saigon. Within a year he had decided to go abroad and
      went to Saigon, where he obtained employment as a cook on a French merchant ship. Several years at sea, during
      which he visited a number of port cities in Africa and Asia, apparently strengthened his anticolonial
      proclivities. He spent the war years in London, and at war's end he went to Paris, where he immediately
      became involved in political activities within the Vietnamese community in France.
    


    
      Up to this point, little distinguished his career and aspirations from those of countless contemporaries. Apart
      from his brief fling at radical activities in 1908 (which was sufficient to bring him under the watchful eye of
      the Sûreté) and a poorly documented involvement in a Marxist labor group in London, he was apparently a political
      novice. Slight and unprepossessing in appearance, he was not at first glance an impressive figure. Only his eyes,
      which contemporaries described as unnaturally bright and penetrating (one is inevitably reminded of Lenin), gave
      him a presence and set him apart physically from those around him.
    


    
      Yet in Paris his career blossomed. In 1919 he achieved instant fame by presenting a demand for colonial
      self-determination to the assembled representatives of the great powers at the Versailles Peace Conference. And
      though the wealthy and powerful of the world did not respond to his appeal, the name Nguyen Ai Quoc (Nguyen the
      Patriot), Ho Chi Minh's pseudonym for the next quarter century, now assumed a degree of notoriety within the
      Vietnamese community in France. Primarily identified with the cause of Vietnamese independence, he also became
      increasingly active in the French socialist movement and was a frequent speaker at radical
      clubs in working-class districts of Paris. Then, in the summer of 1920, he read Lenin's "Theses on the
      National and Colonial Questions" and decided to join with other radicals in forming the French Communist
      Party (FCP), which broke away from moderate socialists at a party conference at Tours.
    


    
      The key to Ho Chi Minh's attraction to Leninism was clearly the Bolshevik Lenin's uncompromising
      hostility to world imperialism. By contrast, the cautious views of moderate socialists seemed pallid and
      insincere. Ho immediately became a spokesman for the oppressed colonial peoples and the founder and leader of an
      organization of radicals from French colonies in France—the Intercolonial Union. Here his outstanding
      organizational and propagandistic talents first began to be displayed. Under his direction the union held regular
      meetings, put out a journal (Le Paria [The pariah]), and provided a mouthpiece for
      colonial issues in the Party. In due course, Ho attracted the attention of the Comintern leadership in Moscow as
      an Asian revolutionary of unusual promise. In the summer of 1923 he was summoned to Moscow to work at Comintern
      headquarters and attend classes at the new Stalin School for the Toilers of the East, a training institute for
      revolutionaries of the Third World. He also was a founding member of the short-lived Peasant International
      (Krestintern) and attended the Fifth Congress of the Comintern in the summer of 1924, where he chided his French
      comrades for their failure to give adequate attention to the colonial issue. Ho's biting comments must have
      hit their mark, for at the close of the congress the Comintern leadership directed the FCP to increase its
      efforts to promote revolutionary activities in the French colonies. Comintern propaganda to French Indochina
      increased, and the first concrete moves to encourage the formation of a Marxist revolutionary movement in Vietnam
      were now taken. Ho Chi Minh was selected to be the catalyst.
    


    
      Although Indochina was not high on Moscow's priority list for promoting Asian revolutions in the mid-1920s,
      Ho Chi Minh had been persistent in his requests for permission to return to the region to initiate the process.
      In November 1924 he was granted authorization to travel to Canton, allegedly to report on conditions in China.
      His real purpose was to found the first Marxist-Leninist organization in French Indochina.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's actual instructions have never been made public in Moscow, but recently released materials from
      the Comintern archives make it clear that he intended to follow the guidelines set out by Lenin at the
      organization's Second Congress in the summer of 1920. At that meeting the world Communist movement had
      approved Lenin's strategy for promoting socialist revolution in the precapitalist East. Because of the
      weakness of the bourgeoisie in most Asian societies, the revolution against feudalism and imperialism could be
      successfully carried out only through an alliance of several progressive classes, including the peasantry, the
      proletariat, the petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie. This gave an opening to the
      formation of Communist parties. Although the proletariat in most Asian societies was considered too weak and
      immature to lead a socialist revolution, it could aid other progressive classes in a united front against the
      reactionary forces of feudalism and imperialism. Once this first stage of the revolution had succeeded, the
      Communists, with the support of the most revolutionary elements from the peasantry and the petty bourgeoisie,
      would break with moderate nationalists and attempt to seize power. The Asian revolution was thus viewed as a
      two-stage process—a first bourgeois democratic stage and a second proletarian socialist one.16
    


    The Formation of the
    Revolutionary Youth League


    
      Ho Chi Minh was undoubtedly aware that Lenin's instructions were deceptive in their simplicity. Not only
      would it be difficult to circumvent the efforts of the Sûreté to repress all political dissent in colonial
      Indochina; an even greater obstacle lay in the political innocence of the Vietnamese people. In the m id-1920s
      few Vietnamese had more than a passing knowledge of Marxist ideology. Of the leaders of the various political
      organizations active in Vietnam, only a few in the New Revolutionary Party had any knowledge of the ideas of Karl
      Marx. Awareness of communism was even more limited among the general population. French censorship prevented the
      legal importation of reading materials on Marxism. Newspapers were forbidden to write about the Bolshevik
      Revolution or about conditions in Soviet Russia in any but critical terms. The only source of knowledge about
      Marxism— and it was an unreliable one—was books and pamphlets smuggled into Vietnam by Vietnamese living abroad.
    


    
      On his own, while living in Paris and Moscow, Ho Chi Minh had recognized the lack of political sophistication of
      his compatriots. In 1922, he had commented in an article that only a few intellectuals in colonies such as
      Vietnam were aware of the meaning of communism. And most of those who were, he sadly added, preferred "to
      bear the mark of the collar and to have their piece of bone." As for the masses, they were "thoroughly
      rebellious, but completely ignorant. They want to free themselves, but do not know how to go about doing
      so."17
    


    
      The implications were clear: The Vietnamese people needed time to realize that social revolution was the answer
      to their problems. In the meantime, a political party could be formed to represent in embryonic form the ideas of
      Marx and Lenin and to appeal to the population on the basis of the one issue that could elicit the most favorable
      response—national liberation.
    


    
      The vehicle that Ho Chi Minh used for carrying out these instructions was a new organization
      formed in 1925 under his guidance, the Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth League (Viet Nam Thanh Nien Cach Mang Dong
      Chi Hoi). Immediately after his arrival in China, Ho began to contact various patriotic Vietnamese groups in the
      area and recruited the most radical members for his organization. By mid-year the league had begun to take shape.
      In keeping with the requirements of the situation, Ho Chi Minh operated on two levels. The league was designed as
      a mass nationalist party capable of enlisting support from all progressive classes in Vietnam. Its dedication to
      the eventual realization of a Communist society was not disguised, but neither was it given maximum publicity.
      Presumably Ho viewed it as the Vietnamese equivalent of the Leninist four-class alliance discussed above. Within
      the league, Ho set up a secret inner core of six or seven members dedicated to Marxist-Leninist principles. He
      viewed this inner core as the nucleus of a future Communist party.18
    


    
      By the end of the year, members of the league had begun to return secretly to Vietnam in order to recruit
      followers. Through Ho's efforts, and with the aid of a small but regular subsidy from the Comintern, the
      nucleus was gradually enriched by a steady stream of patriotic young Vietnamese. Not surprisingly, most were
      members of the most radical element in Vietnamese society, the petty bourgeois intelligentsia. Brought to Canton
      by clandestine means, they received training and indoctrination at a special school with the impressive title of
      "Special Political Training Course for the Vietnamese Revolution." The training program, usually three
      months long, was closely patterned after similar institutions in the Soviet Union, with classes on such subjects
      as the rise of capitalism, the ideology of Marxism-Leninism, the world situation, and the organization of the
      Revolutionary Youth League. After completing the course, a few graduates found employment in the Chinese police
      or armed forces; some were sent to the Soviet Union for further study. Most, however, returned to Vietnam with
      instructions to spread revolutionary doctrine among their friends and colleagues.
    


    
      The most noteworthy feature of the new organization was its deliberate attempt to appeal to Vietnamese
      nationalism and to the intellectual class that provided it with its motive force. This was reflected in the
      patriotic content of the league's monthly publication, Thanh Nien [Youth], which
      began publishing in June 1925. It was also reflected in the symbolic gesture that concluded each training class
      in Canton. On graduation, the students would be taken to the grave of Pham Hong Thai, a young Vietnamese patriot
      who had died in 1924 in an unsuccessful effort to assassinate the French governor-general, Martial Merlin, while
      the latter was on a state visit to Canton. At the grave, the new graduates would make a solemn and moving oath to
      bring about the deceased patriot's dream of a united free Vietnam.
    


    The Road to
    Revolution


    
      From a Marxist-Leninist point of view, the predominantly patriotic orientation of the League posed dangers. Too
      much emphasis on nationalism at the expense of ideology could dilute the quality of league membership and set
      back Ho Chi Minh's goal of eventually transforming it into a Communist party. There are indications that this
      indeed became a problem. One graduate of the training program in Canton later reminisced that few of his fellow
      students had more than a rudimentary understanding of Marxism and that most continued to be motivated primarily
      by nationalist concerns.
    


    
      Perhaps as a consequence of Ho Chi Minh's awareness of tnis problem, in 1926 he wrote a textbook on Marxist
      revolutionary doctrine, the first to be published in Vietnamese. Entitled Duong Kach
      menb (hereafter The Road to Revolution), this pamphlet was designed to provide
      league members with a fundamental understanding of Marxist-Leninist theory and how to relate it to the future
      revolution in Vietnam. The primer is bound to disappoint the student interested in serious exposure to Ho's
      revolutionary ideas, for it was in essence a highly simplified explanation of Lenin's application of the
      Marxist revolutionary process to Asian society. The two-stage concept was presented in broad terms, with a first
      stage leading to national independence in each individual colony, and a second stage resulting in the final
      destruction of world capitalism and the establishment of a Communist utopia throughout the globe.19
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's explanation of Marxist class struggle was even more primitive. The core element in the world
      revolutionary movement, he explained, would be an alliance between the workers and the peasants who, as the
      world's most oppressed classes, would unite to overthrow their oppressors. About the middle classes he was
      equivocal. Petty bourgeois elements like students and small merchants were natural allies of the proletariat, but
      the national bourgeoisie in Vietnam was a reactionary force.
    


    
      The bulk of the book dealt with the future revolution in Vietnam. The author had little to say about how the
      revolution might come about and concentrated on the problem of preparation. Victory would not come easily, he
      warned, for a thousand-year-old society could not readily be transformed. Organization, through the formation of
      a revolutionary party that would establish links with similar groups throughout the world, was imperative. And,
      he added, the revolutionaries would need a plan. A handful of rebels (an oblique swipe at the failures of past
      patriots) could achieve little by simply assassinating a few government officials. Such actions only led to more
      repression. Above all, a revolutionary ideology that could be understood and followed by all party members was
      essential. A party without ideology was like a man without intelligence or a boat without a compass. Such
      comments suggest some of the sources for Ho Chi Minh's fascination with Lenin's
      message while he was still in Paris. Leninism offered precisely what the Vietnamese liberation movement had
      heretofore lacked—organization, cohesion, external support, and a plan.
    


    
      The Road to Revolution was Ho Chi Minh's first serious effort to apply the
      Marxist view of history to the situation in Vietnam. Although to those familiar with the complexity of Marxist
      doctrine, his arguments were rudimentary, even misleading, they probably possessed a deep inner logic for many
      frustrated intellectuals. The harsh indictment of Western imperialism voiced the unspoken anger of millions of
      Vietnamese at the political and economic domination of their country by the French. The plea for unity,
      organization, and the adoption of revolutionary ideology was attractive to patriots increasingly frustrated by
      the weaknesses and divisions of the existing resistance movement. And Ho Chi Minh's persuasive argument that
      the Vietnamese revolution was an integral part of the world revolution must have been soothing to those who
      feared that Vietnam was too small and powerless to achieve liberation on its own. While Ho's brief treatise
      can hardly stand as a classic interpretation of Marxism applied to an Asian society (a fact that is freely
      admitted by Communist historians in Hanoi today), it probably served its purpose well.
    


    
      From a theoretical standpoint, the most striking aspect about The Road to Revolution
      was its failure to emphasize the leading role of the proletariat in the revolutionary alliance, an omission that
      raises the question of Flo Chi Minh's understanding of and commitment to a fundamental element in
      Marxist-Leninist doctrine. The concept of the worker-peasant alliance is pure Lenin, of course, but the Bolshevik
      leader had been careful to differentiate between the proletariat as the "leading force" and the
      peasantry as merely the "basic force" of the revolution in Asia. Put bluntly, the proletariat (through
      the vanguard role of the Communist Party) would direct the struggle, while the villages would provide the foot
      soldiers. Ho Chi Minh's reference to the worker-peasant alliance totally failed to distinguish between the
      vanguard status of the proletariat and the subordinate role of the peasant in the revolutionary struggle and
      seemed to imply a joint venture.
    


    
      Did Ho Chi Minh intend to suggest that in Vietnam the peasantry would play a major part in the coming struggle
      for power? This was not the first time that he had alluded to the issue. In his first major speech before an
      international Communist gathering, his address to the Moscow congress of the Peasant International (Krestintern)
      in October 1923, he had described the hardships of the rural classes in colonial Asia and had contended that they
      were the worst victims of colonial exploitation.20 He made no reference to the implications of the revolutionary struggle
      for power; this deficiency was rectified a few months later. At the Fifth Congress of the Comintern in July 1924, he was more specific about the consequences of colonial oppression in rural areas of
      Asia, concluding with an impassioned appeal for Comintern assistance to the liberation movements there:
    


    
      In all the French colonies, famine is on the increase and so is the people's hatred. The native peasants are
      ripe for insurrection. In many colonies, they have risen many times but their uprisings have all been drowned in
      blood. If at present the peasants still have a passive attitude, the reason is that they still lack organization
      and leaders. The Communist International must help them to revolution and liberation.21
    


    
      Placed in conjunction with his later comments in The Road to Revolution, these
      speeches reveal Ho Chi Minh's sensitivity to the plight of the Asian peasantry and suggest his awareness of
      its potential importance in the coming revolutionary upsurge. According to an acquaintance, Ho had been a staunch
      advocate of the importance of the peasantry while working on colonial and peasant questions in the Agitprop
      Division of the Comintern in 1924. At that time, the idea that peasants could play an active role in revolution
      was frequently ridiculed in Moscow, and Ho had laughingly referred to himself as "a voice crying in the
      wilderness." Three years later, he returned to the subject in an article entitled "The party's
      military work among the peasants," which dealt with the role of the peasant in the revolutionary process in
      rural and semirural countries.
    


    
      Technically speaking, Ho Chi Minh did not depart from Leninist orthodoxy. Selecting examples from rural
      disturbances in China and the Balkans, he demonstrated that without proletarian leadership, peasant rebellion
      tends to be spontaneous and uncoordinated. Under such conditions,
    


    
      the aim of the proletarian party with respect to the peasants is clear. It must win leadership of the movement,
      organize it, mobilize the peasant masses around certain class slogans which accord with the character of the
      revolution, and in short must lead the entire movement toward realizing these slogans. The party of the
      proletariat must coordinate the peasant movement with the revolutionary aims and operations of the proletariat in
      the industrial centres.
    


    
      But if the peasant movement cannot succeed without the assistance of the proletariat, the opposite is also true,
      and here Ho Chi Minh departed from the accepted wisdom in the Comintern. The essence of his views is set forth in
      the opening sentence of the article:
    


    
      Victory of the proletarian revolution is impossible in rural and semi-rural countries
      if the revolutionary proletariat is not actively supported by the mass of the peasant
      population. ... In China, in India, in Latin America, in many European countries (Balkan countries, Rumania,
      Poland, Italy, France, Spain, etc.) the decisive ally of the proletariat in the revolution will be the peasant
      population. Only if the revolutionary wave sets in motion the rural masses under the
      leadership of the proletariat, will the revolution be able to triumph. Hence the exceptional importance of Party
      agitation in the countryside.22
    


    
      Ho was thus not arguing for a simple "peasant communism" that will triumph without proletarian
      leadership. But he was pleading that Communist parties take seriously Lenin's admonitions that the peasant
      masses must be a "basic force" in the revolutionary process in many societies around the world. The
      Party must therefore work with radical elements in the village, organize them, and prepare coordinated actions in
      the towns and the countryside. Ho was particularly critical of Chinese Communist strategy in the Northern
      Expedition of 1926, when the Party supported the Kuomintang against peasant rebellion in Hunan Province. This, he
      said, "was the biggest error of the communist leadership at that time."
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's convictions about the role of the peasantry in Asian revolutions had serious implications for
      the nature of the final insurrection to seize power. As mentioned above, he appeared to view the final
      revolutionary upsurge as a combined action (taken, if possible, spontaneously) in the cities and the rural areas.
      The details of each revolution would depend in good part on the idiosyncrasies of each society, but he contended
      that, in general, the Party should concentrate on one or more key provinces with a substantial rural population
      and a number of major industrial centers. This would facilitate the joint actions of peasants and workers. At the
      appropriate moment, when revolutionary conditions in that region had matured, armed guerrilla detachments should
      be formed at the local level among the peasants. He was careful to stress that armed detachments should not be
      formed "at any given moment" but only in classical revolutionary circumstances, "when the yoke of
      the ruling classes has become intolerable, and the village masses are in a state of revolutionary ferment and
      ready to fight actively against the established order." Such spontaneous peasant actions, he said, are
      symptoms that the country is entering an immediate revolutionary situation.
    


    
      In the early stages, such guerrilla detachments might be armed only with primitive weapons. Later, as the
      movement spread and gained proletarian support, weapons could be captured from the enemy and guerrilla actions
      could multiply. Eventually, as the revolutionary upsurge increased throughout the country, the detachments would
      become mobile and move on to large-scale operations in other parts of the country. Ho Chi Minh hastened to add
      that the guerrilla movement was only an "auxiliary factor" in the revolution and that it must
      ultimately be placed under proletarian leadership. But he insisted that "good leadership of the guerrilla
      movement by the party of the proletariat is only possible if the latter possesses influence over the peasants,
      and if the peasants accept its slogans and struggle to realize them."
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's brief comments on the nature of the revolutionary process in Asian
      societies are one of the few references to the subject during the life of the league. His conviction that
      revolution in Asia would be a prolonged process is suggested by his comment that
    


    
      in countries like China, which present an infinite diversity of geographical, economic and political conditions,
      the revolution (the seizure of power by the proletariat, in alliance with the peasants and urban poor) cannot be
      accomplished as a single act (i.e., in the space of a few weeks or months), but must necessarily fill an entire
      more or less prolonged period of revolutionary movements in the various provinces or industrial and political
      centres.23
    


    
      Ho's comments here serve to clarify his ambiguous references to the subject in The Road
      to Revolution and make clear that his vague statements in the pamphlet did not result from an inadequate
      grasp of Marxist-Leninist theory. The pamphlet was written primarily as an introductory primer for
      unsophisticated young patriots, and Ho may have felt that any effort to emphasize the leading role of the working
      class would have seemed ludicrous to readers familiar with the overwhelmingly rural character of Vietnamese
      society at that time. Too much should not be made of the doctrinal significance of this early
      pamphlet.24 What is
      clear is that Ho Chi Minh took more seriously than most Lenin's strictures on the need for a close
      proletarian-peasant alliance in backward countries and viewed the final process as a joint effort of the two
      oppressed classes.
    


    
      Were these views reflected in the early activities of the Revolutionary Youth League? Did the league, as one
      observer has contended, concentrate more on the peasantry than on the proletariat in its organizational
      activities?25
      Unfortunately, a definitive answer would require more evidence on the organization's recruiting efforts. For
      the moment, it appears that Ho Chi Minh devoted his earliest efforts to building up a nucleus of radical
      intellectuals to serve as a source of future Party leaders. Once that leadership had been created, the league
      would seek to expand the movement in both working class areas and rural villages. Unfortunately, before such
      plans could be put into effect, Ho Chi Minh was forced to leave South China for Moscow, and leadership of the
      movement passed briefly to others.
    


    The League and Vietnamese
    Nationalism


    
      Within a year, the league had become an active political force and a formidable rival for other patriotic
      organizations throughout Vietnam. In its relations with the latter, the league attempted to be both ally and
      competitor. In Leninist strategy, the problem was a delicate one: Asian nationalism was viewed as an ally in the
      struggle against world capitalism, and Communist movements were supposed to seek such allies.
      But Moscow was skeptical of the sincerity of the progressive attitudes of such groups and concluded that they
      should be supported only when they were genuinely revolutionary and did not hinder Communist efforts to educate
      and organize the working masses. All Communist parties were to maintain their independence and to keep in mind
      that such alliances were temporary, to be discarded once the first stage of the revolution had been achieved.
    


    
      In Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh's formidable task was complicated by the divisions within the nationalist movement.
      Before his departure from Moscow, he had asked Dmitri Manuilsky, the Comintern's foremost colonial expert,
      what Asian Communist parties should do where no mass nationalist party existed. It is doubtful that Manuilsky, a
      Ukrainian with little experience in Asian affairs, had ever thought about the question. Forced to improvise, he
      limited himself to an impromptu suggestion: Where no mass nationalist movement existed, the local Communist party
      should take the initiative to form one under its own leadershin.26
    


    
      Whether or not Ho Chi Minh took Manuilsky's offhand comment to heart, the league's relationship with
      nationalist groups was destined to be stormy and suggested that Ho Chi Minh and his disciples were more
      interested in domination than collaboration. The Constitutionalists, labeled as false patriots and toadies of the
      French, were simply scorned. Toward the radical parties, the league was somewhat more conciliatory and sent
      representatives to negotiate with leaders of the VNQDD and the Tan Viet on a possible alliance. But the
      league's negotiating position was consistently hard-line: Its rivals were apparently offered not a merger of
      equals but merely an opportunity to enter the league as individuals. Like Sun Yat-sen's Kuomintang, which
      decided not to allow the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to form a "united front from above" between the
      two parties, the league had every intention of remaining the parent organization in any alliance between the
      forces of nationalism and social revolution.
    


    
      The effectiveness of such tactics was mixed. While negotiations were underway, the league actively attempted to
      lure the delegates of rival parties into its organization, and when members of rival groups were invited to
      Canton to study at the league's training school, they were instructed not to resume contact with their
      erstwhile comrades on their return to Vietnam.27 Such behavior attracted a number of members into the new organization,
      and many of the leaders of the Communist Party were originally members of rival groups. On the other hand, many
      nationalist leaders were understandably alienated by such tactics and spurned alliance on the terms offered. By
      1929, four years after the formation of the league, no major alliance with rival anticolonialist parties had been
      achieved.
    


    
      Still, the league had made considerable progress during these years and soon developed into the most active of
      the anti-French political organizations in Vietnam. By the end of the decade, membership had
      reached about 1,000, with a nucleus of 200 graduates from the training program in Canton. Significantly, the
      league had sunk roots in all three regions of Vietnam and was making serious inroads into the following of its
      competitors. One indication of progress was that by 1929 the French intelligence services in Indochina were
      beginning to devote more attention to the league than to all of its rivals put together.28
    


    
      As one might expect, the league's appeal was strongest among the most radical and anti-French elements of
      Vietnamese society. According to the estimate of a prominent Communist historian in Flanoi, 90 percent of league
      members came from the urban petty bourgeoisie.29 It is difficult to corroborate such evidence, for reliable statistics are
      scarce, but it is clear that a high percentage of the leadership came, like Ho Chi Minh, from families with a
      strong Confucian tradition. On a geographic basis, the majority came from provinces in the Center or the North,
      where the strength of the cultural heritage had disintegrated more slowly than it had in the Westernized and
      commercialized South. The comparison with China is irresistible and persuasive: The early leaders of the CCP were
      most likely to be intellectuals descended from rural scholar-gentry families, while those of the rival Kuomintang
      tended to come from commercial families lacking a traditional Confucian background. Communists frequently came
      from areas relatively little exposed to Western influence, such as the Central Yangtze provinces or Szechwan; Sun
      Yat-sen's followers (like Sun) were more likely to be from the more Westernized coastal areas.30
    


    
      The similarity with China cannot be mere coincidence and merits further examination. What was the source of the
      league's appeal among the urban Confucian intelligentsia? One major factor was the nature of its message. At
      first glance, it may seem paradoxical that Vietnamese intellectuals proved so receptive to the Marxist vision,
      since in so many respects Confucianism and Marxism are antithetical. Where Confucianism is built on a relatively
      static conception of human society, Marxism is dynamic and unabashedly progress-oriented; where Confucianism
      tends to deprecate material wealth as an obstacle to high ethical standards, Marxism glorifies the productive
      process and views man as a natural creator; where Confucianism is fundamentally hierarchical and accepts the
      existence of enduring differences in human status and capacity, Marxism is consciously egalitarian and attempts
      to abolish or minimize such differences.
    


    
      Yet, on further reflection, many of these apparent contradictions lose their force. In the first place, Marxism
      was entering the bloodstream of Vietnamese society at a time when Confucianism had substantially lost its appeal
      to patriotic intellectuals. Often precisely those aspects of Confucian philosophy and practice that ran counter
      to Marxism—its sense of hierarchy, its bucolic air and its ritualism, its inherent conservatism and resistance
      to change—were most strongly rejected by the younger generation. In that sense, the new
      ideology appealed because it was viewed as a corrective for the fatal weaknesses of its predecessor. It has been
      observed of the cultural revolution in China that the clash between Confucian traditional and modern Western
      ideas became so bitter (a question too complex to be discussed here) that young intellectuals were driven to
      reject the past rather than to attempt a synthesis of native and foreign ideas.
    


    
      The hypothesis seems relevant in Vietnam. The failure of the Confucian system to stem the French advance in
      Vietnam and the willingness of the court and much of the bureaucracy to accept a role as instruments of the
      colonial regime left a legacy of bitterness and disgust among patriots. For the modern intellectual, Marxism
      might be attractive because it seemed to be the most modern, the most scientific, and the most anti-Confucian of
      all contemporary ideologies. To be a Marxist represented a grand gesture of contempt for the corrupt past as well
      as the humiliating present.
    


    
      Yet ironically Marxism was hardly a wholehearted rejection of Confucianism, whatever it may have appeared to
      would-be modernizers. There are a number of underlying similarities between the two doctrines: the belief in one
      truth, embodied in quasi-sacred texts; the concept of an anointed elite, trained in an all-embracing doctrine and
      responsible for leading the broad masses and indoctrinating them in proper thought and behavior; the stress on
      personal ethics and selfless service to society; the subordination of the individual to the community; the belief
      that material wealth is not the ultimate end product of human endeavor but should be firmly subordinated to more
      uplifting goals; and the conviction that human nature is malleable and can be improved through corrective action.
      In a world of rapid change, where the moorings of traditional beliefs had been severely shaken, Marxist-Leninist
      doctrine represented a comforting and persuasive antidote. It was plausible; it was (or at least claimed to be)
      scientific; it was practical and up-to-date; and it had a satisfying air of intellectual solidity, probably an
      important factor in a Confucian society. And, of course, it offered an explanation of the problem, a reasonable
      alternative, and a path for action.
    


    
      Without realizing it, then, the radical intellectual might find Marxism congenial because it possessed certain
      comfortable similarities to the belief system inherited from the past. Many of these similarities would be
      unspoken assumptions about the nature of man and the universe, about the correct relationship between the
      individual and society, about human responsibility and perfectibility. In that sense, it is tempting to view
      Vietnamese Marxism as a type of reformed Confucianism, as Confucianism adapted to modern conditions, a dynamic
      new ideology dedicated broadly to ideals that had animated the philosophy of the old Master, but more scientific
      and suitably revised to meet the challenges and possibilities of the modern era. By
      definition, of course, Marxism is not a synthetic ideology; it is iconoclastic, antitraditional, and universalist
      and cannot easily coexist with other belief systems. Still, in many ways it is an easier step from Confucianism
      to Marxism than to capitalism, to a community-oriented socialist society than to one constructed on a
      libertarian, individualist basis.31
    


    
      This point can be further elaborated by an analysis of the role of Ho Chi Minh in the growth of the movement. In
      human affairs, the medium is often as important as the message, and Vietnamese communism is no exception. For it
      is hard to avoid the conclusion that the character of Ho Chi Minh was as important as Marxism-Leninism in the
      early success of the league. Almost without exception, Vietnamese recruited to join the organization and
      participate in its training program in Canton commented on his extraordinary personality. Although Ho restricted
      himself to a somewhat avuncular role as teacher and spiritual adviser, he was clearly the guiding force behind
      the movement, at least until his departure for the Soviet Union in the spring of 1927. In this role, he was
      strikingly effective, according to memoirs dating from the period. As a teacher, he was well informed on
      contemporary affairs and persuasive; as an adviser, he was fatherly and kind; as a patriot and a revolutionary,
      he set a sterling example by his simplicity and high standards of ethical behavior. Whether or not this image is
      an accurate one (and the portrait is too much in keeping with comments made by foreign, non-Communist
      acquaintances to be dismissed as pure propaganda), Ho Chi Minh undoubtedly exerted a formidable influence on the
      movement as a role model for young revolutionary intellectuals. Like Erik Erikson's Martin Luther and Mahatma
      Gandhi, Ho Chi Minh was able to embody in his own experience the struggles and goals of a generation undergoing
      great change. The potential force of such a link between leader and masses is well documented and needs no
      elaboration here.32
    


    
      What is particularly significant about this is not simply that Ho was viewed by his followers in near ideal terms
      (although that in itself is no mean feat), but the degree to which he personified the heroic figure of the
      Confucian "superior man" (the chiin tzu or, in Vietnamese, quân tu).33 Ho Chi Minh projected all the desirable qualities in Confucian ethics:
      rectitude, probity, sincerity, modesty, courage, and self-sacrifice. To impressionable young Vietnamese
      intellectuals disgusted with the hypocrisy, corruption, cowardice, and greed of so many prominent figures in
      colonial society, Ho Chi Minh was the rare exception, the "superior man" in the broadest sense.
    


    
      In his writings, too, Ho frequently resorted to the use of Confucian motifs in an effort to reinforce the appeal
      of his ideas among young intellectuals. A good example can be found in The Road to
      Revolution, in which he devoted one entire section to the behavior of the revolutionary. Ho's list of
      desirable characteristics has a strong Confucian flavor: The revolutionary must be thrifty, impartial, prudent,
      greedy for learning, generous, steadfast, willing to sacrifice. He must place national
      interests above his own, be little desirous of material things, be ready to give guidance, be courageous, and
      ready to obey the Party.34 This description stands in marked contrast to the famous nineteenth
      century "catechism of a revolutionary" by the Russian terrorist Nechaev, which was much admired by
      Lenin and became the bible of his Bolshevik Party. To Nechaev, the revolutionary was the blind instrument of the
      revolutionary cause. He must be ruthless in pursuit of his goal, show absolute obedience to his party, and be
      willing to abandon all human ties with friends and family. He must be prepared to sacrifice all recognized
      standards of morality, to lie, to cheat, and to steal in the interests of the revolution.
    


    
      Presumably nothing in Ho Chi Minh's list would contradict Lenin's convictions of the duties of a Party
      member. But what is left out is significant. For where Nechaev assumed that contemporary standards of morality
      had little relevance to the revolutionary code of conduct, Ho Chi Minh assumed that a revolutionary code need not
      do violence to traditional Confucian morality. Indeed, except for those few references to the Party, Ho's
      commandments could easily be accented in any devout Confucian home.
    


    
      Was Ho Chi Minh's pose deliberate? Was he consciously dressing Marxist concepts in Confucian clothing to
      attract recruits from the scholar-gentry class? The answer cannot be stated with certainty, but it is probably
      yes. Ho Chi Minh was a master at manipulating personal relationships for his own advantage, and it is doubtful
      that he often acted spontaneously without calculating the consequences. Yet there is more here than mere
      expediency, for Ho's ethical standards have continued to serve, even after his death, as a crucial element in
      his legacy to the Party and to his countrymen. It is perhaps easiest to conclude that for Ho Chi Minh, the image
      of the "superior man" was taken seriously and that the simple ethical principles expounded to him by
      his father had taken root in his consciousness and flourished in his mature life.
    


    
      Although the assumption is difficult to confirm, it is possible that, for many of the young intellectuals
      recruited into the league, such political and moral factors may have been more important than economic ones. This
      is certainly not to deny that economic factors were present. As John T. McAlister has pointed out in his
      provocative study, Viet-Nam: The Origins of Revolution, the frustrated career
      ambitions of urban intellectuals may have been a key factor in the growth of revolutionary sentiment prior to the
      August Revolution in 1945.35 This argument, however, appears to have only limited relevance to the
      situation under discussion here. Many league members seem to have been recruited directly from school before they
      completed their education. There is no evidence that they would have acted otherwise had lucrative professional
      careers beckoned. On the contrary, the vast majority seem to have been motivated by a fierce and apparently
      selfless sense of patriotism. In this case, the moral imperative of serving the Vietnamese
      nation in its hour of crisis appears to have been the crucial factor.
    


    The Breakup of the
    League


    
      One of the strengths of the league was its success in presenting a public face of single-minded devotion to the
      common cause. Of the various nationalist groups in Vietnam, it appeared alone in
      avoiding factionalism and building a base in all three regions of the country. This image was somewhat
      misleading, however, for under the surface problems were brewing. The basic dilemma was that the league had been
      constructed on the basis of an inner contradiction. Its public face was dedicated primarily to a national
      revolution, and thus directed at moderates as well as radicals, but the inner core was committed to the objective
      of building a Communist society. For three years, the inner tension between ideology and nationalism had been
      contained. During this period Ho Chi Minh and his colleagues had tended to stress the national image over the
      revolutionary one. But as the decade neared an end, the contradiction between nationalism and social revolution
      broke out into the open. There were apparently several reasons for this. The conflict between the Kuomintang and
      the CCP, sparked by Chiang Kaishek's massacre of Communists in Shanghai in April 1927, forced Ho to flee
      China for Moscow. His successors lacked his sense of finesse in handling political issues. They were harassed by
      Chinese authorities and forced to move the league's headquarters on several occasions. Some were arrested and
      served short terms in prison.
    


    
      As such troubles disrupted the Party's apparatus at the top, unrest within the ranks began to surface.
      Sometime in early 1929, radical members in the Tonkin Regional Committee began to express dissatisfaction with
      what they considered the ideological flabbiness of the policies adopted by the league headquarters in South
      China. A major source of their concern was the composition of the membership. The organization had not been
      making a major effort to recruit among the small but growing industrial proletariat but, as we have seen above,
      had relied primarily on the ability of returning students to spread support for the movement among their friends
      and relatives. Relatively few had extended their recruiting activities into poorer communities. Only in Saigon,
      where the labor organizer Ton Due Thang had built up a vigorous movement among factory workers, was there a
      substantial proletarian component in the league apparatus. The organization had been somewhat more active in
      rural areas—particularly in Nghe An, home province of much of the leadership—but nonetheless the vast majority of
      the members came from the urban bourgeoisie. A second source of discontent among radicals was the dilatory
      attitude of the leadership toward the establishment of a formal Communist party—a decision
      that they felt was absolutely necessary to shore up the ideological underpinnings of the Vietnamese revolutionary
      movement.
    


    
      Such radical discontents had probably existed before the convening of the Sixth Comintern Congress in Moscow in
      the summer of 1928. But the decisions taken at that congress—first to be held since the 1924 meeting—un doubtedly
      added impetus to the radicals' complaints, for the Sixth Congress signaled a major shift in direction for
      world Communist strategy. Shaken by recent events in the Dutch East Indies and in China, where the alliance
      between nationalists and Communists had ended in disaster, and impelled by domestic political considerations to
      take a more leftist line in internal affairs, Stalin (now the dominant figure in the Comintern, as in the Soviet
      Union) compelled congress delegates to abandon the broad united front strategy initiated at the Second Congress
      eight years earlier. Communist parties in colonial areas were now instructed to reject alliances with bourgeois
      nationalist parties, on the grounds that the indigenous bourgeoisie had turned away from revolution and could no
      longer be trusted as an ally of the proletariat. Furthermore, Communist parties must be purged of their petty
      bourgeois elements and "bolshevized," Practically speaking, this meant that working class
      representation in Communist organizations should be increased and internal party rectification movements should
      be initiated to cleanse them of impure elements. Party members of middle class origin should be required to
      undergo a process of "proletarianization"—literally to put on overalls and attempt to find work in
      factories to increase their awareness of the proletarian outlook.36
    


    
      Finally, the Sixth Congress, under Stalin's prodding, saw a new revolutionary wave on the horizon. Communist
      and proto-Communist organizations throughout the world were instructed to increase their capacity to respond to
      the rising discontent in their own societies and to heighten revolutionary awareness by initiating strikes and
      mass demonstrations among the workers and the poorer peasantry and by setting up cells in factories, schools, and
      villages in preparation for the revolutionary upsurge to come.
    


    
      The reports of the Sixth Congress, once they became available in Vietnam, undoubtedly intensified the militancy
      of the Tonkin radicals. Leader in the agitation for a more radical outlook was Tran Van Cung, first secretary of
      the Tonkin Regional Committee. A native of Nghe An and an ex-member of the Tan Viet Party in Annáin, Cung had
      become convinced after working in factories that urban workers could not be mobilized to support the league by
      vague patriotic slogans. The organization must emphasize issues of importance to workers—higher salaries, better
      working conditions, reduced working hours—in order to win labor support. This could not be done, he felt, without
      the transformation of the league into a full-fledged Communist party.
    


    
      The league had attempted to respond to the new directives from Moscow late in 1928. League
      members were directed to move into factories, and a few labor unions were formed. This was not enough for Tran
      Van Cung, however. He persuaded other members of the Tonkin Regional Committee to form a Communist cell composed
      of the most radical members of the group and obtained approval from the constituency to propose the formation of
      a Communist party at the First Congress of the league, scheduled to be held in Hong Kong in the spring of 1929.
    


    
      At the congress, the Jonkin delegates made a formal proposal to disband the league and establish a Communist
      party in its stead. For a variety of reasons, however, the majority of delegates at the congress opposed the
      proposal, and it was rebuffed. In a burst of anger, Cung and all but one of the Tonkin delegates left the
      congress, simultaneously announcing their determination to form a Communist party among their followers on their
      return to Vietnam. Soon after their arrival in Hanoi, they established a new organization, entitled the
      Indochinese Communist Party (ICP or, in Vietnamese, Dong duong Cong san Dang), and began to compete with the
      league for recruits, claiming that the league was composed of "false revolutionaries . . . who have never
      carried their efforts to the proletarian masses."
    


    
      The situation soon degenerated from drama into absurdity. The congress carried on its business without the
      Tonkinese delegates and adjourned. The leadership soon realized, however, that it had made a serious tactical
      error, since the new ICP formed in North Vietnam was rapidly luring members away from the league. By midsummer
      the league had decided to transform itself into a Communist party—the Anna in Communist Party (ACP, or Annam Cong
      san Dang). To add to the confusion, radical members of the Tan Viet Party, in a desperate effort to preserve
      their own following, renamed their organization the Indochinese Communist League (Dong duong Cong san Lien doan).
      As is so often the case, radicalism fed on itself. By the beginning of the new decade, there were three competing
      Communist parties in French Indochina.37
    


    
      The reaction from Moscow to the bewildering events in Vietnam was rapid and predictable. In October a blistering
      letter was dispatched to the league, criticizing the leadership for its failure to prevent the disintegration of
      the revolutionary forces in Vietnam into three rival factions. The lack of a united party at this time of high
      promise was a serious danger to the development of communism and was "entirely mistaken." The
      Comintern, still persuaded of the imminence of revolution in Asia, openly supported Tran Van Cung's faction
      in Hanoi and asserted that the objective conditions for a capitalist revolution were already present in Vietnam.
      "The absence of a Communist party in the midst of the development of the workers' and peoples'
      movement," it warned, "is becoming very dangerous for the immediate future of the revolution in
      Indochina."38 The
      league was criticized for showing "indecisiveness and indifference" and for not making greater efforts to recruit among Vietnamese workers. Finally, Moscow concluded that "the most urgent and
      important task of all the Communists in Indochina is the formation of a revolutionary party possessing the class
      characteristics of the proletariat, that is a popular Communist party in Indochina," and suggested that a
      unity conference be convened, chaired by a representative of the Comintern who would be sent as a mediator.
    


    
      Throughout the remainder of 1929 the three factions competed for followers, exchanged insults (the most common
      was "menshevik"), and engaged in brief and abortive negotiations. In November, Hilaire Noulens, head of
      the Far Eastern Bureau (the Comintern's local office in Shanghai), travelled to Hong Kong to convey
      Moscow's instructions that the various factions of the revolutionary movement should immediately unite in a
      single communist party. But unification talks between representatives of the ACP and the ICP failed once again.
      In desperation, leading figures of the now defunct league appealed to Ho Chi Minh (who was then working with
      Vietnamese exile groups in Siam) to come to Hong Kong to make a new attempt to bring about a reconciliation
      between the competing groups.
    


    
      Sailing by ship from Bangkok, Ho arrived in Hong Kong in late December and immediately instructed each faction to
      appoint a delegation to meet with him to iron out the outstanding differences. In January 1930, two
      representatives from the ACP and one from the ICP arrived in the British colony; the unity conference was
      convened on February 3 in a small house in a working class district in Kowloon, on the Chinese mainland across
      from the city of Hong Kong.59
    


    
      Agreement was surprisingly easy to achieve. Ho Chi Minh gently lectured the delegates for having permitted the
      break to take place and warned them against engaging in mutual recriminations. The only issue, he insisted, was
      how to restore unity. It soon became evident that the major differences between the two parties were based more
      on personal pique and regional suspicion than on ideology. To end the split he suggested the dissolution of both
      parties and the formation of a new organization, to be entitled the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP), into which
      all who approved the aims and met the standards could be accepted as members. There was a quick and probably
      relieved acceptance of the proposal by all the delegates.40
    


    
      With the thorniest problems resolved, the remaining issues were dealt with without difficulty. Further meetings,
      held "in an atmosphere of unity and love," drafted a temporary program and new Party statues and made
      plans to set up mass associations and an anti-imperialist front. Ho agreed to draft an appeal for popular
      support, and representatives were chosen to return to Vietnam to form a new Party apparatus. For the most part,
      the Party would be composed of remnants of the ICP and the ACP. Members of the Communist League (which had not
      been represented at the unity conference) could be accepted into the Party as individuals. A provisional Central
      Committee composed of nine members was selected to run the Party until formal elections could
      be held.
    


    
      The appeal dratted at the unity conference showed the influence of the Sixth Comintern Congress. It called on the
      exploited classes in Vietnam (described as workers, peasants, soldiers, youth, and students) to overthrow French
      imperialism and talked of the construction of a "worker-peasant and soldier government." Confiscation
      of the property of imperialists and of the "reactionary capitalist class" was called for and, in place
      of Ho Chi Minh's earlier concept of a dual worker-peasant vanguard, the appeal stated that the Party "is
      the party of the working class."41 There was no longer any doubt that the movement led by Ho Chi Minh was
      dedicated to social revolution.
    


    
      Still, Ho Chi Minh was not ready to abandon the broad united front approach that he had applied during the life
      of the Revolutionary Youth League. A strategy document approved at the conference called for efforts to win the
      support of intellectuals, middle peasants, the petty bourgeoisie, and nationalist groups such as Nguyen An
      Ninh's Hope of Youth party. Even rich peasants and small landlords could be rallied to the cause so long as
      they were not clearly counterrevolutionary. Only the Constitutionalist Party was clearly defined as reactionary.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh also reiterated his conviction of the importance of national independence to the cause of the
      Vietnamese revolution. The use of the name Vietnamese Communist Party (Dang Cong san Viet Nam) was clearly
      designed to appeal to patriotic sentiment. As a gesture to proletarian internationalism, however, the strategy
      document instructed Party members that when raising the slogan of Vietnamese independence, they should also call
      for contacts with exploited peoples and the working class throughout the world (and especially in
      France).42
    


    The Nghe Tinh Soviets


    
      Within weeks, the prospects for the social revolution that the unity conference had called for appeared suddenly
      to brighten. The unrest that so often appeared to lie just beneath the surface of Vietnamese society erupted in
      1930 in open rebellion, the first major challenge to colonial authority since the turn of the century. The mere
      fact of the uprising was disquieting to the French. What was more significant, and from the government point of
      view, ominous, was that for the first time the unrest was focused on two classes that until now had taken little
      active part in the resistance movement—the workers and the peasants.
    


    
      The origins of the 1930 revolt have attracted considerable attention from scholars in recent years. Some have
      contended that the uprising was essentially spontaneous and reflected, above all, the anger
      of poor peasants and workers at deteriorating economic and social conditions. Others are convinced that the
      agitational activity of local Communist cadres was a major and perhaps decisive factor in the uprising. Such
      scholarly ambivalence is not particularly surprising, for contemporary observers were similarly divided over
      whether the rebellion should be ascribed to Communist activists or to deeper long-term causes.43
    


    
      Chronic economic and social problems in Vietnam were sufficient, in themselves, to provide a potential source of
      unrest. Working conditions for the urban proletariat, as well as for laborers in the coal mines and rubber
      plantations, were atrocious, as a number of visiting French writers and journalists had reported. During the late
      1920s the league and some of its competitors had attempted to take advantage of such conditions and had begun to
      set up secret organizations in factories and plantations. The combination of internal discontent and outside
      organization was explosive, and by the final years of the decade the number of workers' strikes had increased
      significantly, with workers demanding higher wages, shorter working hours, and fairer treatment.
    


    
      Conditions were no better in the countryside. High taxes and nigh rents, land concentration (especially in the
      South), mandarin venality (a particular problem in Central Vietnam, where the imperial bureaucracy still retained
      considerable authority), confiscation of communal lands by the wealthy, and resentment against the state
      monopolies on alcohol, salt, and opium all contributed to a high degree of peasant resentment. The effects of
      such factors on village livelihood are somewhat controversial, and were more severe in some areas than in others,
      but French policies contributed to considerable hardship in rural areas. Characteristically, however, the anger
      of peasants had been slow to arouse, and although there had been some unrest— notably in Cochin China during
      World War I—the last major expression of peasant unhappiness had occurred more than two decades earlier, at the
      time of the peasant riots in Central Vietnam in 1908.
    


    
      The Depression exacerbated the general economic malaise of the poorer classes in colonial Vietnam. By the end of
      the decade, the impact of the world economic crisis began to affect Vietnam. Foreign capital began to leave the
      country and unemployment rose. In some enterprises half the workers were laid off. Some took to the streets;
      others were compelled to return to the overcrowded villages whence they had come. But the villages were no haven
      of security; as the price of rice fell, farm income plummeted and peasants found it more difficult to pay their
      taxes and meet their other financial obligations. With land values dropping, countless acres of arable land were
      abandoned by their peasant owners.
    


    
      Whether such conditions were sufficient to account for the ferocity of the uprising is a matter of dispute. The
      relationship between economic conditions and revolt in colonial Vietnam has inspired
      considerable scholarly interest in recent years. Were the peasants in Cochin China—where the effects of the
      capitalist market system and land concentration were more severe— more likely to rebel against intolerable
      conditions than those in the coastal plains of the Center, where economic conditions were poor but the peasants
      were allegedly protected by the survival of the traditional "corporate village," which could equalize
      hardship and pain? Although the subject is one of considerable interest, I do not propose to enter this debate,
      since it is not directly germane to the main theme of this study. It might be worth noting, however, that the
      1930 revolt in Vietnam does not provide convincing support for either hypothesis, since there was significant
      unrest in both Cochin China and Central Vietnam. Only in the Red River delta did the peasant villages remain
      quiet. Moreover, extraneous factors helped to account for the high degree of unrest in the Center—disastrous
      weather conditions, the proximity of urban discontent in the provincial capital at Vinh, and a higher degree of
      agitational efforts by the new Communist Party. Under such conditions, it is difficult to isolate single
      causes.44
    


    
      Was the rising discontent in Vietnam a harbinger of a major revolt against French colonial rule? The Comintern
      thought so and interpreted signs of unrest as another indication of an impending revolutionary upsurge throughout
      Asia. According to French intelligence reports, the Comintern representative who came to Hong Kong at the end of
      1929 to inspect the league's performance (presumably Hilaire Noulens) brought with him a message from Moscow
      to be conveyed to the Vietnamese comrades: that a bourgeois democratic revolution would quite possibly break out
      in the near future, and that the Party should be ready to transform it into a social revolution to seize power
      for the working class.45
    


    
      It was not, of course, quite that simple. As the new decade dawned, Comintern strategy for promoting and waging
      revolution in Asian societies represented an amalgam of inherited precepts from the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917,
      Vladimir Lenin's Theses on the National and Colonial Questions presented at the
      Second Comintern Congress in 1920, and the experience derived from the abortive Chinese revolution of 1926 and
      1927. The key issue was the relative importance of peasant rebellion in the Asian revolutionary process. The
      Chinese experience encouraged those who claimed that the force of spontaneous rural unrest could play a
      significant role in the Asian revolution. But it also confirmed others' doubts that such spontaneous unrest
      by itself could lead to a revolutionary upsurge that would topple the government. Comintern strategy reflected an
      uneasy compromise between such views. It called for local Communist parties to intensify their efforts in rural
      areas in preparation for a possible peasant rebellion. If unrest broke out, party activists were encouraged to
      organize it and to form guerrilla detachments in rural villages. But Moscow cautioned against
      an overemphasis on the role of the peasantry in the revolutionary process. The leadership of the revolution in
      Asia rested with the proletariat alone, not with an alliance of peasants and workers. Rural revolt could provide
      a catalytic force behind the final surge to victory, but it could succeed only if it spread rapidly to the
      cities, where party activists were to set off an urban insurrection to seize total power.46
    


    
      Presumably the new Vietnamese Party was instructed in the implementation of the new strategy by Tran Phu, a young
      Communist who had recently returned to South China after attending training sessions at the Stalin School in
      Moscow. During the early months of 1930, as the VCP attempted to organize an apparatus within Vietnam, local
      cadres began to intensify their efforts to organize restless workers and peasants in the towns and villages.
      Secret party cells were set up in factories and commercial enterprises in some of the major industrial centers
      and in the rubber plantations of Cochin China. Similar activities took place in rural villages in the Mekong
      delta and in the densely populated provinces of Central Vietnam. Accurate statistics on the extent of such
      efforts are scarce, but French intelligence reports confirm that in the key central provinces of Nghe An and Ha
      Tinh local notables began to complain to higher authorities about "strangers" arriving from outside the
      province to agitate among the local residents. By late spring the situation in some districts had become
      alarming, with such agitators holding nocturnal meetings and openly attempting to stir up the embers of
      discontent. According to French figures, by midsummer there were about 300 Communist activists in the two
      provinces. A few months later, the figure had risen to 1,800.47
    


    
      Did such activities raise the level of discontent in Vietnamese cities and villages? The answer is uncertain, for
      it is possible that, as in 1908, revolt would have broken out in any case. Nevertheless, Communist efforts,
      undoubtedly helped mobilize angry workers and peasants to voice their demands. This was certainly the case at the
      Phu Rieng rubber plantation in Cochin China, often cited in Communist histories as the kickoff of a year of
      rebellion. The riots there in March had their origins in economic discontent, but there is clear evidence in both
      Communist and French sources that local Communist organizers provoked the workers into voicing their
      grievances.48 More than
      a thousand laborers, stimulated to a high pitch by dismal working conditions and notoriously brutal treatment by
      Vietnamese foremen, took part in organized demonstrations and were subdued only with difficulty.
    


    
      The pattern was soon to be repeated elsewhere. Within weeks, workers at a cotton factory in Nam Dinh and at a
      match factory near Vinh struck for redress of grievances. Here again, the demands were primarily economic but
      clandestine Communist organizers (who had apparently set up secret labor unions in both enterprises) played a
      part in stimulating the unrest. By the end of April, it had become clear to the French that
      the agitation was part of a broader pattern. Evidence accumulated that the new Communist Party had made plans to
      hold massive rallies throughout the country on May 1 to raise the level of discontent and to demonstrate
      Vietnamese solidarity with the international workers' movement. Forewarned, local French authorities
      prohibited gatherings and May Day was relatively quiet, with only a few minor scuffles. Significantly, however,
      where incidents did occur, leaflets and red banners made it clear that the Communists were behind the agitation.
    


    
      By mid-spring, the stirrings of discontent began to penetrate the countryside. There were a few peasant riots in
      scattered areas of Cochin China— most sparked by local complaints over high taxes. But the eye of the growing
      storm was located in the province of Nghe An, with its capital city of Vinh. Traditionally one of the most
      rebellious provinces of Vietnam, Nghe An had produced a disproportionately high percentage of radical leaders in
      the anti-French resistance movement. The land was poor and overcrowded, and there was substantial tenancy,
      particularly in the districts of Nghi Loc, Thanh Chuong, and Nam Dan. Where private landownership existed,
      farmers frequently possessed miniscule plots.49 Then, early in 1930, much of the area was devastated by disastrous
      floods. By midsummer, the region was threatened by drought. According to government estimates, in some districts
      nearly 90 percent of the population was dying of hunger. With no rice or maize available, peasants were forced to
      survive on their traditional last resort—sweet potatoes.
    


    
      A unique factor undoubtedly contributed to the inflammatory situation. Poverty and density of population led many
      peasants to abandon their villages and, seeking a way out of grinding poverty, take employment in the factories
      of Vinh and its industrial suburb of Ben Thuy. Many of them retained ties with their home village and returned
      there to help with the harvest. The likelihood of urban-rural cooperation was thus higher than in other regions
      and more explosive in its revolutionary potential. Ho Chi Minh could hardly have picked a more appropriate
      province to test his hypothesis that revolution in a rural Asian society should begin in a highly populated
      province adjacent to a major industrial or commercial center.
    


    
      When the discontent broke out in the factories of Vinh and Ben Thuy, then, it quickly spread to the surrounding
      countryside. Angry peasants from the upriver districts of Thanh Chuong, Nam Dan, and Nghi Loc, bolstered by their
      urban compatriots, began to protest against worsening rural conditions. Rioting peasants demanded a moratorium on
      payment of the personal tax and the return of village communal lands confiscated by wealthy landowners. When
      their demands were ignored, the demonstrations escalated into riots, and manor houses, pagodas, market places,
      and local government installations were pillaged and burned. Tax rolls were destroyed. Suicide troops ran from village to village to fan revolutionary sentiment and stir up trouble in
      surrounding areas, and the agitation soon began to spill over into Ha Tinh Province, directly to the south.
    


    
      For a time, the local authorities seemed paralyzed. Village notables, through fear or sympathy, often refused to
      suppress the disorders and sometimes joined in.50 Local mandarins, who had earlier ignored storm warnings, now were
      terrorized and fled to the provincial capital. Throughout the central provinces, government authority was rapidly
      disintegrating. In the rebellious districts local Communist organizers encouraged angry peasants to take the law
      into their hands and to form local village associations (called soviets, after Bolshevik practice) to replace the
      now-disintegrating governmental apparatus in the area. By early September, revolution was running rampant
      throughout the central provinces of Nghe An and Ha Tinh. Peasant village soviets (usually formed by calling for a
      meeting of village residents in the local village dinh, or temple, and electing a
      directing committee to replace the existing village council of elders) sprang up like mushrooms in the districts
      of Nam Dan and Thanh Chuong and called for the seizure of communal land confiscated earlier by wealthy families,
      the annulment of local taxes, the lowering of rents, and the distribution of excess rice to the needy. Village
      militias, usually armed with sticks and spears or knives, were formed for self-defense purposes (in Party
      histories, these so-called doi tu ve are now considered the direct ancestor of the
      modern Vietnamese armed forces). In a burst of zeal, some party cadres attempted to reform peasant habits and
      superstitions; "useless" ceremonies such as funeral and wedding banquets were simplified or eliminated,
      and stiff penalties were imposed for gambling and stealing. Classes to teach quoc ngu
      were instituted.
    


    
      Most of the new soviets were dominated by the poorer peasants in the village, and there was considerable
      pressure, not only for a reduction of rents and taxes, but also for a redistribution of land. In this case,
      however, the local Party leadership (with a few exceptions) attempted to enforce a relatively moderate policy.
      Provincial Party directives called for the seizure of previously communal lands, but not for the confiscation of
      all landlord land. In general, this policy was observed, although in some areas of famine peasants seized the
      lands of wealthy landowners on their own initiative.51 In a few cases, peasants set up cooperatives, but they were soon
      abandoned.
    


    
      Unavoidably, bloodshed resulted. Landlords and rich peasants who did not flee the village were often mistreated.
      Village notables were evicted and their homes and property were destroyed; in some cases they were forbidden to
      leave their villages. In some areas, the rich and the powerful were executed, although accurate figures on the
      numbers killed are lacking. There is evidence that at the beginning, some moderate elements sympathized with
      and participated in the movement at the village level, but most were soon turned off by its
      radicalism and violence.
    


    
      For the newly formed Regional Committee in the central provinces, the riots represented an opportunity that was
      apparently eagerly grasped. For Party leaders in Hong Kong, however, the revolt raised a number of excruciating
      questions. Although the Party leadership presumably had accepted Moscow's prediction that revolution was on
      the horizon and had carried out Comintern instructions to stimulate discontent in Indochina, it is likely that
      the suddenness of the crisis came as a surprise. Could this potentially explosive situation be transformed into a
      social revolution to end half a century of French rule in Indochina, as the Comintern seemed to imply in its
      letter of the preceding October? Was the Party ready for an open confrontation with the colonial regime? If
      revolt in the Center gained momentum, would the rest of the country follow? Most important, could the hostility
      and discontent among workers and farmers in Central Vietnam be injected into the cities and spark an urban
      insurrection? Would the restless but volatile urban bourgeoisie join the fray or, as the Comintern feared, would
      it simply watch in silence while the French restored order in rebellious areas?
    


    
      In the late summer of 1930 there were no easy answers to such questions, and the Comintern had little advice to
      offer. Moscow had made it clear that the Party's relative youth and inexperience could not serve as an excuse
      for inaction. In its letter of October 1929, it had stated pointedly that the lack of an organized Communist
      party should not prevent revolutionaries from giving their active support to a spontaneous uprising led by
      workers and peasants. Above all, it reasoned, the Party should not fall behind the masses in its revolutionary
      activism.
    


    
      As for the Party's need to ascertain whether the objective situation favored the revolutionary forces, there
      also the Comintern could provide little assistance beyond suggesting that the final decision on such questions
      could be reached only by the Party leadership on the spot. In Moscow's view, what was important was that the
      Vietnamese Marxists get ready for the new revolutionary upsurge that Stalin insisted was at hand.
    


    
      In September, members of the provisional Central Committee began to gather in Hong Kong in preparation for its
      first formal session since the unity meeting in February. It had a number of matters to attend to, including the
      election of a formal central committee and the revision of the party documents that had been drawn up earlier in
      the year. Tran Phu had apparently returned to Asia with instructions from Moscow to rename the party and bring
      its strategy more into line with the policies adopted at the Sixth Congress of the Comintern in 1928. During the
      summer of 1930 he wrote a draft program for the party and presented it at the Hong Kong Plenum, which opened on
      October 20.52
    


    
      Although the precise nature of Comintern instructions has never been divulged, it is clear
      from the program adopted at the October conference that Soviet leaders felt Ho Chi Minh had not sufficiently
      adapted his views to the prevailing line in Moscow. In the Soviet view, Ho's advocacy of a broad-based united
      front with moderate elements in urban and rural areas was uncomfortably reminiscent of the disastrous alliance
      between the CCP and the Kuomintang in China, while his continuing emphasis on the issue of national independence
      undercut Moscow's insistence that the key issue in post-World War I society was that of class struggle.
    


    
      The decisions reached at the October plenum were designed to rectify both problems. The political program passed
      at the meeting took a more restrictive view of the united front. According to the document, the chief allies of
      the Vietnamese working class were middle and poor peasants. Cooperation with petty bourgeois intellectuals and
      parties should be undertaken only with care, for the majority of such elements could be expected to abandon the
      revolution at its moment of climax and side with the imperialists. The issue of nationalism was dealt with by
      renaming the party the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP, in Vietnamese Dang Cong san Dong
      Duong). Vietnamese sources explained that the reason for the change was to enable the various territories
      of French Indochina to be dealt with by the forces of revolution as a single unit. Although that may indeed have
      been a factor in the decision, it is likely that the key objective was to focus attention awav from the cause of
      anti-imperialism to that of antifeudalism.53
    


    
      The new political program was a clear slap in the face to Ho Chi Minh, who had made no secret of his preference
      for a moderate strategy focused on national independence. The appointment of the relative neophyte Tran Phu as
      general secretary, while he remained Comintern representative in Hong Kong, undoubtedly added to Ho's
      discomfiture. Yet he apparently accepted this rebuff with good grace, and for the next several months he served
      as the sole link between the ICP and Comintern headquarters in Moscow.
    


    
      The October plenum undoubtedly devoted some attention to the spreading conflict in Indochina. By now it was
      increasingly apparent that the outbreak in the Center was not likely to result in a nationwide rebellion against
      French rule. The tax riots in Cochin China, which were apparently not specifically directed by Communist
      activists, were beginning to subside. Elsewhere, the rural areas were quiet, particularly in the populous Red
      River delta, where the local Party leaders were openly critical of people's inertia. Even in the Center, calm
      was beginning to return in some areas, as French retaliatory efforts began to take hold. In the cities, there
      were a few worker strikes in Saigon and Hanoi in response to the plight of compatriots in Annam but no united or
      organized action to relieve the pressure by preventing the government from concentrating its
      military forces on the central provinces. As for the urban bourgeoisie, it had for the most part been frightened
      by the dark image of violence and class war that increasingly emanated from the soviet movement (an image
      undoubtedly encouraged by the French); it watched the events in the Center in fascination or in horror, but it
      did not rise. (The VNQDD, the only other major radical party in the country, had launched its own revolt in
      February and had suffered a disastrous defeat.) In this respect, the Comintern had been proven correct. The
      Vietnamese bourgeoisie, for several years a progressive element, was now vacillating and could no longer be
      counted upon as a staunch ally of the revolutionary forces.
    


    
      On the other hand, the Party could hardly disown a rebellion that it had helped to stimulate and that had been
      predicted and encouraged by Moscow. It was a delicate situation. A premature revolt might be branded as ad
      venturistic, but an even greater error (in the eyes of the Comintern) would be to fall behind the masses in their
      struggle for liberation. Under the circumstances, the Party leadership settled for caution. In late September,
      three weeks before the plenum, leaders in Hong Kong had sent a directive to the Regional Committee in Annam
      criticizing the turn to violence and suggesting that an uprising would be premature and risky. On the other hand,
      it was obviously too late to disavow the events in the Center:
    


    
      In Thanh Chuong and Nam Dinh at this time, the Executive Committee [of the Central Vietnamese regional committee]
      is already advocating violence (setting up soviets, dividing land, etc.). Such measures are not appropriate at
      this time, because the preparation of the Party and the masses is insufficient, and there is little armed
      violence. Isolated violence in various regions at this time is premature and adventuristic. But with things as
      they are, we must behave in such a way as to preserve Party and soviet influence so that even if they are
      defeated the meaning of the soviets will penetrate deeply into the minds of the masses and the influence of the
      Party and the peasant associations will be maintained.54
    


    
      In October, a second directive from the Party center to all levels explained more clearly the views of the Party
      leadership on the situation while criticizing the actions of Party operatives on the spot:
    


    
      If the masses are at the point of spontaneous action, then the Party has no alternative but to lead them
      immediately. But in this case the Executive Committee is actually promoting [the unrest]. This is very mistaken,
      because (1) although the situation in some areas is revolutionary, in general the level of consciousness and
      struggle of the workers and peasants is not high, and (2) although there is a high level of consciousness and
      enthusiasm in some areas, this is not generally the case. Therefore to carry out sporadic isolated violence is
      adventurism and an erroneous policy.55
    


    
      This attitude apparently set the framework in which the October meeting had to operate. Party
      units were directed to give propaganda support for their rebellious compatriots but not to rise. In an effort to
      monitor the situation more effectively (lack of communication with events in the Center was one of the major
      problems for the Party leadership, as for Ho Chi Minh himself), the plenum decided to send a member of the
      committee, Nguyen Phong Sac, to advise the Regional Committee in central Vietnam, and to establish a permanent
      bureau (Trung uong Thuong vu) of three members in Saigon to direct Party affairs within Vietnam.55
    


    
      The French response, when it came, was fierce and inexorable. The French military forces located permanently in
      the area were considered to be inadequate (there were only a handful of Vietnamese troops under the command of a
      French noncommissioned officer at Vinh). When the seriousness of the situation became apparent in September,
      legionnaires were dispatched and they pacified the rebellious districts with brutal thoroughness. Local French
      authorities were convinced that only severe measures would have the desired effect, and on the worst
      day—September 9—French airplanes bombed a column of thousands of peasants marching toward the provincial capital,
      with devastating effect. Security measures were put into effect in the troubled areas, and the local police
      rounded up all those suspected of being Communists or of involvement in the uprising. Gradually, the regime's
      efforts began to take hold. By early 1931, the insurgents had suffered severe losses in a series of pitched
      battles with government forces. Bad planning, strategic errors, and a lack of weapons began to undermine the
      momentum of the revolutionary forces, and dissension arose in the ranks. At the end, the movement's mass
      support began to drain away, in the inevitable pattern of peasant jacqueries from time immemorial, and villages
      surrendered their Communist leadership to the authorities.57 By late spring, the last of the soviets had been forced to surrender.
      Sullen but exhausted, the rebellious districts once again fell under the boot of their colonial masters.
    


    
      For the newborn Indochinese Communist Party, the price of failure was severe. In a few weeks, Ho Chi Minh's
      painstaking efforts to build up the nucleus of a loyal and disciplined organization were swept away in the fury
      of French repression. In the immediate aftermath of the revolt, more than one thousand suspected Communists were
      seized and charged with involvement in the events. Eighty were executed, including several from within the top
      leadership of the Party, and nearly 400 were sentenced to long terms in prison. Virtually the entire Central
      Committee was seized during a plenary meeting in Saigon in early April. General Secretary Tran Phu escaped but
      was captured three weeks later and died in prison the following September. According to Communist estimates,
      total losses to the Party were 2,000 dead and 51,000 militants were arrested. Up to 90 percent of the Party
      leadership ended up in prison or before the firing squad. The purge extended beyond the
      border. Police in Hong Kong, alerted by the seizure of a Comintern agent in Singapore, rounded up several Party
      members serving abroad, including Ho Chi Minh.
    


    Nghe Tinh in
    Retrospect


    
      The Nghe Tinh revolt raises a number of interesting questions, not only about the extent of Comintern
      responsibility, but also about the causes and character of peasant rebellion in Asia. The first is perhaps easier
      to answer than the second. There appears to be no doubt that the Comintern's insistence on the imminence of
      revolution in Asia played a role in instigating the revolt. Local Communist Party organizers were acting in
      direct response to the instructions of the Comintern when they provoked the agitation in factories, on rubber
      plantations, and in the villages.
    


    
      Moscow's advice to the young Communist movement was based on two related assumptions: (1) that a
      revolutionary upsurge in Vietnam was imminent, and (2) that this upsurge had a reasonable chance of developing
      from a bourgeois revolt into a second stage led by the proletariat, even in the absence of a mature and
      disciplined Communist Party. In the first assumption, Moscow was at least partly right. In the Center, a
      revolutionary situation of almost classical proportions had arisen. Here, several factors converged to create an
      explosive situation: a long tradition of rebellious behavior; a corrupt and unpopular imperial government with an
      image (largely deserved) of weakness and incompetence; the presence of an organized revolutionary movement native
      to the region and well entrenched at the local level; and the fortuitous combination of urban-rural ties in the
      vicinity of the provincial capital, the lack of adequate government forces in the area, a chronically high degree
      of poverty, overcrowding, and landlessness; all compounded by the sudden climatic disaster.
    


    
      Unfortunately for the revolutionary cause, the high level of discontent in Annam was not duplicated elsewhere.
      Although pockets of unrest existed in several areas, the discontent in the North and the South was not as
      generalized or as deep as it was in the Center. In actuality, most rural areas were apathetic, and in the cities
      the earlier wave of nationalism was at a temporary standstill. In that sense, the Party's agitational efforts
      in the rubber plantations and the Mekong delta had been misleading for, by suggesting that discontent was
      widespread and explosive, they may have led to an unwarranted optimism among Party members.
    


    
      Under such circumstances, Moscow's second assumption, that a rural uprising in one area of the country could
      take hold and spread to other rural areas and into the cities, was a dangerous misreading of conditions in Vietnam. More specifically, the Comintern had underestimated the complexities involved in
      instigating a successful rebellion in a colonial society in Southeast Asia and had miscalculated the means to
      carry it out. In the conditions then pertaining, a Communist revolt waged against colonial power in Southeast
      Asia had little chance of success. Peasant rebellions and nationalist revolts, such as the VNQDD uprising at Yen
      Bay, were of course real signs of local unrest and undoubtedly encouraged strategists in Moscow to believe that a
      revolutionary upsurge was on the horizon in Vietnam. But, as the Comintern had correctly foreseen, peasant
      revolts were unlikely to succeed unless they could spread to urban areas. In 1930, however, revolutionary
      elements lacked the capacity to pose a serious challenge to the government authority in the cities. Not only were
      the radicals too few in number, poorly organized, and lacking in weapons, but they were operating in an
      environment favorable to the enemy. The cities represented the heart of colonial power and, unlike the tottering
      traditionalist monarchies that had fallen under the onslaught of revolutionary forces in Europe, the colonial
      regimes in Southeast Asia did not lack the will or the capacity to defend their interests. Urban discontent, such
      as had occurred in Saigon a few years earlier, could provide a momentary irritant but was unlikely seriously to
      challenge the stability of the colonial regime.
    


    
      The French were more vulnerable, of course, to attack in the countryside. Even there, however, the assumption
      that a peasant revolt could assume nationwide proportions was a misreading of Asian conditions. For a variety of
      factors—geographic and climatic differences, variations in landownership or in the nature of governmental
      administration, as well as the notorious volatility of peasant discontent—made it difficult to establish a rural
      insurgency movement on a nationwide basis and to sustain it long enough and with enough intensity to shake the
      colonial regime. This was one of the primary lessons of the Nghe Tinh uprising. To transform a rural rebellion
      into a serious threat to colonial rule would require an experienced revolutionary Party, disciplined,
      sure-handed, and able to tread the thin line between excessive caution and adventurism. It would require
      organization and painstaking preparation in order to build a broad base of support throughout the countryside.
      And it would require a firm base among anticolonial elements in the cities. In a word, it would require a full
      understanding of the protracted character of revolt in Asia.
    


    
      Here Comintern revolutionary doctrine had been seriously deficient. For, in advising the infant Communist Party
      that a revolution could succeed in the absence of a mature and experienced revolutionary organization, it had
      placed a premium on revolutionary spontaneity and had dangerously underestimated the difficulties of staging a
      successful insurrection. It is true that the overall thrust of Comintern influence was on the need to form a
      highly professional and disciplined revolutionary organization. And Lenin had first seen the
      importance of linking social revolution to the forces of peasant discontent and nationalism in Asia. This
      tradition had been transmitted to the Vietnamese revolutionary movement through Comintern directives and the
      training provided at the Stalin School. Without it, there would have been little to distinguish the Communists
      from their rivals.
    


    
      But, by 1930, the Comintern—mesmerized by the vision of a revolutionary outbreak throughout Asia—had forgotten
      the implications of its own prescriptions for revolution in the area and its influence seriously misled the young
      Communist Party and contributed in no small measure to its tragic defeat. Ho Chi Minh had come somewhat closer to
      reality in his 1927 article on armed insurrection. He had sensed the importance of the force of rural revolt, had
      pleaded for greater attention to the role of the peasant in the revolutionary process in rural societies, and had
      correctly foreseen that Asian revolutions would necessarily be protracted. Still, he too had overestimated the
      capacity of the Communist leadership to transform a spontaneous revolt into a nationwide uprising and had
      underestimated the ability of the colonial regime to quell any challenge to its authority. It was a lesson that
      he would not forget.58
    


    
      To return briefly to the issue raised earlier: Was the 1930 revolt spontaneous or the work of Communist
      activists? It is still too early for a conclusive answer. Obviously both objective and subjective factors played
      a role in the final result. But the evidence currently available suggests that the active participation of local
      Party cadres was a major factor in stimulating the revolt. At a minimum, the intervention of local Party
      operatives transformed a disorganized jacquerie into a relatively disciplined uprising. Eventually, peasant anger
      escaped the confines of Party control and the revolt deteriorated into sporadic terror and violence. Party
      inexperience and the ambivalence of the leadership undoubtedly contributed to the tragic results. But to the
      perceptive, there were useful lessons to be learned from the catastrophe. It demonstrated the explosive power of
      peasant discontent in rural villages and indicated that if city and country could be effectively linked, a
      revolutionary alliance would be created that, like wind and rain, would sweep everything before it and wash away
      the debris of centuries.
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    Out of the Ashes (1930–1941)


    
      In later years, Communist Party historians in Hanoi would occasionally claim that the Nghe Tinh revolt had set
      the Vietnamese revolution on a new course that would inexorably lead to victory nearly half a century later. By
      that reasoning, the rebellion could be portrayed as the first step in the emergence of an independent
      revolutionary doctrine based on an alliance between radical urban intellectuals and a revolutionary peasantry, a
      combination frequently set forth as the prerequisite for successful revolution in Asia. Unfortunately, the record
      is not quite so clear-cut. In fact, in the early 1930s more than ever, ICP strategy was made in Moscow. And
      Moscow was not yet ready to trim its ideological sails to adjust to Asian realities.
    


    Under the Banner of the
    Comintern


    
      One of the major sources of Soviet domination over the fledgling Vietnamese Communist movement was its continuing
      influence over the Party leadership through the famous Stalin School, the Communist University of the Toilers of
      the East. Whether Ho Chi Minh formally graduated from this institution has not been disclosed, but it is probable
      that he first absorbed there the intricacies of Marxist-Leninist doctrine. During the early years of the
      movement, many of the Revolutionary Youth League's leading members had no Moscow experience, a fact that (at
      least to Moscow) may have explained the organization's erratic behavior. By the late 1920s, the Comintern was
      actively attempting to remedy that defect and the most promising young members of the league were being sent to
      Moscow for ideological training. In 1931, according to estimates of the French Sûreté, there were approximately
      forty Vietnamese studying in the various programs offered at the Stalin School. Each received an intensive
      introduction into the history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and a strong foundation in the Stalinist
      interpretation of Marxist-Leninist doctrine.
    


    
      The injection of this new "Stalinist" core into the bloodstream of the Vietnamese
      Communist movement had already begun when the Nghe Tinh revolt broke out in 1930, and at least two members of the
      new Central Committee, including General Secretary Tran Phu, Were returnees from Moscow. But the French seizure
      of the ICP leadership in the spring of 1931 accelerated the process and facilitated the replacement of league
      veterans by young Moscow-trained intellectuals. As soon as the news of the arrest of the Central Committee
      reached Moscow, the Comintern decided to send several students at the Stalin School back to Vietnam by circuitous
      routes to form the nucleus of a new leadership.
    


    
      Because of the harsh French repression, Comintern plans for the revival of the ICP were extremely cautious. For
      the moment, the Central Committee was not reestablished. In its place, a temporary External Direction Bureau (Ban
      Chi huy Hai ngoai) was set up in Guangxi Province in South China under the leadership of Moscow returnee Le Hong
      Phong. Within Vietnam, the regional apparatus was in disarray and it was decided to rebuild the Party from the
      ground up. Each returned student was instructed to create a cell that would absorb any Party remnants still
      operating in his immediate vicinity.
    


    
      The policy was not immediately successful. The French (whose agents were scattered throughout the revolutionary
      movement), were well informed as to the movements of the students when they left the Soviet Union, and most were
      arrested soon after their arrival in Vietnam. According to French sources, by late 1932, out of thirty-five
      Vietnamese who were registered at the Stalin School in the early 1930s, seventeen had been arrested, two had
      surrendered, ten were still in Moscow, and only six were active in Vietnam.1
    


    
      Prison, however, was not always the end of the road. The French jails in Indochina were full of radicals during
      the early 1930s and were so well organized and controlled by their Communist inmates that they were labeled
      "schools of Bolshevism." Indoctrination was achieved by the memorization of texts printed on toilet
      paper; a Party journal, Lao tu Tap chi (The prison review), was secretly published
      and distributed; and clandestine Party meetings were held, complete with the singing of songs to keep up spirits.
      Many Communists died in prison and others betrayed the Party, but the ICP was able to recoup its losses by luring
      new recruits from rival organizations. Then there Were periodic amnesties ordered from Paris, which enraged the
      local French intelligence services in Vietnam. In the year 1933 alone, more than six thousand prisoners were
      released by decree from Paris. Sometimes the large number of ex-prisoners in the Party caused problems. Veteran
      Communists suspected that many had been transformed into French agents while in prison, and one ICP source
      contended that only one ex-prisoner in a hundred could be trusted after his release.2
    


    
      It is a measure of the tenacity of the Party that despite such problems, it began to revive.
      By 1933, regional committees had been secretly reestablished. The healthiest was in Cochin China, where Stalin
      School graduate Tran Van Giau was able to build a dynamic organization despite French harassment and frequent
      brief stays in prison. The government's concern soon began to be reflected in French intelligence reports,
      which increasingly complained that the Sûreté was powerless to counteract the resurgence of revolutionary forces
      in Indochina.
    


    
      Because most new Party leaders were veterans of training in Moscow, it is not surprising that more than ever
      before or after ICP policy reflected the policies of the Comintern and of Stalin. The defeat of revolutionary
      forces in China and Indochina had not diminished the conviction in Moscow that a new revolutionary wave leading
      to the disintegration of the capitalist system was in the offing. Indeed, although the Nghe Tinh revolt had gone
      down to defeat, Soviet commentaries continued to insist that the revolutionary situation in Vietnam was
      excellent. Nor had the example of Nghe Tinh diminished Moscow's stubborn conviction that revolution in Asia
      must be built on the small Asian proletariat. Comintern directives emphasized the necessity for proletarian
      leadership of local Communist parties, while moderate forces were viewed with suspicion. The Vietnamese Party
      leadership was criticized for its failure to recruit aggressively among the Vietnamese proletariat and at one
      point was instructed to send more candidates of worker origin to the Stalin School in Moscow. The party did its
      best to comply. Intellectuals were required to meet more stringent requirements for admission into the Party than
      were workers. The slogan of the period was "to the enterprises," as the Party stressed the organization
      of cells in factories and enterprises in preparation for an eventual seizure of power by a Bolshevik-style
      insurrection in the cities of Asia.5
    


    
      The Party could hardly totally ignore the peasants, of course. In some areas, particularly in Cochin China, where
      economic conditions had begun to decline since the onset of the Depression, local activists recruited in rural
      villages, forming seemingly harmless farmers' benevolent associations. Sporadic efforts were undertaken to
      organize the peasants in Annam and Tonkin as well but these met with little success, as cadres reported that the
      farmers were apathetic and frequently hostile.4 Significantly, what little success the Party did have in rural areas was
      often a cause for concern to higher echelons, whose urban-oriented members feared that too much effort in the
      countryside would dilute the proletarian leadership within the Party. This concern appears to have been
      particularly strong with reference to developments in Cochin China. An article in the December 30, 1933, issue of
      Tap chi Cong san (hereafter referred to as Communist
      Review) stressed the necessity for worker leadership and commented with obvious regret that
    


    
      the workers' movement is less developed in Cochin China than the peasant movement. In the
      cities, members of our Party are fewer than in the countryside. This is because revolutionary work is more
      difficult among workers than among peasants. In particular, it is very hard to penetrate enterprises at a time
      when the number employed is diminishing. Second, revolutionary propaganda among workers demands time.5
    


    
      Similar problems apparently existed elsewhere. Said the review Bolshevik, the
      official organ of the External Direction Bureau:
    


    
      There are still some comrades in Tonkin who believe that the peasants constitute the principal force of the
      Indochinese revolutionary movement and not the proletarians, on the pretext that the rural masses constitute
      nine-tenths of the population. We recognize that the peasants are numerous, but quantity should not be confused
      with command. In effect, if we consider the peasants as the leading force, one must believe that the directing
      role of the revolutionary movement should be in their hands and not in that of the workers. Such a judgment is
      mistaken, because the peasantry is a heterogeneous class anxious to retain its land, very amorphous and slow from
      an ideological and practical point of view, and very disunited—and thus very poorly qualified to assume the
      direction of a revolutionary movement.6
    


    
      The new leadership also followed Moscow in its narrow interpretation of the united front. Not only were moderate
      reformists such as the Constitutionalists considered unsuitable for alliance, but even radical nationalist
      parties like the VNQDD were thought unreliable. In fact, the concept of nationalism itself was viewed as "a
      vestige of the petty bourgeois ideology of the intellectuals and dreamers of the Revolutionary Youth League and
      the Tan Viet parties." Communist Review was critical of "the tendency
      toward national and patriotic ideology" in the Party press and of patriotic slogans that suggested that it
      was necessary to have a national revolution before the world revolution.7
    


    
      There is little doubt that such ideas were at variance with the strategy that Ho Chi Minh had advocated a few
      years earlier and that had been put into practice by the league leadership up to its dissolution in 1930. Indeed,
      there is some evidence that the new Party leadership considered Ho Chi Minh ideologically unreliable and did not
      hesitate to criticize him for his errors. A chief source of dissatisfaction lay in his reliance on the forces of
      nationalism and in his willingness to consider the Vietnamese bourgeoisie and small landholders as potential
      allies in the resistance movement. As we have seen above, both views had been included in the Party's
      temporary political program of February 1930, evidently drafted by Ho Chi Minh, and they were transcended by the
      new program drafted the following October by Party General Secretary Tran Phu.
    


    
      We are in debt to Nguyen Ai Quoc, said an article in Bolshevik,
    


    
      but our comrades should not forget the nationalist legacy of Nguyen Ai Quoc and his erroneous
      instructions on the fundamental questions of the bourgeois democratic revolutionary movement in Indochina, and
      his opportunist theories which are still rooted in the spirit of the adherents of the League and the Tan Viet.... Nguyen Ai Quoc did not understand the directives of the Communist International; he
      did not fuse the three Communist organizations of Indochina from top to bottom and did not put into prior
      discussion the tactics that the Communist International had to apply to extirpate the opportunist elements of
      these sections. The brochure entitled "political principles" and the statutes of the unified Party did
      not exactly follow the instructions of the Communist International. Nguyen Ai Quoc also advocated such erroneous
      and collaborationist tactics as "neutrality with regard to the bourgeoisie and the rich peasants,"
      "alliance with the middle and small landowners," and so forth. It is because of such errors from
      January to October 1930 that the ICP followed a policy which in many respects was in opposition to the
      instructions of the Communist International even though it had energetically led the masses in revolutionary
      struggle, and it is equally because of this that the policy followed by the soviets of Nghe An was not consistent
      with the Party line.8
    


    
      Given such attitudes, it is clear that the Moscow-trained Party leadership had not embarked on a direct path
      toward promoting a broad national struggle against foreign imperialism in the postwar period. On the contrary,
      ICP strategy in the early 1930s adhered strictly to the current line in Moscow. And the current line in Moscow
      still reflected a broad belief in the universal applicability of the Bolshevik model.
    


    
      To some students of Party history, it is puzzling that the ICP did not, at this critical juncture, express a
      greater interest in the experiment being undertaken at Juichin in South China. By this time, the Maoist faction
      within the CCP had already begun to fashion its own strategy for a seizure of power—a strategy based on control
      of the rural areas and the active support of the peasant masses.
    


    
      In fact, during the early and mid-1930s the ICP had only tenuous ties with its fraternal party in China. In the
      previous decade, the league had relied on the CCP to a degree for training, for ideological direction and for the
      maintenance of secure and reliable communications with Moscow. But such practical links had been disrupted by
      Chiang Kai-shek's harassment of Communist activities in South China after the breakup of the Kuomintang-CCP
      alliance. Moreover, Vietnamese revolutionaries apparently felt that the CCP was preoccupied with its own problems
      and tended to view sister parties in Southeast Asia with condescension. By the late 1920s, Comintern officials
      had grown increasingly concerned over the situation and temporarily deprived the CCP of some of its directing
      authority over Communist activities in Southeast Asia. Then, too, for the Vietnamese, doctrinal verities and the
      guiding hand of experience were to be found in Moscow. From Ho Chi Minh on down, ties with
      the Soviet Union were considered more important at that time than the informal ones with the CCP.
    


    
      The situation aid not change when Mao began to practice his heretical doctrine in the hilly borderlands of
      Jiangxi Province. By all accounts, the Vietnamese were barely aware of his presence and had no contacts there in
      the early 1930s. Even communications with CCP headquarters in Shanghai were sporadic. In early 1933, soon after
      his release from prison in Hong Kong, Ho Chi Minh was reduced to making contact with the CCP through a letter-box
      drop at the home of Sun Yat-sen's widow, Song Qingling. By contrast, communications with the Comintern
      continued, although with increasing difficulty, and most ICP leaders shared the old-school-tie link with the
      Stalin School. It is not surprising that, for the ICP in the 1930s, all roads led to Moscow.
    


    Clouds of War


    
      In 1933, a moderate shift took place in the attitude of the Comintern toward the concept of the united front. The
      rise of Hitler—once it became evident that Nazism was not just a passing phenomenon but a real threat to the
      Soviet Union—stimulated Moscow's interest in the bourgeoisie as a progressive force against fascism. There
      was still to be no alliance with bourgeois parties as a whole, but Communist parties were instructed to attempt
      to win over the progressive urban middle class. This policy shift may have confused the ICP leadership, which
      continued to follow a rigidly narrow policy toward other classes, and someone in the Party asked the Comintern
      for clarification. This inspired the famous "Entretien avec les camarades In-dochinois," an article
      published in late 1933 by the Ukrainian leader Dmitri Manuilsky under the pseudonym of Orgwald. The article
      attempted to discourage the Vietnamese Communists from taking an excessively narrow view of the united front.
      There were few urban workers in Vietnam, it reminded them, and in the course of its struggle the Party must
      attempt to win over the peasantry and even some of the bourgeoisie. The most effective means of winning such
      support, it said, was that of antiimperialism. In response to a question about the attitude to be taken toward
      the nationalist parties in Vietnam, the author hedged. That depends, he said, on the objective situation: What
      classes do they represent? Do they oppose imperialism? If so, the Communist can struggle alongside them, while
      unmasking their inconsistencies and making demands that go further than theirs. Communists and their allies
      should march separately, he said, but struggle together. It was also important to remember, he added, that the
      revolutionary wave had not declined. The Nghe Tinh debacle of 1931 was not a defeat, just a momentary ebb in the
      revolutionary tide.9
    


    
      Moscow's stubborn conviction that revolution was on the horizon reflected a serious
      misreading of reality in Vietnam, as in the world. In Vietnam, the turbulent events at the end of the preceding
      decade had been succeeded by a period of lethargy. If the radicals had been soundly trounced, the middle classes
      had been frightened by the specter of communism in Central Vietnam and became increasingly hesitant to support
      radical causes openly. The French, shaken by the revolt, encouraged the trend by offering a few modest reforms
      designed to win moderate support.
    


    
      The rise of Hitler in Germany demonstrated that the trend in the West was as much toward the right as toward the
      left. In Asia, Japan's expansionist policies led Tokyo to try to revise the balance of power in the Pacific.
      Convinced that protection of the Soviet Union from world fascism must take precedence over all other claims,
      Stalin unveiled a new policy at the Seventh Comintern Congress, held in Moscow in the summer of 1935. Member
      parties were instructed to join in popular fronts with non-Communist parties in defense of the world progressive
      forces headed by the Soviet Union. Once again, the perceived needs of the Soviet Union were translated into a new
      revolutionary strategy for the world Communist movement.
    


    
      The new policy took the ICP leadership by surprise. Only four months earlier, in March, the Party had held its
      First National Congress in the Portuguese colony of Macao. The decisions taken there had represented a
      reaffirmation of existing strategy, as determined by the directives of the Thirteenth Plenum of the
      Comintern's Executive Committee of December 1933. The political resolution issued at the end of the meeting
      had stressed the vision of two opposing camps, imperialist and socialist, and emphasized a narrow concept of the
      united front. The conference elected a new central committee of seven members, with Ha Huy Tap, a graduate of the
      Stalin School and an outspoken critic of Ho Chi Minh's "nationalist" deviation, as general
      secretary.10
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh was himself in Moscow at the time of the Seventh Comintern Congress, but he was apparently under
      suspicion by Stalin for his independent views on party doctrine, and it was Le Hong Phong, onetime head of the
      External Direction Bureau, who chaired the ICP delegation to the conference. He then returned to China to
      transmit the new policy to the new leaders of the ICP. Realizing the incompatibility between the policies
      enunciated at the Macao conference and the new popular front strategy, he called a plenary meeting of the newly
      elected Central Committee in Shanghai in July 1936 to bring ICP policies into line with those of Moscow. The
      resolution of that plenum is apparently not extant, but the nature of the decisions taken can be ascertained from
      a confidential letter explaining the new policy that the Central Committee sent to the lower echelons of the
      Party. The letter informed the Party membership that the basic ICP task at this time was to
      follow the new Comintern line and to create an anti-imperialist popular front. Revolutionary action, it said,
      does not consist only of violence and preparations for the general insurrection. The general uprising leading to
      revolutionary victory would only come when the objective and subjective conditions are present in Vietnam and
      when the world situation is appropriate. The Nghe Tinh uprising and the Yen Bay revolt were some of "the
      most glorious pages in the history of our people," but they went down to defeat because "they were
      launched hastily, before the realization of indispensable conditions."11 The Party could not hasten this process.
    


    
      For the moment, the letter continued, the Party's policy must coincide with the actual conditions in Vietnam
      and throughout the world. Because the main danger to the worlds' peoples is fascism, the Communists must join
      with other progressive forces in Indochina in a common struggle against this menace. All nationalist parties must
      be considered as potential ICP allies. Parties like the VNQDD should not be scorned but should be encouraged to
      combat at the Party's side. The Party's attitude toward the moderates must also be changed. Up to now,
      the ICP "has tried to alienate them from us by treating them without distinction and their members as
      antirevolutionaries and as running dogs of imperialism." Such policies are mistaken, a product of the
      Party's failure to realize that the situation has changed. In times of prosperity, the national bourgeoisie
      tends to follow the imperialists, but they have suffered badly during the recent economic crisis and at least
      some of them can now be counted in the progressive camp. To enlist their support, the Party must encourage the
      formation of a broad front that is based not on narrow class struggle but on demands for peace, food, and
      national liberation. This collaboration should not be permitted to undermine the Party's independence of
      organization or the sanctity of its ultimate goals and program. But it should be aimed at broadening the base of
      the movement and at increasing the level of legal activity while maintaining the Party's secret apparatus for
      future contingencies.
    


    
      It was one thing to announce a new popular front strategy and quite another to put it into effect. During the
      1930s, hostility between the ICP and rival nationalist organizations ran high, as Party cadres actively attempted
      to undermine their competitors. It would take a major effort to undo this animosity. Moreover, the Party's
      move into the open would also depend on the willingness of the colonial government to permit the Communists to
      operate in the political arena, something they had heretofore not allowed.
    


    
      The latter problem was at least partially resolved in the spring of 1936 when a new Popular Front government came
      to power in France under the leadership of the Socialist Léon Blum. Although the FCP was not formally a part of
      the governing coalition, it did offer its support in parliament. The new government in Paris promised to order
      the formation of a colonial commission to study conditions in the colonies. The fresh political climate in Paris soon began to influence conditions in Indochina, as the government adopted a more open
      attitude toward Vietnamese political activities, particularly in Cochin China.
    


    
      In an effort to take advantage of the new situation, the Party leadership elaborated demands for reform and sent
      out a public letter to all nationalist parties asking for cooperation in drawing up a list of demands conforming
      to the interests of the majority of the population for eventual submission to the colonial government. It also
      proposed that an "Indochinese congress" be formed to solicit the views of the people and to transmit
      these views to the Colonial Commission when it visited Indochina.
    


    
      Io implement these plans, the Party began actively to seek out cooperation from other nationalist groups and
      progressive political factions throughout Vietnam. In the Center and the North, local Party groups attempted to
      coordinate efforts with other parties in electing candidates to the regional legislative assemblies established
      by the French in the immediate postwar period. A representative was sent to South China to talk with squabbling
      VNQDD factions about possible alliance.12 In Cochin China, where political activity was more openly permitted, the
      Party cooperated with moderates and progressives in appointing an Executive Committee to stimulate the movement
      to form an Indochinese congress.
    


    
      Party-building efforts were not neglected. Recruitment was stepped up in working-class areas and, significantly,
      in rural villages. Because of the more relaxed policies followed by the government in Saigon, such activities
      were most successful in Cochin China. The keystone of the ICP's strategy in this area was the formation of
      so-called action committees, small organizations created by Communist cadres at the local level—in villages,
      factories, schools, and commercial enterprises—to formulate the masses' demands for reforms on the part of
      the French administration. This technique, though tacitly permitted by the authorities, was highly effective in
      entrenching the Party apparatus at the local level and in enhancing its appeal as a voice for popular discontent.
      Much of the Party's support in working class areas in Saigon and Cholon and in villages in the Mekong delta
      in later years can be traced to this early effort.13
    


    
      The new strategy was not uniformly welcomed by Party regulars. Many endorsed the new approach only with
      reluctance. Veterans of the long years of clandestine operation distrusted the "politicos" who operated
      in the open, publishing journals and taking part in legislative assemblies. Others felt an instinctive inability
      to cooperate with moderate nationalists. Even the ICP press, now tacitly permitted to publish under certain
      restrictions, reflected this attitude, and the leadership was forced to criticize the editorial staffs for their
      inadequate attempts to appeal to middle-class interests and concerns. In working-class areas, union organizers
      were reluctant to transform their hard-won secret organizations into quasi-legal "mutual assistance associations," which would be more easily subject to crackdowns by the authorities. By
      1937, the grumbling and discontent had reached the point where an enlarged Central Committee plenum met in August
      and September and issued a directive that was highly critical of sectarianism and the failure of some Party
      members to follow the new strategy.14
    


    
      Ironically the Party's closest collaborator during the early 1930s was the one organization that Moscow now
      specifically ruled out for alliance. Trotskyism had made its appearance in the Vietnamese radical movement in the
      late 1920s, when a number of Vietnamese studying in Paris had been attracted to this offshoot of
      Marxism-Leninism. During the early 1930s the Trotskyites were granted permission to publish in Cochin China and
      had set up their own newspaper, La Lutte. For several years, members of the ICP had
      collaborated with the Trotskyites on the editorial board and in putting up candidates for election to the Saigon
      Municipal Council. Although Moscow did not formally permit such cooperation, for a while it appeared to tolerate
      it.
    


    
      As the popular front developed, however, cooperation became more difficult. Trotskyites opposed the Comintern
      strategy of alliance with bourgeois parties against the common danger of fascism and accused the ICP of collusion
      with the class enemy against the interests of the proletariat. For a short time, collaboration continued in the
      midst of growing friction. A message from the External Direction Bureau (probably written in the summer of 1936)
      said that "if the Trotskyites sincerely enter the popular front, we will voluntarily accept them, but we
      will always be careful, because we must judge people by their acts, not by their words."15 By 1937 however, rivalry had
      increased and it broke into the pages of La Lutte, as Trotskyites and Stalinists on
      the editorial board traded jibes and bitter charges on the front page of their newspaper. The final decision to
      break off relations was apparently made in Moscow. In May 1937, General Secretary Gitton of the FCP—probably
      speaking for Moscow—sent a letter to the ICP in which he said that French comrades considered that any further
      collaboration with the Trotskyites in Vietnam would be considered "impossible."16 Even then, the ICP may not have
      responded with sufficient alacrity, for in midsummer a high-ranking member of the FCP paid an official visit to
      Indochina, presumably to convey to the Party leadership in Vietnam the seriousness with which Moscow viewed any
      further cooperation with Trotskyites in Saigon. After this visit, collaboration ceased entirely and in succeeding
      years the two factions competed for support among workers and intellectuals in Saigon—not always to the ICP's
      advantage.
    


    
      How effective was the popular front from the Communist point of view? Did it serve the interests of the ICP as
      well as those of Moscow? Certainly on a short-term basis the strategy was not particularly effective. The
      movement to establish an Indochinese congress was viewed by the French government (probably
      with reason) as laden with potentially anti-French overtones, and it used a variety of techniques to divide the
      movement and prevent it from gaining momentum. The action committees were disbanded by government decree, and a
      number of Communists were arrested. Even the planned visit of the Colonial Commission to Indochina was eventually
      cancelled at the request of the colonial authorities. By mid-1937, the congress movement was over.
    


    
      Nor did the Party's effort to create a vast democratic front with substantial ICP participation achieve
      gratifying results. Although a few minor parties cooperated with the ICP on short-term issues, the Vietnamese
      middle class was politically inert during the 1930s and still fundamentally suspicious of the Communist motives.
      From the VNQDD to the moderate Constitutionalists, reaction to the ICP's front policy was cautious. When the
      momentum began to decline in 1937, the Party had not broadened its alliance to any substantial degree.
    


    
      Yet the policy had succeeded in other ways. For the first time, the Party had moved into the open, particularly
      in Cochin China, and in the process it had managed to expand its influence in several areas—among urban workers
      in the industrial sectors of Saigon-Cholon, many of whom increasingly came to view the Communists as the
      staunchest defenders of their economic interests; among the rural population in Cochin China, where economic
      conditions were deteriorating and peasants were favorably impressed by the ICP's campaign to abolish the
      unpopular capitation tax; and among urban intellectuals, many of whom gradually came to view the Party as a
      fundamentally nationalist force, indeed the only political force capable of mounting effective resistance to the
      French colonial regime. Less success was achieved in Annam and Tonkin. Stringent French policies are a partial
      explanation, but Party historians admit that incompetent leadership also played a role. Outside of Cochin China,
      the drive to form action committees had only modest success and in some areas was totally prohibited by
      government authorities. Strictly speaking, the congress movement was a striking success only in the South, where
      more than six hundred committees were formed and thousands participated in gathering "cahiers des voeux." Even if the Party had built a substantial basis of support in Cochin
      China, its future in the Center and the North was still in doubt.
    


    
      The Party also took advantage of the respite from government oppression to build its membership. According to
      French figures, the size of the Party increased markedly during the period of the popular front and by early 1939
      it had more than two thousand members and forty thousand followers.17 When compared to the records of its rivals, its performance was even
      more impressive. The VNQDD, with its leadership in South China, was relatively inactive in Vietnam during this
      period. The Constitutionalists, riven by personality conflicts, were in a state of near disintegration. A few
      minor moderate political parties had been formed among urban intellectuals but were too
      intimidated by official harassment to pose a serious threat to the government. By the late 1930s, the ICP was
      virtually alone in carrying the banner of Vietnamese nationalism.
    


    
      In late March 1938, a plenary session of the Central Committee was held just outside of Saigon. At the meeting,
      Nguyen Van Cu replaced Ha Huy Tap as general secretary of the Party, reportedly because the latter's views
      were now considered too doctrinaire to meet the requirements of the new era of the Popular Front. At the same
      time, Cu opposed the "right deviationist" view that advocated an alliance with such national reformist
      groups as the Constitutionalist Party, a position allegedly held by the ICP's Comintern representative Le
      Hong Phong. The Constitutionalists, the new general secretary argued, were fundamentally counterrevolutionary and
      must be firmly opposed. A few months later, he publicly expressed these views in an article entitled Tu chi trich [A self-critique], which was published in the ICP journal Dan
      chung [The masses]. Nguyen Van Cu had thus staked out a middle position between dogmatism and unprincipled
      cooperation with all Vietnamese political groups that would fundamentally represent Party policy for the next
      half-century.18
    


    
      In sum, the popular front period opened a new era in the history of the Communist Party in Vietnam. For the ICP
      had returned to the strategy of the league and once again began to seek support from peasants and urban moderates
      in pursuit of a common goal. The change had been somewhat hesitant and the results were ambivalent, but at least
      a precedent had been set. Taking advantage of the respite from the crushing oppression of the colonial security
      apparatus, the ICP began to operate, under certain obvious constraints, within the public domain. Three years of
      semilegal activity served to domesticate the Party, to expose it to public view as "communism with a human
      face," and to show that the Communists were not wild-eyed fanatics but patriotic Vietnamese struggling to
      build a better Vietnam. The period of the Popular Front brought the ICP into the mainstream of Vietnamese
      politics—a position from which it would not henceforth retreat without a struggle.19
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    Prelude to Revolt (1941–1945)


    
      The main justification for the popular front, in Moscow's eyes, had been to unite all political forces
      against the danger of world fascism. Until 1938, fascism seemed to pose relatively little danger to the
      population of French Indochina. Germany was distant. Japan, although aggressive and unpredictable, was bogged
      down in China and appeared to be more interested in Manchuria and Soviet Siberia than in the lands to the south.
    


    
      By 1938, however, Japanese attacks in South China had raised the specter of war over Indochina. Despite
      reassurances from French military sources that the Indochinese Union was "perfectly capable" of
      defending itself against any aggressive force, there was a widespread public impression that French forces were
      inadequate to protect France's colonial possessions in Southeast Asia. Japan's invasion of South China
      (including the occupation of Hainan Island across the Gulf of Tonkin from Haiphong harbor) and its growing
      interest in forming a Tokyo-Bangkok axis showed that the Japanese government had designs on Southeast Asia.
    


    
      The authorities in Hanoi were now concerned and attempted to take remedial action. The budget was increased and
      taxes were raised to permit larger expenditures for defense. Plans were drawn up to double the size of military
      schools in the French army, as a means of encouraging volunteers for armed service. In attempting to strengthen
      Indochina against a possible external attack, however, the government faced a painful dilemma. Not only was it
      expected to provide for the defense of Indochina, but it was also requested to help meet the defense needs of
      metropolitan France against possible German attack. Paris was desperate for Indochinese recruits for military
      service and factory labor. There was no question where the priorities lay. When General Catroux replaced Jules
      Brevie as governor-general of Indochina in the summer of 1939, Minister of Colonies Mandel informed him bluntly
      that the foremost need was to protect France in its hour of crisis. The needs of Indochina would have to wait.
    


    
      The ICP, still guided by Moscow's determination to pursue the strategy of the popular front, found itself
      supporting the government, at least on the issue of national defense,
      although characteristically it combined its support with sharp criticism of the way defense policy was being
      carried out. An editorial in the Party's official journal Dan chung said that the
      Party
    


    
      approves the defense of Indochina against fascist aggression. We assert that the measures taken by the government
      are totally insufficient, that we must increase the ability of the masses to help in a spiritual as well as a
      material sense. If it wants this, the government must proclaim democratic freedoms and improvements in living
      conditions so that the people can increase their strength to resist. At the same time, it must organize the
      masses in national defense units [hoi quoc phong], so that when the war comes, the masses will be armed. Only
      then will we have defensive strength.1
    


    
      The Party's decision to support the government, obviously inspired by the Comintern, was not an easy one and
      led to embarrassing attacks from the Trotskyites, who refused to support the popular front and labeled ICP
      behavior as treasonous to the working class of Indochina. To some degree, the criticism stuck. In the Saigon
      municipal elections in 1939, a Trotskyite slate easily defeated the Stalinist entry.
    


    War in Europe


    
      The news of the signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact in late August 1939 and the German attack on Poland in September
      had immediate repercussions in Vietnam. Governor-general Catroux, who arrived to take over his post on the day of
      the Nazi invasion of Poland, declared general mobilization in Indochina. Moderates leaped to the support of
      France as it declared war on Germany. Le Quang Liem, a member of the Constitutionalist Party and an editor of the
      moderate French-language newspaper Tribune Indochinoise, declared that "to serve
      France in war is the first duty of the Indochinese peoples toward the protecting nation" and called on all
      his countrymen to respond to the order for general mobilization.
    


    
      The Communists did not share in the atmosphere of unity that followed the outbreak of war in Europe. Indeed, the
      signing of the Nazi-Soviet pact in August was a clear indication that Stalin had abandoned his attempt to form an
      alliance with the Western democracies against Hitler's Germany and Japan. In France, the FCP was quickly
      driven to cover. In Indochina, Catroux followed suit and immediately took action against the ICP. In late
      September, he closed down its newspapers and declared the Party illegal. In the short run, the government's
      action was a serious blow to Communist fortunes in Vietnam. The Party had made rapid strides in increasing its
      membership during the summer of 1939, and its position as a major force had never been so well established. In
      the days following the outlawing of the Party, 2,000 suspected Communists were arrested
      throughout Vietnam, 600 of them in Cochin China alone. Among those seized were several Party leaders, including
      Le Hong Phong, who, like the members of the Central Committee, was now operating out of Saigon.2 Ironically, however, the French
      crackdown ultimately proved to be a vital tonic to the Party's fortunes. Compelled to abandon its emphasis on
      urban areas, the Party retreated to the countryside and began to entrench itself in preparation for a long period
      of illegal work. This involuntary shift in its center of gravity had momentous consequences for the future.
    


    
      For the time being, the unexpected events of August and September forced the Party to reassess its political
      strategy and to devise a replacement for the now-defunct popular front approach that had dominated its thinking
      for three years. In early September, immediately after learning of the French declaration of war on Germany, the
      ICP's new general secretary, Nguyen Van Cu, convened an expanded meeting of the North Vietnamese Regional
      Committee to consider the means of adjusting the Party's strategy to deal with the new situation.3 The conference discussed the
      possibility that the colonial authorities would take immediate action against the ICP and ways by which the Party
      could protect its cadres and revolutionary bases and make an orderly shift to secret operations. There was
      apparently some consideration of a proposal to use the opportunity presented by France's preoccupation with
      war in Europe to stimulate an uprising aimed at national liberation. After all, Moscow had often commented that
      world war was normally the best time for revolution. Ultimately, the regional conference decided to postpone any
      major decisions until the convening of a Central Committee plenum. In the meantime, it decided to take
      preliminary measures to protect the Party's cadres and to begin to build strong revolutionary bases in
      mountain and forest regions. At the close of the conference, Nguyen Van Cu left for Saigon to convene a meeting
      of the full Central Committee.
    


    
      The Sixth Plenum of the Party Central Committee took place November 6-8, in the village of Hoc Mon in Gia Dinh
      Province, twelve miles (twenty kilometers) from Saigon.4 Although relatively few documents from the plenum survive, it is possible
      to piece together from various sources the new line promulgated by the Party leadership. In the first place, the
      plenum recognized that the existing definition of the united front, calling for cooperation with all progressive
      groups to defend Indochina against Nazism and fascism, had to be revised. Now viewing the European conflict as a
      capitalist war between two reactionary forces—fascist capitalism and democratic capitalism—the conference
      announced the formation of a new Anti-imperialist National United Front to struggle for national independence.
      Evoking the spirit of such Vietnamese heroes as the sisters Trung, Tran Hung Dao, Le Loi, and Phan Dinh Phung,
      the declaration called for an alliance of all Indochinese peoples against imperialist war.
      Not surprisingly, the class components of the new front differed in some respects from those of its predecessor.
      Where the popular front had called for alliance with all progressive and reformist parties, the new front would
      only ally with the most anticolonial elements in Vietnamese society.5
    


    
      What was most significant about the Sixth Plenum, however, was not the makeup of the new united front, but its
      view of revolutionary strategy. Since the formation of the popular front in 1936, the Party's strategy had
      called for legal or semilegal activities to defend Indochina against the danger of world fascism. Armed struggle
      against the class enemy and preparation for the final general uprising to achieve power were rejected. Now, once
      again, the struggle against colonialism and for national independence was to receive high priority. The Party was
      to prepare the conditions for an uprising leading to national liberation. In the words of one Party historian,
      this was the first time the ICP had pointed to "national liberation" as the number one task.6
    


    
      In preparation for the violent struggle to come, the plenum called for the formation on a nationwide basis of
      mass associations among the proletariat and peasantry. The new narrower focus of the front did not mean a return
      to emphasis on class struggle, however. As had been the case since 1936, class interests were to be subordinated,
      first, to the defense of world socialism and, now, to the interests of national independence. The main strength
      of the Party, as always, was to lie in the proletarian-peasant alliance. But alliance with patriotic elements
      among the middle class and even the feudal landlord class was necessary. If class struggle was "too
      tense," said one commentator, alliance with bourgeois and feudalist elements would be difficult to realize.
      The result was an uneasy balance between national and class interests.7
    


    
      While the ICP was attempting to put its affairs in order so as to respond to the new situation, the government in
      Hanoi was seeking to put Indochina on a war footing to prepare for the increasingly probable war with Japan.
      Catroux's approach was to win support for his policies by combining the carrot with the stick. On September
      21, he declared a general amnesty. Yet he was ruthless in his determination to root out communism in Indochina.
      In a speech in late September he indicated his intention to undertake "a total and rapid" attack on the
      ICP. All direct and indirect activities of the Party were to be prohibited, all of its organizations were to be
      disbanded, and any of its members seized by the authorities were to receive heavy prison sentences. During the
      next several months, the Sûreté carried out widespread arrests of suspected Party members. General Secretary
      Nguyen Van Cu himself was seized in January 1940 and died in prison.
    


    
      The year 1940 confirmed Japanese plans for expansion into Southeast Asia. Frustrated at its inability to force
      the Chinese government of Chiang Kai-shek into submission, Japan in early summer demanded
      that the French close the Hanoi-Kunming railway to shipments of war-related goods to China. Catroux sought
      support abroad, but he was unsuccessful, and in June he bowed to force majeure and
      agreed to close the border. For the latter, he was dismissed by the new Vichy government in France and replaced
      by the commander of French naval forces in the Pacific, Admiral Jean Decoux.
    


    
      At the end of August, Vichy reached an agreement with Tokyo, by which the Japanese formally recognized French
      sovereignty in Indochina in return for military facilities and transit rights through Indochina and the right to
      station occupation troops in Tonkin. To work out the details, Decoux was instructed to negotiate with General
      Nishihara, chief of the new Japanese mission in Hanoi. Final agreement was reached on September 23. Shortly
      afterward, Japanese troops began to disembark at Haiphong harbor before the eyes of an anxious populace.
    


    The Bac Son Rebellion


    
      On the night of September 22, as the negotiations in Hanoi were closing, Japanese troops crossed the border in
      force and attacked French troops at the frontier town of Lang Son. Accompanying the Japanese were troops of a
      pro-Japanese nationalist force loyal to Prince Cuong De, the figurehead member of the Nguyen royal house who had
      been selected by Phan Boi Chau as titular head for his revolutionary organization forty years before. In recent
      years, Cuong De had lived in Japan, and he put his trust in Tokyo's promises to restore Vietnamese
      independence. As the nationalist troops advanced, they appealed to local Vietnamese troops under French command
      to support the Japanese invasion and to attack their erstwhile colonial masters, who were retreating southward
      toward Thai Nguyen. In Hanoi, the French protested and the incident was quickly resolved. Nishihara sent a
      subordinate to the border area and a cease-fire was arranged. French military forces and administrative personnel
      were permitted to return to their posts, and the Japanese abandoned their Vietnamese allies, who were then easily
      put down by the French.
    


    
      When local Communists in the border area became aware of the temporary vacuum created by the Japanese attack at
      Lang Son, they saw an opportunity to respond to the Sixth Plenum's call for uprisings against the French
      colonial regime. The border zone around Lang Son, inhabited primarily by minority peoples, had been a fruitful
      area for Communist activities since the early 1930s, when the first ICP cells were created in the area. By the
      end of the decade, the Party organization was stronger there than in the densely populated Red River delta to the
      south. Planning for the revolt was apparently undertaken by a group of Communists who had
      recently escaped from Lang Son prison during the Japanese invasion. Seeing the chaos left by departing French
      forces and the unrest of the surrounding population, they held a secret meeting on September 27 and made plans
      for a military uprising designed to establish revolutionary power throughout the area.
    


    
      The first major attacks took place at Mo Nhai and Binh Gia, in mountainous Bac Son District a few miles west of
      Lang Son. Local Communist cadres set up self-defense units, executed class enemies, and established a
      revolutionary administration.8 The French soon retook both areas, but the revolutionaries counterattacked
      and struck elsewhere. For a while, guerrilla activities spread throughout the border area as the Communists
      prepared to launch an attack on the fort at Lang Son. But the rebels' lack of organization and experience
      eventually told the story, and by late October the Communist forces, defeated in several engagements, had been
      forced to retreat to inaccessible mountain areas, there to await order from higher echelons.
    


    The Cochin China
    Uprising


    
      There was little immediate response elsewhere in Indochina to the unrest in the border area. To a degree, this
      reflected the watchful attitude of the local population. The French surrender in Europe in June 1940 had been
      totally unexpected in Indochina, where colonial military prowess and invincibility had appeared to be a permanent
      fact of life. To many surviving Communist leaders, the quiet confirmed the weakness of the Party in the face of
      several months of suppression. In much of the country, especially in the cities, the Party was simply unable to
      respond.
    


    
      In Cochin China, however, local Communists were preparing to respond in their own way. Popular discontent was on
      the rise in the South and provided, at least momentarily, an opportunity for the ICP to release its frustration
      at the events since the previous September. At the root of the unrest in the South was economics. High taxes, a
      fall in the price of rice, and an increase in unemployment all served to cut the standard of living for the
      average Vietnamese. Throughout the spring and summer of 1940, peasant riots took place in several delta
      provinces. Resentment in rural villages was rising against French conscription for military service along the
      Cambodian-Thai border, where the threat of war was high. Peasant protests against conscription took place in
      several towns and villages throughout the delta.
    


    
      As the wave of discontent in the South rose, the Party's Regional Committee for Cochin China attempted to
      ride the crest, concentrating its propaganda on peasants and newly drafted Vietnamese troops. Since the restoration of the Party apparatus in Cochin China in the early 1930s, the regional Party
      organization under the direction of Stalin School graduate Tran Van Giau had possessed a unique degree of
      autonomy and under Giau's autocratic leadership was somewhat inclined toward making decisions independent of
      the national Party leadership. Now, with almost all members of the ICP Central Committee in the South in jail
      (Tran Van Giau himself had been arrested for the third time in January 1940), regional leaders took matters in
      their own hands and began to plan for a general uprising in response to the decisions reached at the Sixth Plenum
      the previous November. After the French surrender to Nazi Germany in June, they hastily convened an expanded
      Party conference in My Tho, deep in the heart of the Mekong delta and agreed to initiate preparations for the
      insurrection. By autumn, half the indigenous troops in Cochin China were allegedly sympathetic to the Communists,
      with ICP sources estimating that up to 30 percent of the entire population of the colony was on its
      side.9
    


    
      Party leaders in Cochin China, however, were understandably hoping to seek support for the uprising from
      revolutionary elements elsewhere in the country, and in October they sent Phan Dang Luu, the only member of the
      Central Committee still at large, to consult with members of the ICP Regional Committee for Tonkin. North
      Vietnamese delegates had not been able to attend the Sixth Plenum in November 1939 and were thus not well
      informed about the Central Committee's plans to move toward a general insurrection against French colonial
      rule.10
    


    
      Several members of the regional committee, including Truong Chinh, Hoang Van Thu, and Hoang Quoc Viet met with
      Phan Dang Luu in early November in a suburb of Hanoi. The meeting took place in the immediate aftermath of the
      abortive revolt in Bac Son, and its decisions reflected an understandable ambivalence about the possibilities of
      armed uprising. The session reaffirmed the decision of the Sixth Plenum to begin preparations for a future armed
      uprising against French power, and it affirmed the contention that, if conditions were favorable, a local
      uprising could be launched in one area of the country even if Vietnamese society as a whole was not in a
      revolutionary situation. But it condemned what it considered the mistakes committed at Bac Son. The local
      leadership at Bac Son, it claimed, did not know how to establish revolutionary power, did not know how to conduct
      propaganda activities and develop revolutionary strength, and, when the battle was over, did not know how to
      retreat. The decision to abandon the cities for the countryside was termed an error that weakened the Party's
      urban base. Then, it said, the Party had lost an opportunity to launch a general uprising after French
      surrendered in June 1940. Finally, it criticized the new united front as vaguely defined and not sufficiently
      focused on the worker-peasant alliance. Looking to the future, the plenum concluded that Vietnam was not yet in a
      directly revolutionary situation, but that the revolution could break out in the form of
      local uprisings where conditions were appropriate, leading the way toward a general uprising that would result in
      a seizure of power in the country as a whole. In preparation for that moment, the Committee members called for
      the conservation of the remnants of the Bac Son forces, which were to be reorganized as guerrilla units, and for
      a revolutionary base in the Viet Bac (the Vietnamese term for the northern mountain areas of Tonkin) to wait for
      the appropriate moment to launch an uprising.11
    


    
      Given the judgments above, it is not surprising that the meeting suspected that conditions for an armed uprising
      were lacking in the South. Local forces were too small, and units in the Center and the North were in no position
      to give adequate support. So Phan Dang Luu was informed that an uprising in Cochin China should be postponed
      until the Central Committee could send a representative to check on the national situation and provide proper
      leadership. If the uprising should fail in spite of such preparations, the rebels must be prepared to make an
      orderly retreat and transform the defeated forces into guerrilla units.
    


    
      The meeting also took steps to reconstitute the ICP Central Committee, which had become nearly defunct as the
      result of the recent arrest of most of its members in the South. Acting on the authority of the one remaining
      member, Phan Dang Luu, those in attendance named themselves a new provisional central committee with Truong Chinh
      serving temporarily as general secretary until new elections could be held. The November meeting of the Regional
      Committee of Tonkin is thus known in Party histories as the Seventh Plenum of the ICP.12
    


    
      Immediately after the meeting, Phan Dang Luu returned to Cochin China to give his colleagues the bad news that
      their comrades in Tonkin did not favor a general uprising. But on the evening of November 22 he was arrested by
      French police at the railway station in Saigon. Advised in advance of the revolt, the French declared martial law
      and disarmed all indigenous troops in the area.13
    


    
      In the Mekong delta, however, the Regional Committee was growing increasingly restive. With 15,000 in the
      uprising organization and the rebellious troops increasingly impatient for action, the Regional Committee now
      decided that it could wait no longer for the return of Phan Dang Luu and decided to schedule the outbreak for the
      night of November 22-23. The uprising was concentrated on several district and provincial capitals throughout the
      Mekong delta. French military posts were to be attacked, communications links cut, and revolutionary power
      established at the village level. Attacks took place as scheduled in such delta towns as Soc Trang, Bac Lieu, Tan
      An, Vinh Long, and Can Tho, as well as in rural areas along the edge of the Plain of Reeds. In some areas, the
      masses seized power, formed revolutionary tribunals to punish class enemies, and raised flags in the name of the
      National United Front. There were plans for an attack on Saigon as well, but the French
      prevented disturbances by confiscating weapons and blocking entrances to the city.
    


    
      The French response was swift. In Saigon an attempted uprising was quelled in a day; in the delta, unrest dragged
      on and was finally put down in early December. Unlike their counterparts in the Viet Bac, the rebels were unable
      to preserve their forces by retreating to isolated areas and their defeat signalled the temporary collapse of the
      Party in Cochin China.14
    


    The Formation of the
    Vietminh


    
      In the spring of 1940, Ho Chi Minh returned to South China, after an absence from the area of more than seven
      years. Since his release from prison in Hong Kong he had spent most of his time in the Soviet Union as an
      instructor at the Institute for the Study of National and Colonial Questions. There is some evidence that he was
      relatively inactive because he was temporarily in disfavor with Stalin. There are also reports that he had been
      ill and was forced to spend several months in a sanatorium in the Caucasus. By 1938 he had recovered and was
      finally permitted to leave the Soviet Union to join Chinese Communist forces in North China.
    


    
      Since Ho's departure from Asia in 1933, the situation in China had changed radically. In the first place, the
      Chinese Communists had begun to revive after their disastrous defeat at the hands of Chiang Kai-shek in 1927.
      After several years of bare survival in the hills of Jiangxi Province, the headquarters of the movement had been
      transferred to the relatively secure area at Yan'an, in the bleak highlands of Shanxi Province. Here the
      Communists gradually began to regain their strength. Here, too, Mao Zedong began to extend his domination of the
      movement and to impose his ideas on the Party.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh arrived in Yan'an sometime in the fall of 1938, after an arduous trip through Central Asia. At
      one point, travelling under the name Ho Quang as a member of the Communist Eighth Route Army, he went on foot,
      pushing a cart for several days from Xian to the Communist headquarters at Yan'an, several hundred miles to
      the north. Ho remained in the CCP wartime capital only a few weeks and apparently did not meet chairman Mao
      Zedong. From Yan'an, he travelled with a delegation led by General Ye Jianying (he later became secretary of
      defense and chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress in Beijing) to the city of
      Hanyang. He did not remain there long, perhaps because the city was soon evacuated to avoid Japanese forces
      advancing up the Yangtze River. When the Kuomintang government moved its wartime capital to Chongqing, in
      mountain-rimmed Sichuan Province, Ho Chi Minh went south with General Ye's group to
      Hanyang, where he taught the techniques of guerrilla warfare to Nationalist troops. Later he travelled further
      south to the city of Guilin, where he served as a radio operator and as manager of the liaison office of the
      Eighth Route Army in northern Guangxi Province.
    


    
      It is unfortunate that we know so little about Ho Chi Minh's activities in wartime China, for it is likely
      that the experience was quite valuable in providing him with the opportunity to flesh out his still relatively
      amorphous ideas on a strategy for seizing power in Vietnam. Throughout his years as a revolutionary leader, he
      had kept abreast of events in China, but there is no indication that he had ever established direct contact with
      the Maoist faction within the CCP. Yet Mao's ideas on Asian revolution paralleled those of Ho Chi Minh in
      several respects, and it seems logical that Ho would have found it useful to study Chinese experience at first
      hand. While still living in Canton in 1927, he had been highly critical of the CCP decision to support the
      Kuomintang against the forces of peasant unrest during the Northern Expedition (a view also held by Mao Zedong in
      his famous "Report on the Hunan Peasant Uprising") and presumably approved, from a distance, the
      strategy formulated by Mao in the hills of Jiangxi Province at the end of the decade.
    


    
      During the 1930s, Ho Chi Minh made no apparent reference to such views while living in Moscow, prudently avoiding
      the possible wrath of Joseph Stalin. By 1940, however, the situation had begun to change. Soviet preoccupation
      with the crisis in Europe provided more latitude for Asian Communist leaders to draw up strategies for the
      liberation of their own societies. Clearly, Ho Chi Minh was not about to let such an opportunity pass.
    


    
      On his arrival in Guilin in 1939, he attempted to get in touch with the ICP Central Committee in Vietnam, using
      the aid of the local Guangxi office of the CCP as intermediary. The Central Committee, in turn, was equally
      anxious to make contact with him. A few of the top leaders of the Party were aware that Ho Chi Minh had not died
      in Hong Kong, as had been widely reported in the press, but had gone on to Moscow. When they heard that he had
      arrived in South China, they sent an envoy to Longzhou, in Guangxi Province, to meet him. The delegate ran out of
      money, however, and was forced to leave before Ho's arrival.15
    


    
      The next April, Ho went on to Kunming, capital of Yunnan Province. Yunnan, like Guangxi, had become a popular
      residence-in-exile for Vietnamese nationalist groups. Not only the VNQDD and the ICP, but the pro-Japanese Phuc
      Quoc as well as remnants of Phan Boi Chau's nearly defunct organization had been active in the area for
      several years, particularly among Vietnamese workers employed on the Hanoi-Kunming railroad, which had been built
      by the French at the end of the previous century. With the area now in a highly fluid state as a result of the
      Japanese invasion along the southern Chinese coast, the southern provinces of Yunnan and Guangxi presented a relatively secure haven for Vietnamese nationalists and a potential base for political
      activities in Vietnam.
    


    
      On his arrival in Yunnan, Ho Chi Minh finally managed to get in touch with local ICP operatives and resumed his
      effort to establish contact with the Central Committee in Saigon. For its part, the committee had earlier that
      spring sent two young and dedicated Party members—Vo Nguyen Giap and Pham Van Dong—to China to find him. In later
      years, of course, Giap and Dong were destined to become Ho's close comrades-in-arms and coleaders of the
      Party in the postwar era. Pham Van Dong, offspring of a well-known scholar-gentry family in Annam, had gone to
      Canton in his twenties to join the Revolutionary Youth League and had studied at the Whampoa Academy. After
      returning to Vietnam, he was arrested by the French and spent several years in jail. He was released during one
      of the periodic amnesties granted by the government in Paris and played a role during the popular front as a
      journalist in Hanoi. Giap, also from Central Vietnam, was originally a member of the Tan Viet Party and joined
      the ICP in the early 1930s. With a degree in history from the University of Hanoi, he also became a journalist in
      Hué during the popular front period and in 1940 was teaching at a private high school near Hanoi.16
    


    
      Sometime in the late spring, Giap and Dong arrived in South China and joined Ho Chi Minh and other young
      Communist Party members in the area, including Phung Chi Kien, a graduate of Whampoa Academy and a member of the
      CCP since 1927, and Vu Anh, a Communist of worker origin who had been employed on the French-run Yunnan railway.
      The small group now attempted to prepare the Party to take advantage of the coming crisis. In the process, some
      of Ho Chi Minh's ideas for future ICP strategy began to emerge. To solidify links with the CCP and to
      strengthen his colleagues' understanding of the Maoist concept of people's war, he instructed Giap and
      Dong to travel to Yan'an to attend a Chinese Communist Party school.17 Then he turned his attention to the problem of building up
      an alliance with nationalist factions in South China. Until now, all efforts to establish a united front with
      nationalists had been abortive, partly because the Party had seemed reluctant to cooperate on a basis of
      equality. But in 1939, while in China, Ho Chi Minh had written a report to the Comintern recommending that the
      ICP cooperate sincerely with non-Communist nationalist parties in a broad national democratic front that would
      include moderate middle-class nationalists as well as progressive Frenchmen. In contrast with his earlier
      attitudes, his present position was that the ICP should not "demand that the front recognize its
      leadership."18 Now
      he attempted to put his new approach into practice.
    


    
      In the early months of 1941, at Jingxi near the Vietnamese border, he set up a new united front called the
      Vietnamese Liberation League (Viet Nam Giai phong Dong minh Hoi) to attract support from all nationalist groups
      in the area. A non-Communist sympathetic to the Party, Ho Ngoc Lam (sometimes known as Ho Hoc
      Lam), was named chairman. To protect the organization from Chinese harassment and to secure the sponsorship of
      local Kuomintang military authorities, Communist involvement was clandestine. The commander of the southwest
      military area, General Zhang Fakui, was relatively apolitical in his views and anxious to organize the Vietnamese
      political forces in South China for participation in a possible Chinese invasion of Indochina. For several
      months, the Communists obtained considerable profit from their arrangements along the border, and scores of young
      Vietnamese fled to South China willing and eager to enlist in the patriotic cause. With Zhang Fakui's
      cooperation, a military training program was set up for Vietnamese exiles at Jingxi. Members of the ICP took part
      covertly and soon began to lure many of the trainees into their organization.
    


    
      With events moving so fast, Ho Chi Minh sensed that the potential for revolution in Vietnam was suddenly vastly
      improved and his headquarters in South China now became the focus of Communist policymaking efforts. Giap and
      Dong were recalled from their trip to Yan'an (they had apparently only gotten as far as Guiyang before
      receiving a telegram from Ho canceling their instructions), and several additional members of the ICP Central
      Committee arrived from Vietnam to take part in the planning. Included were Hoang Quoc Viet, a veteran of the
      movement and a onetime labor organizer in the coal mines of northern Tonkin; Hoang Van Thu, a promising member of
      Tho nationality who displayed considerable gifts in guerrilla warfare; and Truong Chinh (real name Dang Xuan
      Khu), who, as we have seen, had recently been appointed provisional general secretary of the Party.19 It was decided to convene a
      plenary meeting of the Central Committee somewhere in the border area in the spring of 1941. The primary aims of
      the conference would be to ratify the creation of a new Communist-dominated united front and to formulate a new
      strategy for the liberation of Vietnam from foreign rule.
    


    
      For symbolic reasons, Ho Chi Minh felt that the meeting should be held on native soil, so he sent Vu Anh to
      Vietnam to find a secure spot somewhere in the mountainous region near the Chinese border. The border area was
      still infested with the remnants of the abortive Bac Son uprising, and in February he dispatched Phung Chi Kien
      to form the nucleus of a new guerrilla force in the area (to be named the first platoon of the National Salvation
      Army, or Cuu quoc Quan) and to transform the area into a base for the revolutionary forces operating in the Viet
      Bac.20
    


    
      Eventually, the conference was held in the small mountain village of Pac Bo, just a few miles south of the
      border. The area was mountainous and virtually secure from attack from the outside. At the same time it was close
      to the frontier and retreat to China, if necessary, would not be difficult. In February, Ho Chi Minh entered
      Vietnam with a small retinue and set up his headquarters in a cave at Pac Bo. Even prior to
      the conference, he directed his followers to agitate among the local population, most of whom were of the
      minority Nung community, to set up mass organizations.
    


    
      The Eighth Plenum of the ICP convened at Pac Bo in early May 1941. In attendance were a number of the top leaders
      of the Party—including Hoang Van Thu, Vu Anh, Truong Chinh, Phung Chi Kien, Hoang Quoc Viet, and Ho Chi Minh
      himself, attending officially as a delegate of the Comintern.21 The meeting took place in a small hut, with a bamboo conference table and
      blocks of wood serving as chairs. As Party historians note, it was the first time since the founding session of
      the Party in February 1930 that Ho Chi Minh had taken an active part in a meeting of the internal Party
      leadership.
    


    
      In the history of the Vietnamese Communist movement, the Eighth Plenum is traditionally regarded as the moment
      when nationalism and a rural strategy of people's war became identified as the two pillars of Vietnamese
      revolutionary doctrine. Strictly speaking, neither concept originated at Pac Bo. The concept of the national
      united front had been used by the Party since its infancy with varying degrees of success. The strategy of
      guerrilla war had first been utilized, as a matter of necessity, by Communist units during the Nghe Tinh revolt
      of 1930-1931 and, more recently, by the Bac Son rebels after their defeat by main force French units in the fall
      of 1940.
    


    
      Nevertheless, the plenum at Pac Bo, under the direction of Ho Chi Minh, clearly set forth these concepts as the
      guiding strategy of the Party in its continuing struggle for power in Vietnam. At the heart of the new approach
      was the plenum's assertion that the demands of ideology and class war must be subordinated to those of the
      anti-imperialist struggle for national independence. To provide a vehicle for this new strategy, a new front
      organization was established, the famous League for the Independence of Vietnam ( Viet Nam Doc lap Dong minh, or
      Vietminh for short). Oddly enough, the name of the new front caused the most concern, according to the
      recollections of Vo Nguyen Giap. At a meeting in Jingxi earlier in the year, Ho Chi Minh had brought up several
      possible names for the front but had made it clear that he felt many were inappropriate, either because they were
      too harsh or because they had been sullied by previous use. His favorite, not surprisingly, was the one that was
      eventually adopted. An organization with a similar name had been formed by the non-Communist nationalist Ho Ngoc
      Lam in Nanjing in the late 1930s. Now the name was appropriated by the Party for its own purposes. The Communist
      movement would be known as the Vietminh for the next decade.22
    


    
      The deliberate shift of emphasis from ideology to nationalism, a transformation that had been underway since the
      Seventh Comintern Congress in 1935, had obvious implications for the composition of the new organization. All
      patriotic elements in Vietnam, regardless of class, were welcomed into the front against the
      common adversary. Not only the bourgeoisie and rich peasants, but wealthy landlords, Overseas Chinese merchants,
      and patriotic Frenchmen were considered potential allies. To protect the ICP against the dangers posed by the
      admission of such diverse groups, Ho called for Party dominance over the front organization. Ho made a great
      effort to disguise the Party's role, however, in order to maximize the front's appeal to moderates.
    


    
      The decision to appeal for the support of patriotic but socially conservative elements was justified by a return
      to the reasoning that had marked Lenin's first attempt to draw up a strategy for Asian Communist movements in
      1920. According to the resolution issued at the close of the plenum, not only the proletariat but also the petty
      bourgeoisie, rich peasants, landlords, and officials were groaning under dual French and Japanese oppression. As
      a result,
    


    
      the landlords, rich peasants, and native bourgeois class have greatly changed their attitude. Before they had an
      antipathy to revolution and wanted to destroy it or were indifferent. Now it is different, and with the exception
      of a few running dogs who flatter and fawn on the Japanese enemy, the majority have sympathy for the revolution
      or are neutral.... If before the landlords and native bourgeoisie were the reserve army of the antirevolutionary
      imperialists, they have now become the reserve of the revolution.13
    


    
      An additional aspect of the new political strategy was the decision to establish a series of mass associations
      (called "national salvation associations" or cuu quoc hoi) representing the
      various interest groups in society— workers, peasants, students, women, artists and writers, even Buddhist
      bonzes. Such associations, under surreptitious Party control, would be used to enlist popular support for the
      revolutionary cause and to funnel Party and front directives down to the mass of the population.24
    


    
      At first glance, the new strategy had considerable potential. In contrast to previous occasions, when Communist
      policies had often been made in Moscow and had reflected the ideological proclivities of the Comintern
      leadership, the new approach was tailored to the situation in Vietnam. One of the weaknesses of the
      made-in-Moscow strategy had been its failure to give adequate attention to the two major political and social
      forces in colonial Vietnamese society—nationalism and the land revolution. The new front was clearly designed to
      remedy that deficiency and to knit together an alliance of urban nationalists and rural poor in a common effort
      to achieve independence and social reform.
    


    
      But there was a price to pay for the Party's effort to extend its appeal to moderate nationalists. The
      decision to place patriotic concerns before those of revolution meant that the social goals of the Vietminh would
      have to be muted in order to avoid alienating moderates. Specifically, the slogan of land seizures was to be
      abandoned and replaced by a more limited appeal for a reduction in land rents and the
      confiscation of the property of French imperialists and Vietnamese traitors. As the Party resolution made clear,
      the adjustment was tactical only:
    


    
      This does not mean that our Party is ignoring the problem of class struggle in the Indochinese revolution. No,
      the problem of class struggle will continue to exist. But in the present stage, the nation has prime importance,
      and all demands which are of benefit to a specific class but which are harmful to the national interest must be
      subordinated to the survival of the nation and the race. At this moment, if we do not resolve the problem of
      national liberation, and do not demand independence and freedom for the entire people, then not only will the
      entire people of our nation continue to live the life of beasts, but also the particular interests of individual
      social classes will not be achieved for thousands of years.25
    


    
      In effect the plenum had revived the concept of a two-stage revolution that Ho Chi Minh had advocated more than a
      decade before, with the first stage directed at resolving the pressing problem of national liberation. Only after
      the defeat of the Japanese and French imperialists and the realization of full independence would the Party begin
      to move toward the second stage of social revolution. The Communists would take a short step now in order to take
      a longer step later.
    


    
      There were substantive changes in ICP military strategy as well. Like the two previous plenums of 1939 and 1940,
      the conference at Pac Bo emphasized that victory in the Vietnamese revolution would come by means of an armed
      uprising. For the first time, however, the Party leadership specifically recognized the importance of a rural
      strategy based on the force of peasant discontent. Where previously the Party had viewed the guerrilla approach
      as a concession to necessity—a recognition of the military weakness of the Party and its inability to operate
      effectively in urban areas—it now considered it as the most effective means of seizing power in Vietnam. For
      example, the Seventh Plenum had instructed the regional Party leadership in Cochin China to resort to guerrilla
      warfare only if the primary goal of waging frontal attacks on French-controlled areas
      did not succeed. Such, too, had been the pattern of events at Bac Son.
    


    
      With the 1941 plenum at Pac Bo, the ICP turned guerrilla warfare into an integral element of its revolutionary
      strategy. The Bac Son guerrillas were to be preserved and turned into an effective unit to operate in the
      mountainous provinces of the Viet Bac. Local self-defense and combat self-defense militia were to be established
      in all villages under Vietminh control, and an armed force possessing political as well as military functions was
      to be created in all provinces where Party elements were active. Eventually, a liberated zone would be created in
      preparation for the launching of the final insurrection to seize power throughout the country. Clearly, the Party
      planned this uprising for the end of the Pacific War. According to the resolution:
    


    
      We must prepare a force to be ready for a favorable opportunity to defeat the enemy, i.e.,
      when the Pacific War and the resistance in China turn in our favor; then with the force that we then possess, we
      can lead an uprising in a single region, and seize victory and open the way to a general uprising.26
    


    
      The new program clearly represented a major shift in the Party's strategy and marked the final abandonment of
      the lingering reliance on the Bolshevik model. The key to success would be the Party's ability to link the
      forces of urban nationalism and peasant rebellion in a single coordinated effort to achieve independence and to
      destroy the power of feudalism and imperialism in colonial Indochina. Here the Party was venturing into
      relatively uncharted territory. What were the ultimate causes of peasant revolt in Asia? Could the Party harness
      the primitive and unpredictable force of angry peasants and channel it to meet its own needs? Could moderate
      elements in urban and rural areas be brought to give their enthusiastic support to a movement that possessed
      potential revolutionary overtones?
    


    
      There was, of course, a precedent for the new Vietminh program. Ίο the north, Mao Zedong and his colleagues in
      the CCP had been grappling with such problems since the formation of the second national united front with Chiang
      Kai-shek's government in Nanjing in 1937. Clearly, one major source of inspiration for the Vietnamese
      strategy was Chinese. Ho Chi Minh had just spent over two years in China writing articles on wartime conditions
      and the struggle against the Japanese invaders as well as serving as an instructor in Ye Jianying's guerrilla
      training course in Hanyang. Although the documents issued at the Pac Bo plenum make no specific reference to this
      debt, the similarities with the Maoist model are readily apparent: (1) the formation of a broad united front
      including all patriotic elements in the population and directed primarily at the goal of national liberation, (2)
      the open recognition of the dual importance of political and military struggle, (3) the reliance on protracted
      guerrilla war in preparation for the final stage of general uprising, (4) the establishment of a military force
      under the direction of the Party, and (5) the carving out, by this force, of a secure revolutionary base in rural
      areas.
    


    
      Some Western observers have speculated that the major advocate of the new strategy was Vo Nguyen Giap (who was
      later to put its military aspects into practice) or, alternatively, the new Party general secretary, Truong Chinh
      (who in later years was frequently identified as the leading member of a pro-Chinese faction within the
      Vietnamese Party leadership). In his written recollections of the period, Giap refers briefly to his own growing
      interest in guerrilla tactics, even before his first meeting with Ho Chi Minh in South China in 1940. Truong
      Chinh later wrote a well-known treatise on Vietnamese revolutionary strategy that borrowed liberally from
      Mao's writings.27
    


    
      The bulk of the evidence, however, suggests that the major source for the new strategy was Ho Chi Minh. In the
      first place, despite his long absence from the scene, Ho was still the unquestioned leader of
      the Party. His international reputation, his personal ties with Soviet leaders in Moscow, and his formidable
      experience within the movement all gave him a position within the Party that could not be matched by any of his
      younger colleagues. It is extremely doubtful that either Giap or Truong Chinh—neither of whom had studied in
      Moscow or had substantial acquaintance with international communism—possessed the experience or the status in the
      Party to bring about so momentous a change.
    


    
      Even more persuasive, perhaps, is the fact that in a number of respects the new strategy seemed to reflect Ho Chi
      Minh's evolving views on the course of the Vietnamese revolution. The importance of the key forces of
      nationalism and land revolution date back to his ideas during the life of the Revolutionary Youth League. The
      emphasis on guerrilla tactics had been expressed in his article, "the party's military work among the
      peasants," written in 1927. Admittedly, at that time he had not clearly seen the importance of seizing a
      liberated base zone secure from attack by government forces but had simply stressed the need to concentrate on a
      single region with favorable conditions for the revolution. The lessons of Nghe Tinh and the CCP experience
      undoubtedly changed his mind on that score. Finally, the dual emphasis on a combined urban and rural strategy—the
      implications of which would only become apparent four years later, during the 1945 August Revolution—was a direct
      product of Ho's thinking in the 1920s, when he had pointed out the importance of combined action by the
      working class and the peasantry to bring about the seizure of power.
    


    
      In summary, the new Vietminh strategy appears to have been essentially an elaboration of ideas developed by Ho
      Chi Minh over several years and fleshed out with the practical experiences of the Chinese revolution. In its
      essentials, it bears the strong imprint of Lenin's ideas as expressed in his "Theses on the National and
      Colonial Questions." But it also reflects some of the lessons that Ho Chi Minh had learned during his years
      in China. That Ho considered the latter of importance is verified by the fact that, after his return to the
      border area, he translated several Chinese and Russian works on guerrilla war into Vietnamese and wrote a brief
      history of the Chinese experience.28
    


    Toward the General
    Uprising


    
      With the main lines of its new approach established, the Party could turn to the arduous task of putting the plan
      into reality. The ultimate objective was a general uprising to overthrow colonial power. Ho Chi Minh shared
      Lenin's conviction that political struggle alone would be insufficient to defeat the class enemy. But he was
      also a cautious man and convinced that a premature uprising could do great harm to the Party's prospects. The
      revolt would require careful planning and would have to take into account the conditions in
      the nation as a whole. Ultimately, the Party and the front apparatus, as well as the new mass associations, would
      have to be extended to all provinces and among the national minorities as well as among ethnic Vietnamese. A
      revolt based solely on local conditions, like those of 1940, simply squandered revolutionary strength. Such local
      rebellions should be permitted only in specific instances, when local conditions suggested that the enemy would
      be unable to strike back. At the very least, the planners should be prepared for the possibility of defeat, so
      that an orderly retreat could minimize losses and preserve the movement intact. The Bac Son revolt had partially
      met this last condition and thus made it possible to use the area in the future as a base for the buildup of
      revolutionary forces. But the Cochin China outbreak had not, with the result that its rebellious forces were
      decimated and the Party's local apparatus was almost totally destroyed.251
    


    
      A second prerequisite for success was the existence of favorable objective conditions within Vietnam. In
      practice, this meant that the ruling authorities should be in a state of military, political, and economic
      disintegration. This might come about as a result of military defeat or of social revolutions in France or Japan
      that incapacitated the local ruling clique. Combined with this was the classic Soviet formulation that the local
      population must be unwilling to tolerate continued colonial or fascist rule and be willing to sacrifice all for
      the revolutionary cause.
    


    
      A final prerequisite for revolt was a favorable international situation. Where Mao and the CCP, operating in a
      vast society only indirectly affected by imperialism, could afford to view the revolutionary process in relative
      isolation from the external situation, Vietnam, a small nation under direct colonial control, could not. That
      unfortunate reality would color Ho Chi Minh's revolutionary thought throughout his life. Like it or not, the
      general uprising would have to await the ripening of conditions within Vietnam and in the international situation
      as well. In this case, the most favorable conditions would occur when the democratic forces were victorious in
      the Pacific War and Allied troops were preparing to enter Indochina.30
    


    
      In 1941, the general insurrection still lay far in the future. There were pressing problems following the Pac Bo
      plenum. The first, in order of priority, was to prepare the political ground by building up the Vietminh
      apparatus throughout the country. The second was to create a revolutionary base area in the border zone and to
      transform the scattered guerrilla units into a powerful military force. Shortly after the conference, Ho Chi Minh
      drafted an open letter to the populace, announcing the formation of the new united front and appealing for
      support. Conscious of the need to win widespread support from traditionalists as well as progressive elements, he
      wrote the letter in demotic characters and opened with an appeal to "elders, prominent
      personalities and intellectuals," as well as to workers, peasants, tradesmen, and soldiers. The letter was
      blatantly patriotic, recounting the history of Vietnam from the ancient Hong Bang dynasty and citing the great
      patriotic heroes of the past. It called for unity in the interests of national salvation, reminiscent of the
      glorious period when Vietnam had repulsed a Mongol invasion seven centuries before, and stressed that at present
      the issue of national liberation was of paramount importance and should have priority over all other concerns. He
      who has money, it said, should give money; he who has strength should contribute his strength; and he who has
      talent should donate his talent.31
    


    
      If the political issue had national implications, the military problem, at least in the beginning, was primarily
      regional in scope. The immediate need was to organize the remnants of the abortive Bac Son uprising into the
      nucleus of the National Salvation Army and to carve out a revolutionary base area in the mountainous regions of
      the Viet Bac. According to Ho Chi Minh's plan, once the revolutionary forces had secured control over the
      remote border area, they could gradually expand southward to the provinces of Bac Can and Thai Nguyen, on the
      fringe of the Red River delta. From there, not only could they communicate with the Central Committee that under
      Truong Chinh was now secretly located in the suburbs of Hanoi, but they could also extend the movement into the
      densely populated provinces of the delta.
    


    
      In charge of the effort to build the first units of the National Salvation Army were Phung Chi Kien, Luong Van
      Chi, and the Nung guerrilla leader Chu Van Tan. The remaining guerrilla units from the Bac Son uprising were to
      be reorganized as guerrilla forces and instructed to carry out political and military activities around Bac Son
      and Vu Nhai, directly to the west of the border town of Lang Son. New recruits were to be selected from the
      mountain villages in the area and sent across the Chinese border to attend the training classes run by the
      Kuomintang at Jingxi; they were then to be sent back to Vietnam for placement in Communist units. When this
      program proved to be too time-consuming, shorter training classes, only a few days in length, were set up at
      mobile training bases in the border regions.
    


    
      The selection of the border region was probably dictated by several considerations. First and foremost, it was
      one of the few areas that were relatively secure against attack and occupation by government forces. The rugged
      and frequently tortuous terrain of the Viet Bac had often served as a base for rebels opposed to the central
      authorities in Hanoi. At the turn of the century, pirates with no political leanings and a few fervent
      nationalists, like the famous Hoang Hoa Tham, had stubbornly resisted French efforts to bring the area under
      control. It had taken the latter several years to pacify the region and end resistance. Now, once again, the
      mountainous provinces would serve as a refuge for rebels.
    


    
      A second and equally important factor was the accessibility of the area to the Chinese
      border. Not only could the ICP leadership retreat beyond the frontier in case of need, but the southern Chinese
      provinces could be used as a training base for thousands of young Vietnamese patriots. With the political
      situation in the area volatile as a result of the war with Japan, the Communists had a unique opportunity to turn
      the situation to their advantage and put to the test Mao's dictum that a liberated base area should ideally
      be located near a frontier.
    


    
      None of this would be useful, of course, without support from the local population—the sea in which the guerrilla
      fish must swim. Since the early 1930s, the people of the area had shown a high degree of sympathy with the
      revolutionary cause. The bulk of the local population was composed of minority nationalities, but the Party had
      been sensitive to the issue and as early as October 1930 its Political Program had promised self-determination
      for all nationalities in a future Vietnam. Such tactics were successful, and Party activities in the Viet Bac had
      thrived in the 1930s. A number of non-Vietnamese natives of the area—including Hoang Van Thu, Le Quang Ba, and
      the notorious Hoang Dinh Giong, the "Stalin of Cao Bang," had moved into the higher echelons of the
      Party apparatus. By the end of the decade the northern border provinces had become, in the estimation of the
      Party leadership, significantly more promising than those of the populous but politically inert Red River delta.
    


    
      As the Party's tiny military forces in the border zones began to take shape, the political influence of the
      Vietminh gradually began to penetrate the area. Throughout, the movement carried the stamp of Ho Chi Minh, who
      flooded it with a stream of sage advice. It is necessary to respect local customs scrupulously, he said. Dress
      like the native population in your area and learn the local language. Be patient and thorough in your
      organizational work. The Vietminh appeal was translated into verse in the local languages. Gradually, in response
      to his patient prodding, the Vietminh tide began to flood the villages of the North. Mass salvation associations
      for youth, women, and peasants were formed, first at the village and district levels and ultimately at the
      provincial level. In the villages, self-defense units began to appear and soon almost all villages in
      Vietminh-controlled areas had at least one unit. Vietminh administative committees began to be formed at the
      local level. Where a prerevolutionary local administration continued in existence the local notables, either
      through fear or conviction, often would not take action without asking the advice of local Vietminh committee
      members.32
    


    
      The Party's organizational efforts did not go unobserved. Although the year 1941 had seen the gradual
      extension of Japanese influence in Indochina, the Vichy government still preserved military and administrative
      control over Indochina. By fall, the French were increasingly concerned about the deterioration of their
      authority in the border region and dispatched military units to attack the Vietminh forces
      near Bac Son. Chu Van Tan's units managed to evade capture, but those under Phung Chi Kien and Luong Van Chi
      were engaged and forced to retreat to the Na Ri area, where they were ambushed. Phung Chi Kien was killed in the
      battle; Luong Van Chi was captured and died in prison. Chu Van Tan's forces, breaking up into small units,
      managed to survive, and after several months of arduous fighting in late 1941 and early 1942 finally achieved
      their first victories.
    


    March to the South


    
      As 1941 came to an end, the movement was clearly on the way up. French attacks harassed the revolutionaries
      severely, but they were by now deeply rooted in the border provinces and could not be evicted. In December, the
      international situation took a favorable turn. Following the Japanese attacks on U.S. bases at Pearl Harbor and
      the Philippines, the United States entered the war. For the Vietminh, it meant the promise of another ally. On
      December 21, 1941, the Central Committee published a communiqué, "The Pacific War and the Urgent Tasks for
      the Party," which gave the broad outlines of its strategy and related it to the Allied war effort: (1)
      cooperation with the Kuomintang and (2) cooperation with the United States and Great Britain and the promise to
      grant them economic advantages, so long as they provided assistance to the Vietnamese revolution. If the Allies
      gave support to the French in reestablishing colonial control in Indochina, the Vietminh would protest
      energetically and continue its struggle for independence. There was a hint of controversy within the Party
      apparatus over current policy; "leftists" called for a general uprising as soon as Kuomintang troops
      entered Indochina.35
    


    
      The changes in the international situation seemed also a harbinger of better things in the Viet Bac. With the new
      year, successes began to outnumber failures, and in May a meeting of local leaders was held to stabilize the
      growing liberation zone in the Bac Son-Vu Nhai area and to extend the military base throughout the entire
      northern frontier area. Military units in Cao Bang Province decided to extend their activities southward toward
      the delta. Throughout the year, both groups made gradual progress and in February 1943 the Central Committee met
      in Vong La in Bac Ninh Province and decided that the situation was sufficiently promising to begin preparations
      for the general uprising.34 The Cao Bang forces reached Lang Coc, not far north of the provincial
      capital of Thai Nguyen, where, in the heart of the jungle, they linked up for the first time with elements of Chu
      Van Tan's National Salvation Army expanding from the east at Bac Son. The conditions for the creation of a
      liberated zone over the entire area of the Viet Bac had been created. Permanent military units were now in
      operation at the district level, and political cadres were circulating among the local population. In recognition of the spread of the movement, the ICP Interprovincial Committee for the
      entire border area now moved to the south of Cao Bang and was reestablished in a small cabin in a mountain forest
      between the villages of Nguyen Binh and Hoa An. It was not luxury, but it was an improvement over the primitive
      conditions at Pac Bo.
    


    
      Beyond the Viet Bac, the Party was encountering difficulties. The expansion of Japanese power in Indochina had
      not led to a decline in French control. More accurately, it had supplemented the existing administration with
      Japanese military occupation forces. Still, it must have seemed to Party leaders that the new situation offered
      fertile soil for propaganda activities. The war had brought increasing hardship to the population. Unemployment
      was high in working-class areas in the big northern cities. Commerce was badly hurt, and taxes and war
      requisitions were almost punitive. By 1943, the government seizure of paddy rice had begun to create serious
      unrest in farming areas.
    


    
      Despite such grounds for discontent, however, Vietnam seemed, for the moment, more lethargic than revolutionary.
      Political parties had been disbanded at the time of the French declaration of war on Germany in 1939. The coming
      of the Japanese did not ease matters and, to many nationalists, the only sensible choice seemed to be to withhold
      judgment and await the course of events. Public opinion in urban areas was timid and reserved. Even pro-French
      elements seemed willing to adapt to the new circumstances. Other groups, like the Cao Dai sect in the Mekong
      delta, became vociferously pro-Japanese, presumably in the hope that their new overlords would grant the
      independence or autonomy that they had so long awaited.
    


    
      Perhaps this is one reason why the Vietminh Front had relatively little success at first in attracting support
      among urban bourgeois intellectuals. Part of the problem, too, can be ascribed to the almost constant harassment
      Party members faced from the French authorities. After the Bac Son revolt, virtually all the Party's cadres
      in Hanoi were arrested. Hoang Van Thu, perhaps the most promising young leader to have emerged during the early
      war years, attempted to set up paramilitary units in the Hanoi suburbs but was seized during a French raid in
      August 1943 and was eventually executed.35
    


    
      The Party did not have much greater success among workers. Despite the high rate of unemployment (figures on
      miners, for example, showed a decline from 49,000 in 1940 to only 25,000 in 1944), the workers' movement was
      relatively inactive, perhaps because many had fled to the villages after being laid off. The only real bright
      spot was in the countryside. By the spring of 1943, rice requisitions by authorities, in addition to forced labor
      and military conscription, had led to serious unrest in many rural areas. The degree of Party involvement at the
      village level is not well documented and needs more study. But there were indications that an explosion that
      could rival the famous revolt at Nghe Tinh might be brewing.
    


    
      In 1942 an event took place that could have been disastrous for the Party. While travelling
      incognito to confer with CCP officials in South China, Ho Chi Minh was arrested near the border and placed in
      prison. His absence was soon felt in the movement. At Jingxi, the non-Communist leadership of the Vietnamese
      Liberation League expelled its ICP members. The immediate cause for the breakup was the arrival of Nguyen Hai
      Than, an old émigré who had once been a follower of Phan Boi Chau. Than was apparently aware of the Communist
      persuasion of several members of the organization and reported that fact to the local Kuomintang authorities. In
      January 1942 Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen Giap were forced to flee from Jingxi and return to Vietnam. The break
      may have been inevitable, for the local nationalists had grown increasingly critical of the tendency of the ICP
      members of the league to seduce young arrivals and entice them into their own Vietminh organization.
    


    
      By mid-1943 the league (now without its Communist members) had virtually disintegrated. Its major VNQDD members
      had left for Yunnan Province, and the VNQDD had split into squabbling factions. This was hardly helpful to Zhang
      Fakui, who had just received orders from Chongqing to begin preparations for an eventual Chinese invasion of
      Indochina. Badly in need of intelligence on the situation across the border, Zhang was anxious to turn the local
      Vietnamese nationalist factions into a useful political organization, and at a conference at Liuzhou in August
      1942 he had persuaded the Vietnamese to set up a new nationalist front—the Vietnamese Revolutionary League (Viet
      Nam Cach menh Dong minh Hoi, or Dong minh Hoi for short). Like its predecessor, it was sponsored by the Chinese,
      but it specifically excluded the ICP. Most of its members were members of the VNQDD or of the Phuc
      Quoc.36
    


    
      Zhang soon discovered, however, that the new League was ill-suited for his purposes. Its leadership was weak and
      incompetent; worse, it appeared to have no interest in carrying on activities in Vietnam—activities that it was
      virtually incapable of carrying out in any case, since none of the top members had contacts in Vietnam. Internal
      factionalism compounded the problem.
    


    
      At about this point, Ho Chi Minh was released from prison. Whether or not his release was the result of an
      arrangement with Zhang Fakui who wanted the canny revolutionary to lead the faltering Vietnamese national
      alliance, has never been established.37 Whatever the case, for a period of time he remained in Liuzhou under
      administrative surveillance and devoted his efforts to restoring Communist participation in the nationalist
      alliance in the area. To allay the suspicions of non-Communists, he used his new pseudonym of Ho Chi Minh.
    


    
      The following March, Zhang Fakui convened a new congress of the Dong Minh Hoi at Liuzhou. Virtually all
      Vietnamese political groups were represented, with Pham Van Dong and Ho Chi Minh representing
      the Vietminh. During the meeting, much of the bitterness felt by other nationalist groups about Vietminh
      activities surfaced in acrimonious charges. Ho Chi Minh, reassuring and affable, took the position that the
      future—and the unification of all nationalist groups in a single effective front organization—was all that
      mattered. The conference eventually agreed to form a new organization directed at the liberation of Vietnam from
      foreign control. The veteran nationalist Truong Boi Cong was selected as chairman of the ruling committee; Ho
      became an alternate. The VNQDD dominated the organization, but the Communists were adequately
      represented.38
    


    
      The revitalization of the Dong Minh Hoi did not result in any fundamental changes in the political balance in
      South China. Rivalry between the Communists and the VNQDD continued, in Yunnan as in Guangxi, and the ICP
      continued to be the more effective organization. As for Ho Chi Minh, he was now anxious to return to Vietnam. He
      continued to work on Zhang Fakui, conceding that he was a Communist but asserting that his main desire was for
      Vietnamese independence and assuring the Chinese leader that communism would not work in Vietnam for another
      fifty years. At one point, he submitted to Zhang an outline of his proposed activities after entering Vietnam.
      Promising to lead a group of trained men into Vietnam to carry out guerrilla activities against the Japanese, he
      said that he would do his utmost to unite all parties and groups in Vietnam behind the Chinese-sponsored Dong
      Minh Hoi (including the VNQDD and the Constitutionalist Party as well as the ICP and a handful of Communist front
      organizations). The ultimate goal was independence, which would be achieved with the cooperation of the Chinese
      government.39 The crux
      of the project, from Ho's point of view, was the proposal to set up two guerrilla bases near the Chinese
      border, for in connection with these units he requested financial assistance and weapons from the Chinese.
      Specifically, he asked for 1,000 guns, including 6 machine guns, 4,000 grenades, and a subsidy of $50,000 in
      Chinese dollars. He did not receive the weapons, but he did get the money.
    


    
      In August 1944, with a retinue of eighteen men trained and armed by the Chinese, Ho Chi Minh returned to Vietnam.
      Arriving at Pac Bo in September, he found that preparations for the coming general uprising had progressed during
      his absence. The year 1944 had seen considerable improvement in the Party's fortunes in North Vietnam.
      Vietminh control had spread throughout the entire area north of the Red River delta. The revolutionary armed
      forces were growing, and morale was high. Such portents had led the Party leadership in the Viet Bac, at a
      meeting of the Interprovincial Committee in July, to declare that preparations for the uprising were 90 percent
      completed. With the situation favorable and the masses ready, a general uprising could be launched in the Viet
      Bac within two months. A final meeting was to take place after the return of Ho Chi Minh to
      obtain his approval and set the exact date of the insurrection.40
    


    
      To their dismay, Ho rejected the plan. When Vo Nguyen Giap went to Pac Bo to obtain his approval, Ho observed
      that the necessary conditions for victory were not in evidence. Although the situation in the North was
      improving, revolutionary conditions did not exist elsewhere, and if an uprising broke out in the Viet Bac, the
      Party apparatus in the rest of the country would be unable to launch armed struggles in response. If that were
      the case, the enemy would be able to concentrate his forces on the rebellion in the North and defeat
      it.41 Ho conceded that
      the time for purely political work had passed but insisted that it was still too early to give priority to the
      military aspects of the struggle:
    


    
      Now the time for peaceful development of the revolution is past, but the time for a full uprising has not yet
      arrived. If we only act in political form then we will meet disaster. The struggle should be moved from the
      political toward the military. But at this moment, the political work is still more important than military
      actions.42
    


    
      As a consolation to his disappointed colleagues, Ho Chi Minh did agree to set up the first units of the new
      revolutionary armed forces as a token of his recognition that a new stage in the Vietnamese revolution was about
      to begin. These so-called armed propaganda detachments (tuyen fruyen giai phong quan)
      were designed as transitional organizations with the capacity to perform both military and political tasks. The
      first units, to be formed and commanded by Vo Nguyen Giap, were to be set up in forested areas of Cao Bang
      Province and would have primarily political duties—to build a mass base in the frontier zone as a staging area
      for the coming general uprising. In the long run, however, they were destined to play a major role in the
      Communists' struggle for power and to be the forerunner of the future People's Liberation Army of
      Vietnam. As Ho Chi Minh commented to Giap at the time:
    


    
      The propaganda brigade of the Vietnamese liberation army is summoned to become the eldest of a numerous family. I
      hope that still other brigades will see the day in the near future. Although modest at its beginnings, it will
      see opening before it the most brilliant perspectives. It is the embryo of our future liberation army, and it
      will have for its field of battle all the territory of Vietnam, from North to South.43
    


    
      The first unit, formed on December 22, 1944, consisted of 34 men. In the beginning, its duties were essentially
      limited to propaganda and mobilization of the local population in the Viet Bac. Right from the start, however, it
      possessed a military component. In keeping with Ho's directive to "win the first battle" in order
      to impress the population with the strength of the revolutionary forces, the armed propaganda
      detachment attacked French camps at Phai Kat and Na Ngan only two days after its formation. The enemy camps were
      destroyed, and a number of weapons were captured. The unit then moved north to consolidate the border area and
      await the eventual order to move south.
    


    
      By early 1945, it was apparent that the war was nearing its end. Under the hammer blows of U.S. military power,
      the Japanese forces were being driven from their entrenched positions in the South Pacific. For Ho Chi Minh, it
      was essential not only that the Vietminh be in a strong military and political position within Vietnam, but that
      it secure a solid position as a recognized member of the victorious alliance headed by the United States. Only
      thus would the Communists have a reasonable chance of securing power in Vietnam from the colonialists without
      inspiring the intervention of outside powers. A key element in that strategy, as the December 1941 directive
      "The Pacific war and the urgent tasks for our Party" had indicated, was to maintain good relations with
      the Chinese government and assist it in plans to invade northern Indochina. During the fall of 1944, Ho kept in
      touch with General Xiao Wen, Zhang Fakui's political commissar and a man who had shown a willingness to
      cooperate with the Vietminh leader. Ho's letters to Xiao Wen had been warm and informative, demonstrating the
      continuing willingness of the Vietminh leader to offer assistance to the Chinese in their projected invasion of
      Indochina.
    


    
      Meanwhile, there were two new elements in the power equation in South China. A French military mission, dominated
      by Free French units loyal to General Charles de Gaulle, had been established at Kunming and was showing interest
      in maintaining a French presence in postwar Indochina. At the same time, U.S. units were increasingly active in
      the area, including an Office of Strategic Services (OSS) mission attempting to obtain military information on
      Japanese troop movements in Indochina and to establish an effective network of agents there to provide
      information and assistance for the rescue of downed American fliers.
    


    
      In January 1945 Ho Chi Minh decided to return to South China to strengthen the Vietminh's links with other
      Allied units in the area. He went first to Kunming and then to Paise, the new headquarters of the Dong Minh Hoi
      and Zhang Fakui since the fall of Liuzhou to the Japanese. There he found that, in his absence, the Dong Minh Hoi
      had virtually ceased to exist and its non-Communist leaders had left Guangxi for Yunnan or Guizhou. Competition
      between the Communists and the various nationalist groups in South China continued to be intense, particularly in
      Yunnan, where Communist activities had seriously undermined the VNQDD party organization.
    


    
      Although the Dong Minh Hoi was now moribund, Ho Chi Minh apparently still hoped to use it for his own purposes,
      so as to monopolize Chinese and other Allied aid to Vietnamese resistance groups in the area.
      With little cooperation from non-Communist groups, he set up a so-called Action Committee of the Dong Minh Hoi on
      April 12. At first the new committee was clearly dominated by the Vietminh, but when other nationalist groups
      complained at the Communist complexion of the new directing body, Ho Chi Minh agreed to add several new
      non-Communist members.
    


    
      During the next several months, Ho Chi Minh struggled with some success to persuade U.S. officers in South China
      to provide him with arms and other material support. With the French, the problem was more complicated. In
      December 1943 representatives of de Gaulle's Free French organization had issued a statement promising a new
      political status for the French colonies after the war. But it had also indicated their intention to maintain a
      French political presence in Indochina. In a declaration dated June 4, 1944, the Vietminh protested against any
      French decision to reject Vietnamese independence in the postwar period. A month later, Ho Chi Minh got in touch
      with the local French military mission and passed on a brief memo indicating Vietminh demands. Conscious of the
      need to avoid a confrontation with France or its allies at a delicate stage in the war, he kept his demands
      moderate—political autonomy in return for economic concessions, with full independence in ten years.44
    


    
      The response of Jean Sainteny, head of the French mission, was polite but noncommittal, as he lacked directives
      from Paris. But it seemed likely that Flo's demands would be unacceptable to the French. On March 24, 1945,
      the French government had talked of autonomy for the five states of Indochina in a French Union, but with no
      suggestion of full independence. Ho Chi Minh wished to keep the channel of communications open, however, and
      through U.S. intermediaries suggested talks with Sainteny on the postwar situation. Sainteny agreed, but heavy
      rains and the fast pace of events intervened, and when the war concluded the French and the Vietminh had been
      unable to hold direct negotiations.
    


    The Japanese Coup
    d'État


    
      On March 9, 1945, the Japanese, sensing the growth of Gaullist feeling among the French community in Indochina,
      staged a coup and abolished the French colonial administration. French civilian and military authorities were
      imprisoned, and two days later the Japanese permitted Emperor Bao Dai to revoke the Treaty of 1884 that had
      established the French protectorate over Vietnam and declare the independence of Vietnam under Japanese tutelage.
      Shortly afterward, Bao Dai formed a government under the Vietnamese educator and historian Tran Trong Kim.
    


    
      On the surface it appeared that the Japanese action, by providing an outlet for moderate
      nationalist feelings, might cut the ground from under the ICP. But it soon became clear that the grant of
      independence was spurious. Japanese authority was maintained, and the ex-French colony of Cochin China was not
      even included in the bargain—its status was left ambiguous, and Japanese control there remained total. Then, too,
      the composition of the new Vietnamese government was not appealing to progressive Vietnamese. Prime Minister
      Kim's cabinet was moderate to conservative in orientation and included a number of figures who had been known
      in earlier years for their Francophile predilections. The new situation was hardly one to make fervent
      nationalists rejoice.
    


    
      Moreover, the timing of the coup was particularly fortunate for the Communists. The French authorities in Hanoi
      had been planning to attack Vietminh positions near Thai Nguyen, at the northwest corner of the Red River delta,
      where Ho Chi Minh's forces had maintained their headquarters since the autumn of 1944. The campaign had been
      scheduled to begin on March 12, three days after the coup. Then, too, the Japanese decision to abolish French
      colonial rule served to undermine the legitimacy of the French presence in Indochina and to make any return to
      the area by Gaullist forces more difficult. At the end of the war, a political vacuum would exist and the
      Communists would be in a good position to fill it.
    


    
      More important, perhaps, general conditions in Vietnam were beginning to appear more auspicious for the
      revolutionary cause. Government repression had kept the cities quiet and the local Party apparatus there was
      relatively inactive, but conditions in the countryside were more promising. In rural areas in the Center and the
      North, the threat of famine hovered over the land. Agricultural production, buffeted by bad weather, was down
      from a yearly average of more than 1 million tons in the immediate prewar period to less than 850,000 tons in
      1944, and a considerable proportion of that had been confiscated by the government. In Cochin China, the harvest
      attained normal levels, but rice exports to other areas of Indochina were prohibited. Early indications Were that
      the 1945 harvest, because of flooding and lack of manpower, might be even lower. In the winter of 1944-1945,
      famine struck and there were estimates of up to 2 million dead, with corpses lying along the roadside. By one
      estimate, nearly one Vietnamese in ten was suffering from hunger.45
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh saw the new developments as a great opportunity, providing the potential for a giant leap forward for
      the revolutionary cause. Nothing had shaken the colonial regime more than the peasant riots of 1908 and 1930,
      both the consequence of previous agricultural crises. Moreover, the Japanese coup simplified the situation for
      the ICP, because Japanese forces as a rule occupied only the major urban centers and made little effort to
      establish their authority in the countryside, where the French local administration still
      operated without legal or political direction from Hanoi. As for the Bao Dai regime in Hué, it could be viewed as
      mere bits of flotsam and jetsam that could easily be washed away in the revolutionary tide. A Vietminh circular
      dated December 1944 had already predicted the course of events:
    


    
      
        The armed insurrection of our people will be unleashed at the last stage of the world war, when England,
        America, and China come to seize Indochina, when Gaullists and French fascists collide in Indochina, when
        French and Japanese enter into combat and the French and Japanese fascists enter into conflict with the
        democracies.
      


      
        Hour H is near. . . . Germany is practically defeated and her defeat will provoke that of Japan, which will not
        be able to resist the general offensive. Then the Americans and the Chinese will penetrate into Indochina,
        while the Gaullists rise against the Japanese. The latter will be overthrown by the French fascists and
        replaced by a military government.
      


      
        All the puppet, incompetent, and weak governments will fall. Indochina will slip into anarchy. We will have no
        need then to seize power, because there will be no more power. We will form a government which will reign
        everywhere where our enemies, the French and the Japanese, are absent, incapable of maintaining their prestige
        because of their military weakness.46
      

    


    
      Whether or not the circular was written by Ho Chi Minh, it clearly bears the stamp of his political acumen. For
      now, with the destruction of the French colonial administration and the accelerating weakness of the Japanese
      occupation regime, his contention that the most propitious time for a general uprising would be at the close of
      the war seemed amply vindicated by events. As the concluding paragraph of the circular declared:
    


    
      Our future uprising will thus be undertaken in very favorable conditions, unique in the history of the struggle
      of our country. The moment being propitious and the factors favorable, it would be unpardonable not to take
      advantage of it. It would be a crime against the history of our country.
    


    
      It now remained to take advantage of the political vacuum created by the weakness of the Japanese. At the news of
      the coup, Truong Chinh called a meeting of the Standing Committee in Bac Ninh Province, ten miles (sixteen
      kilometers) from Hanoi, to consider the implications of the latest events for Communist strategy. After three
      days of intense discussion, the committee issued a directive entitled "The Franco-Japanese Conflict and Our
      Actions." According to the new instructions, the period of the general uprising was fast approaching and
      Vietnam had now entered a "preinsurrectionary period" when political and military priorities were of
      equal importance. The enemy was in a growing state of crisis. The French had lost control and the ranks of the
      Japanese were in confusion. There were growing food problems and massive unemployment in the cities.
    


    
      In the view of the Central Committee, the Party's united front policy must immediately be
      adjusted to meet the new circumstances. The main adversary for the moment was clearly Japan. With the French
      regime of Governor-general Jean Decoux removed from power, French resistance groups could now be considered as
      potential allies in the revolutionary struggle against Japanese fascism. The new united front could thus
      encompass not only patriotic French citizens but also the moderate Vietnamese bourgeoisie in the cities.
    


    
      How would the new situation affect the Party's policy of bringing about a national insurrection? In the
      countryside, revolutionary forces could seize local power whenever conditions warranted—up to the district and
      even in some cases to the provincial levels. In those areas where a revolutionary takeover could be achieved,
      people's committees should be formed to replace existing authority. Elsewhere, secret militia units and a
      skeleton administrative structure should be set up to prepare for action when the order for the general uprising
      was given. Even in enemy-controlled urban areas, the revolutionary forces must be placed in readiness—liberation
      committees should be formed in factories, mines, suburban villages, and city streets.
    


    
      The directive warned, however, that conditions were not yet ripe, in the Leninist sense, for an outright seizure
      of power. Not only did the Japanese still retain much of their military power and self-confidence in Indochina,
      but the forces of revolution were not yet sufficiently motivated and determined to launch a major insurrection.
      Party leaders undoubtedly recalled with unease the previous abortive efforts to overthrow the French colonial
      authority in 1930 and 1940.
    


    
      Still, the directive concluded, conditions for a general uprising were fast approaching: the growing political
      crisis, the terrible famine that stimulated greater popular anger at the aggressors, and the imminence of an
      Allied attack on Japanese forces in Indochina. The latter factor was viewed as the decisive one. When, as
      expected, the Allied forces landed, revolutionary leaders must begin to mobilize popular support in preparation
      for a general uprising as the Allies advanced against the Japanese. Should the war come to an end without an
      Allied landing, an uprising could still break out and succeed.47
    


    
      During the next several weeks, Communist military forces prepared to respond to the new situation. Vo Nguyen
      Giap's armed propaganda detachments in Cao Bang divided into separate groups and began to move south into
      Thai Nguyen Province, the jumping-off point for the delta. Further to the east, Chu Van Tan's National
      Salvation Army, now over 3,000 strong, began to liberate the eastern districts of the Viet Bac and to form
      revolutionary administrations at the district level in the provinces of Tuyen Quang and Lang Son. In April, the
      two linked up at the tiny village of Tan Trao, not far from Thai Nguyen City.48
    


    
      On April 15, a military conference attended by revolutionary leaders throughout the Viet Bac
      convened at Hiep Hoa in Bac Giang Province. At this first major military conference in the history of the Party,
      it was concluded that military issues now had priority. The conference called for the establishment of a base
      area consisting of the seven existing combat zones in the Viet Bac. The headquarters of the new People's
      Liberation Army would be established in the liberated zone, and small and secure bases should be set up in other
      areas in case of the necessity of retreat. The existing military forces, now united at Tan Trao, were to be fused
      into the new People's Liberation Army (PLA). Guerrilla war was to be expanded in all areas, and local
      paramilitary units were to be established wherever feasible. The command structure was to be headed by the
      Military Revolutionary Committee for North Vietnam under the overall command of Vo Nguyen Giap, head of the new
      PLA.
    


    
      Shortly after the conference, Ho Chi Minh instructed Giap to visit him to discuss the situation. Ho agreed that
      the general situation was good, but he cautioned his visitor that three conditions had to be fulfilled before the
      Party launched its general insurrection: (1) the enemy must be in an untenable position, (2) the people must be
      clearly conscious of being oppressed, and (3) the revolutionary forces must have carefully prepared the ground
      for the struggle ahead. The two then agreed on the choice of Tan Trao as revolutionary headquarters for the
      coming struggle.
    


    
      While the Party's military leaders were preparing the Viet Bac for the coming uprising, the apparatus in the
      cities was busy setting the stage for the urban general uprising. In Hanoi the situation was promising. Labor
      unrest was on the increase, and in the suburbs alone over 2,000 had joined workers' salvation associations.
      Communist propaganda among Vietnamese troops in the capital area was having growing success. In the rural areas
      of Tonkin, the peasant movement was rising fast as famine increased the menace of disorder, and in some villages
      Vietminh elements were able to initiate seizures of government granaries. The ICP leadership instructed local
      cadres to emphasize the issue of hunger and the government's inadequate response to it. By mid-spring all
      provinces in the North had a Vietminh organization. In the Center, too, unrest was on the rise, particularly in
      Quang Νgai Province, where there had already been an uprising in the district of Ba To, with over 100,000
      peasants enlisted in salvation associations by mid-suminer. Ironically, the quietest provinces in Annam were Nghe
      An and Ha Tinh, site of the revolt fifteen years earlier. According to Communist historians, the local Party
      organization there had not yet fully recovered from French repression after the 1930 uprising.
    


    
      By contrast, in Cochin China the movement seemed momentarily weaker in rural areas than in the metropolitan
      center of Saigon and its Chinese sister city of Cholon. In the Mekong delta, the Party's organizational
      efforts were increasingly hindered by two growing religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa
      Hao, which had flourished in the less traditional and "open village" atmosphere characteristic of the
      delta provinces. The rise of the two syncretic sects, described by one observer as "archaic social
      units," appeared to reflect a series of factors in the villages of the Mekong delta: the breakdown of the
      security of the peasants on their land as the result of commercialization and the movement of local landlord
      elites into the big cities, and the failure of nationalist parties in Saigon to devote adequate attention to the
      rural population.49 ICP
      efforts to penetrate nonsect areas had some success in the late 1930s, but as a consequence of the abortive
      uprising in 1940 its organizational base was destroyed. Five years later it had still not fully recovered.
    


    
      The Communists were stronger in Saigon. There the party organization had been in a perilous state during the
      early years of the war because of the seizure of the regional ICP leadership during the 1940 uprising. By 1945,
      however, it was again on the march. At the root of its recovery was its growing appeal among workers and
      intellectuals. According to ICP figures, by the beginning of 1945 it had managed to establish secret labor
      organizations in seventy enterprises with more than 3,000 members. In the absence of reliable communications with
      the Central Committee in the North, the southern leadership was forced to improvise, and it reacted to the March
      directive by setting up its own youth organization in Saigon, the Vanguard Youth (Thanh nien Tien phong). Led by
      the clandestine Communist Pham Ngoc Thach, the Vanguard Youth operated as a Vietnamese-style boy scout
      organization, with uniforms, songs, and a strongly nationalist orientation. Despite competition from a
      Japanese-sponsored rival, it had enlisted more than 200,000 followers in the Saigon metropolitan area by
      mid-summer. Beginning in urban schools and factories, it spread gradually to rural areas surrounding the city and
      soon had over one million members in virtually every province in Cochin China. In the absence of a liberated
      zone, the Vanguard Youth served as the nucleus for the Communist effort in Cochin China.50
    


    Creating the Liberated
    Zone


    
      Throughout the spring and early summer of 1945, the Communists relentlessly built up their power in the mountains
      north and northwest of Hanoi. By May, their trained forces in the Viet Bac had reached 5,000, although many
      lacked Weapons. Where Vietminh control had been established, people's revolutionary committees were formed;
      elsewhere, secret liberation committees were set up in villages and hamlets sympathetic to the revolutionary
      cause. Until June no revolutionary authority existed above the district level. In that month
      a Vietminh conference of cadres from all six provinces of the Viet Bac (Cao Bang, Lang Son, Ha Giang, Bac Can,
      Tuyen Quang, and Thai Nguyen) decided to set up a liberated zone throughout virtually all the districts in these
      provinces, except for the provincial capitals. In this zone, people's revolutionary committees were set up at
      all local levels. Communal lands, as well as property of the colonialists and their Vietnamese "running
      dogs," were distributed to the poor. Universal suffrage and democratic freedoms were declared and the corvée
      was abolished. Classes to teach quoc ngu were set up and local self-defense militia
      units were formed in all villages. At the top, a provisional directing committee for the Cao-Bac-Lang liberated
      area was established under Ho Chi Minti to rule over a population of more than 1 million. Even along the fringes
      of the delta the Vietminh forces began to operate with little resistance, since the Japanese guarded only the
      towns and the communication routes. To lay the groundwork for the complex period ahead, secret contacts were
      established with Tran Trong Kim, prime minister of the Japan-supported Bao Dai government, and with Phan Ke Toai,
      the imperial delegate in Tonkin. Toai agreed secretly to protect the revolutionaries from government harassment.
    


    The Tan Trao
    Conference


    
      By late July Japanese surrender appeared imminent. The Party leadership began preparations to form a provisional
      republican government under Vietminh direction. The link with the Allies and the paper alliance with the
      nationalist groups represented under the umbrella of the Dong Minh Hoi provided a degree of legitimacy to the
      Vietminh cause. What was needed was a provisional political authority under Communist control that could assert
      its power in Vietnam in the name of the victorious Allies as the war came to an end. This government could then
      negotiate with the Allied occupation forces, which, according to the decision of the Potsdam Conference convening
      at the end of July, would consist of the Nationalist Chinese in the north, the British in the south.
    


    
      To Ho Chi Minh, always fearful of the possibility of foreign intervention, the legitimacy of the revolutionary
      forces in the eyes of the Allies and the Vietnamese population was the key to retaining power. To this end he
      strongly recommended the convening of a national congress of Vietminh delegates before the close of the war.
      According to Communist sources, some Party leaders doubted the need for such a congress and contended that the
      Party should simply seize power and allow the revolution to establish its own legitimacy. Ho Chi Minh continued
      to press for a congress, however, not only to provide the new government with a firm legal basis, but also to
      isolate the Dong Minh Hoi, which was still formally in existence in South China. Ho had his
      way, and in early August sixty delegates, representing Party members, sympathizers, and representatives of the
      national minorities, began to converge on the jungle base at Tan Trao.51
    


    
      To prepare the agenda of the congress and to coordinate ICP policy, the Party's Central Committee held its
      own Ninth Plenum at Tan Trao on August 13, in the immediate aftermath of the atomic blasts at Hiroshima and
      Nagasaki and the entry of the Soviet Union into the Pacific War. Apparently the issue of the Party's future
      strategy excited considerable disagreement. Some continued to hold that the Party was strong enough to seize
      power on its own and contended that this would provide the revolutionaries with a strong basis on which to
      conduct negotiations with the French. Others feared the weakness of the revolutionary forces and felt that it
      would be difficult to prevent the return of the French. The best strategy, in their view, would be to build up
      the strength of the revolutionary forces gradually without actually attempting to seize power, while carrying on
      negotiations with the French colonial authorities.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh had been seriously ill and was unable to take an active part in all of the debates. He did attend
      most of the meetings, however, and through his suggestions was able to exert an influence. As always, he played
      the role of conciliator. Agreeing with the optimistic view that the Party was in a position to seize power, he
      was nevertheless cautious in his assessment of the situation. Since the reaction of the occupation forces to a
      general uprising could not be predicted, the revolution should be launched in such a way as to leave open an
      avenue of retreat. The first moves should thus take place in areas where the Party was already in a strong
      position, such as the Viet Bac. If the situation developed in a promising way, the uprising could be gradually
      extended from the base areas to rural areas throughout the country. Then, once urban elements were adequately
      prepared, revolutionary forces would gather in the suburbs of the major cities and enter at the proper moment to
      help the urban Party apparatus to seize power in the major cities.52
    


    
      In the end, the plenum accepted Ho's plan. Declaring that the international situation was excellent and
      agreeing that the period of preparation was over and that the period of direct and general uprising had begun,
      the conference drafted an appeal to the entire people to rise. A national insurrection committee headed by
      General Secretary Truong Chinh was vested with the responsibility of directing the uprising. It only remained for
      the National Congress to formalize the decision to rise.
    


    
      The National Congress of the Vietminh League opened on August 16 in a three-room thatch hut on the banks of a
      small stream. In a series of brief sessions, the congress ratified the decision to launch a general uprising,
      elected the National Liberation Committee (Uy ban Dan toe Giai phong) chaired by Ho Chi Minh that would serve as
      a provisional government until elections could be held, and issued a ten-point program. On
      the morning of the seventeenth, the National Liberation Committee publicly affirmed its sacred duty to the
      fatherland in a ceremony in front of the communal temple. It was undoubtedly an emotional moment. Ho Chi Minh
      spoke briefly in the name of the committee and, turning toward the new flag of the movement—a gold star on a red
      background—read an appeal to the Vietnamese people to rise in revolution:
    


    
      
        The Vietminh Front is at present the foundation of the struggle and solidarity of our people. Join the Vietminh
        Front, support it, make it greater and stronger!
      


      
        At present, the National Liberation Committee is, so to speak, in itself our provisional government. Unite
        around it and see to it that its policies and instructions are carried out throughout the country!
      


      
        In this way, our fatherland will certainly win independence and our people will certainly soon win freedom.
      


      
        The decisive hour in the destiny of our people has struck. Let us stand up with all our strength to liberate
        ourselves!
      


      
        Many oppressed peoples the world over are vying with one another in the march to win back their independence.
        We cannot allow ourselves to lag behind.
      


      
        Forward! Forward! Under the banner of the Vietminh Front, move forward courageously!53
      

    


    
      Symbolically, the appeal was signed, for the last time, Nguyen Ai Quoc.
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    The Days of August (August—September 1945)


    
      There is an element of chance in all classical revolutions. Lenin was doing more than merely paying homage to the
      role of the unknown when he observed that revolution is infinitely more complex in reality than in theory. The
      August uprising bears out the truth of this aphorism. For in spite of all the careful planning that had taken
      place as a result of the March directive of the Standing Committee, there was a distinct aura of spontaneity and
      improvisation about the insurrection that occurred on the heels of the Japanese surrender to the Allied forces in
      Asia. When the tocsin announcing the onset of the revolution was sounded on the steps of the village dinh (temple) at Tan Trao, many of the local committees of the Vietminh scattered throughout the
      country were isolated from direct contact with the Party leadership and had not been immediately apprised of
      developments at the National Congress. In ignorance of the decisions reached at Tan Trao, they were compelled to
      take measures into their own hands as they reacted to the confusing events that followed the end of the war. It
      is useful to keep this fact in mind in evaluating the major events surrounding the August Revolution, lest we
      assume that the Party was able to orchestrate the uprising from its headquarters outside of Hanoi. In actuality,
      in many areas local Vietminh organizations jumped the gun. Beginning on August 14, uprisings took place in rural
      districts all over North Vietnam. In some cases, the attacks were launched by local Vietminh units. In others (at
      least, so claim Party historians), the local population seems to have risen spontaneously. Where units of Vo
      Nguyen Giap's PLA were operating, they often assisted local forces in taking power. According to Truong
      Chinh, the main form of struggle was the "armed demonstration," a combination of political and military
      action that would later be described as a unique aspect of the Vietnamese revolution.1 Where power was seized, people's liberation
      committees were established and class enemies were punished. In the meantime, PLA units began
      to move in force toward Hanoi and attacked several cities and towns on the fringes of the Red River delta. In a
      few cases, as in the provincial capitals of Thai Nguyen and Tuyen Quang, the local authorities offered resistance
      but, in the absence of directions from the government in Hanoi, such opposition was half-hearted at best. By the
      end of the week, most of the district and provincial capitals north and northwest of Hanoi had fallen to the
      revolutionary forces.
    


    
      The situation was more complicated in Hanoi, where the Japanese were present in force. There were also several
      companies of Vietnamese troops and military police under the command of the government of Tran Trong Kim. All
      summer, the Vietminh Municipal Committee had been attempting to infiltrate the ranks of the local military units
      and the police, but although a few had joined the revolution, most still obeyed their superiors? To take the city, the Communists would be compelled to rely on the
      disarray or disintegration of the government. In midsummer of 1945, the chances of that were very good. By early
      August, there were signs of Japanese imminent defeat, and the Vietnamese government reflected the growing
      weakness of its patron. On the 13th, Prime Minister Kim resigned and transferred power to a committee that played
      the role of a provisional government. The new committee immediately convened a meeting of local political groups
      to discuss the rapidly evolving political situation and, in an effort to defuse the power of the radicals,
      invited the Vietminh to attend. The local Vietminh committee agreed to send a delegation to the meeting, but it
      refused the government's plea to abstain from the use of force and imposed its own counterdemand that the
      provisional government resign.
    


    
      On the fifteenth, news of the Japanese surrender reached Hanoi. The local Japanese military command immediately
      turned over its remaining functions to Vietnamese authorities. That evening, the ICP Regional Committee for
      Tonkin convened a meeting at the village of Van Phuc in Ha Dong Province. It had not yet received from the
      Central Committee any word of a formal decision to rise, but, in view of the situation in the capital, the
      committee members agreed that they could wait no longer to take advantage of the momentous opportunity, created
      by the end of the war, to change decisively the history of the Vietnamese nation. The situation had developed as
      Ho Chi Minh had predicted: The Japanese were in confusion, the local Vietnamese authorities seemed indecisive,
      the middle class was restive and seemed receptive to the Vietminh, and a sense of desperation was growing in the
      villages.
    


    
      The Standing Committee's March directive had clearly underscored the need to act rapidly at the moment of
      decisive opportunity and had encouraged all Vietminh units to act on their own initiative to take advantage of
      local conditions. Using that as justification, the Regional Committee decided to call for partial uprisings in
      the ten provinces of the Red River delta, in order to occupy provincial capitals and seize
      weapons in preparation for the second stage, an outbreak in the city of Hanoi, on the following day. To direct
      operations, a five-man military insurrectional committee was set up under the command of local Party chief Nguyen
      Khang. For the moment, the committee would operate in the Hanoi suburbs. On the decisive day, it would move into
      the center of the city.3
    


    
      The Hanoi Party apparatus had been attempting to prepare for this day for several months. It had been assiduously
      promoting its cause in working-class areas and among students and low-level government officials, and had set up
      national salvation associations (citu quoc hoi) and secretly organized self-defense
      militia. As early as the end of 1944, the most enthusiastic members of the cuu quoc
      hoi were encouraged to enroll in selected companies of assault militia and so-called honorary
      units—terrorist organizations designed to assassinate members of the pro-Japanese regime and other enemies of the
      revolution.4 In the
      suburbs, armed propaganda detachments were formed among local villagers in preparation for the decisive moment
      when they would be instructed to move into the city to mobilize the urban masses for the coming general uprising.
      During the insurrection these units would be used as shock troops to supplement urban elements, who were
      considered to be inadequate in numbers and weaponry to topple government authority on their own initiative.
    


    
      On the morning of the seventeenth, Vietminh units in the Hanoi suburbs went into action. The local administration
      was deposed, and government seals, the symbols of political authority, were seized or, in some cases, turned over
      voluntarily to newly established people's revolutionary committees. Self-defense units were set up and armed
      with sticks, sabers, or guns. By nightfall virtually all the communes surrounding the city were in rebel hands
      and the waves of revolution were lapping at the gates of the capital.5
    


    
      Inside Hanoi, unrest was increasing. On the afternoon of the seventeenth, a large crowd gathered at the National
      Theater in the main square to attend a meeting of political parties and factions loyal to the provisional
      government of Tran Trong Kim. As the meeting started in the main auditorium, pro-Vietminh elements filed into the
      balconies and began to chant, demanding independence and power to the people. To complete the disruption,
      agitators descended from the balconies and erupted onto the floor of the hall, ripped down the flag of the
      imperial regime, and raised the red and gold standard of the Vietminh. Armed propaganda units seized the rostrum,
      announced the surrender of Japan, and appealed to the audience to support the Vietminh. The meeting climaxed in a
      march, with the massive crowds gathered on the square in front of the theater pouring into the surrounding
      streets and, despite a heavy summer downpour, forming a column that, chanting "support the Vietminh,"
      marched to the palace of the imperial delegate.
    


    
      That evening, Hanoi Party chief Nguyen Khang called a meeting of the Municipal Committee.
      With the suburbs rapidly falling into the hands of the Vietminh and the population within the city rising to a
      peak of radical fervor, Hanoi appeared ripe for revolution. The committee decided to devote the eighteenth to
      smuggling weapons into the city and dispersing armed propaganda units to strategic points in order to agitate the
      masses. On the following morning, the general uprising would be launched in the very heart of the enemy's
      lair. To supplement the Party's estimated 100,000 sympathizers within the city, reinforcements would be
      transported from the industrial and agricultural suburbs, where militia units were ready and waiting. Appeals
      were printed in Japanese calling on occupation troops to refrain from interfering in the proceedings. On the
      night of the eighteenth, the military insurrectionary committee moved into the city from the suburbs.
    


    The August Revolution


    
      On the morning of the nineteenth, a crowd estimated at 200,000 gathered in the square in front of the National
      Theater. Since dawn, thousands of peasants had been drifting in from the neighboring villages of Thanh Thi, Thuan
      Tin, and Phu Xuyen and they now congregated with workers, students, merchants, and government officials in
      anticipation of the coming events. Shortly before noon, a member of the Vietminh Municipal Committee came out on
      the upper balcony of the theater and proclaimed that the general uprising had begun. A few minutes later, the
      crowd began to branch into several columns and to march in separate groups to several key points in the city—the
      city hall, the central police headquarters, and the palace of the imperial delegate to North Vietnam. In a few
      instances, they met with momentary resistance. At the palace, units of the local civil guard were deployed in
      front of the building and the officer in charge seemed determined to resist. But when Vietminh assault units
      gathered for an attack and engaged in a short skirmish, he surrendered.6 In most sectors of the city, opposition to the revolution
      simply melted away.
    


    
      There was virtually no reaction from the Japanese. During the day Vietminh authorities negotiated with
      representatives of the occupation forces and an agreement was reached that the Japanese troops would not
      intervene. As for the local Vietnamese government, it, too, was a weak reed and disbanded before the tangible
      evidence of Vietminh power. By late afternoon, the capital was in the hands of the revolution.
    


    
      Leon Trotsky once observed that, outside of Petrograd and Moscow, the Bolshevik insurrection had been a
      "revolution by telegraph." Following the consolidation of revolutionary power in the major cities, the
      new authorities simply sent messages to the provincial Party apparatus in outlying districts,
      informing them that a new government was in power and instructing them to take command in local areas. To this
      extent, the Vietnamese revolution followed its Russian counterpart. On the completion of the uprising in Hanoi,
      the Vietminh leadership dispatched telegrams to localities throughout the North where revolutionary power was not
      already installed, announced the Vietminh victory in the capital, and instructed their followers: "If
      possible act as in Hanoi. But where the Japanese resist, attack resolutely. It is necessary at all costs to seize
      power." In localities throughout Tonkin not already in Vietminh hands, the success in Hanoi was repeated. In
      the provinces of Ha Dong, Phuc Yen, and Vinh Yen, in the panhandle as well as the upper Red River delta, Vietminh
      forces swept aside the half-hearted resistance of local authorities and the Japanese, and by the twenty-second
      the red wave had submerged the North.
    


    
      Outside Tonkin, the revolution developed more slowly. Ho and his colleagues counted on the efforts of
      revolutionary victories in the North to provide a catalyst for insurgency forces elsewhere, but Vietminh units in
      the Center and the South did not possess the advantages of a liberated base area and a red army and were often
      poorly informed about events taking place elsewhere in Vietnam. Under the circumstances, they did surprisingly
      well. In the Center, the main theater of action was in the imperial capital of Hué, where local Communists had
      begun to organize for the coming uprising soon after receiving the March directive from the Standing Committee.
      In contrast to the situation in Hanoi, however, there were several well-organized political factions loyal to the
      Japanese or the French in the area. These groups were bolstered by the presence of almost 5,000 Japanese troops.
      Nor was the general population mix as favorable to the revolution as it was in Hanoi or in Saigon: There was
      relatively little industry in the area and thus little worker organization. Some support for the Vietminh came
      from students and petty government officials, but the nucleus of radical sentiment in the central coastal
      provinces came from the rural population, where the Vietminh had built a strong organization in poor villages.
    


    
      On hearing the news of the uprising in Tonkin, local Party leaders in the central provinces lacked direction and
      seemed momentarily confused. Only when the poet To Huu, an envoy from the central Party leadership, arrived in
      Hué did the local Provincial Committee meet and declare the onset of a general uprising. As in Hanoi,
      preparations began outside the city, with a revolutionary takeover in neighboring rural communes and the
      organization of peasant self-defense militia. Then, on the twenty-third, the revolutionaries, in the form of an
      enthusiastic crowd of 150,000, many of them militia units from outside the city, took power. As in Hanoi, the
      Japanese and local Vietnamese forces stood by and permitted the insurgents to have their way.
    


    
      Elsewhere in the Center, the main area of revolutionary activity centered around the
      district of Ba To in Quang Ngai Province. The area had been restive since the failure of a Communist-led revolt
      early in the year, but the remnants of the revolutionary forces had been able to withdraw into the hinterland.
      After regrouping, they had attempted to return to the offensive and in midsummer had formed a national salvation
      committee representing more than 100,000 members throughout Quang Ngai Province. During the week of August 13-20,
      they seized power in villages throughout the district of Ba To and a week later formed a provisional people's
      revolutionary committee at the province level. The victory was temporary, for the French soon counterattacked and
      restored their authority, but the Vietminh tenaciously dug in and kept their apparatus alive.7
    


    
      Cochin China was undoubtedly the knottiest problem for the Communists. Although the Party was reasonably well
      represented in the area, particularly in Saigon where the Vanguard Youth had considerable support among workers
      and youth, it faced a number of potential rivals who were better organized than the scattered non-Communist
      groupings in the Center and the North. In Saigon there were a number of middle-class nationalist parties, some
      with a pro-Japanese orientation, as well as the small but pesky Trotskyite organization under the brilliant
      French-trained journalist Ta Thu Thau. In the countryside, conditions were less conducive to revolution than in
      the North. There had been no famine in Cochin China, and the spread of Vietminh support in rural villages was
      hindered by the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, whose populist and quasi-mystical faith had earned the emotional support
      of up to 2 million peasants in the areas south and west of Saigon. A final impediment was the presence of three
      Japanese army divisions, supplemented by more than 5,000 Vietnamese police.
    


    
      As in Hue, the Party leadership in Saigon had no reliable link with the Central Committee in the North, and as
      the end of the war approached it tended to follow its own instincts in preparing for the general
      uprising.8 With
      Communist strength concentrated in the Saigon metropolitan area and a weaker Party organization in the
      countryside (except for the famous "red belt" of pro-Communist villages in the Saigon suburbs), the
      Municipal Committee decided on the Saigon-Cholon metropolitan area as the natural focus for the uprising. In
      early August, radical elements within the Vanguard Youth in the factories and neighboring villages were secretly
      organized into 350 separate paramilitary units totaling more than 100,000 members. One problem was how to deal
      with the non-Communist nationalist groups operating in the area, now gathered into the loosely organized National
      United Front. But the major issue was whether to stage an uprising whenever local conditions were ripe or to
      await a directive from the central Party leadership in the North.
    


    
      On the first question, the Party leadership decided to make an effort to bring the
      nationalists over to its side. On the fourteenth, Tran Van Giau, top Communist in the Saigon area since the early
      1930s, met with representatives of the front and persuaded them not to attempt to obstruct the Vietminh from
      seizing power.9 They
      were apparently convinced by Giau's argument that his organization had official recognition from the
      victorious Allies. On the second question, indecision was reflected in Party councils as late as the seventeenth,
      when a meeting of the local leadership was convened to discuss future plans. Some, convinced that the Party was
      too weak to seize power on its own initiative, advocated a legal effort to compete for influence after the return
      of the French. The majority supported a proposal for a general insurrection but could not agree on a date. As a
      compromise, it was decided to launch an uprising on the twenty-first in the town of Tan An, a district in the
      lower delta region south of Saigon where the local Party organization was already well organized, in order to
      test the reaction of the Japanese. In the meantime, the Vietminh in Saigon would surface and begin to mobilize
      the masses.
    


    
      On August 20 news of the uprising in Hanoi reached Saigon. That same evening, the Vietminh leadership held a
      massive meeting at a downtown cinema and announced a program of action. Nguyen Van Tao, a veteran Party member
      long active in Saigon journalism circles and once a member of the FCP Central Committee, announced that the
      Vietminh would now begin to operate in the open, and he freely conceded that the Vanguard Youth was one of its
      components. Vietminh flags and leaflets appeared throughout the city, and a massive nationalist demonstration
      sponsored by the National United Front took place in downtown Saigon. According to some estimates, the crowd
      reached nearly half a million and included 100,000 peasants loyal to the religious sects and parading behind a
      monarchist flag.
    


    
      The following day, news of the success of the uprising in Tan An arrived in Saigon. Flushed with the news of
      victory and confident of Japanese intentions to stand aside, local Party leaders decided to prepare for an
      immediate uprising. Tran Van Giau called a meeting of the National United Front and persuaded the members of the
      other parties represented to disband the front and join the Vietminh.
    


    
      On the twenty-fourth the Regional Party Committee set up an uprising committee and agreed to schedule the
      uprising in Saigon for the following day, to be followed by insurrections in all provinces of Cochin China.
      Meetings were held at Vanguard Youth headquarters with representatives of all parties, and most agreed to follow
      Vietminh leadership. That night, assault troops seized all major enterprises in the Saigon area and raised the
      Vietminh banner, while thousands of villagers organized in paramilitary units prepared to enter the city from the
      neighboring suburbs at dawn. The next morning, public offices in downtown Saigon were
      occupied. There were a few scattered clashes, but local Japanese forces were induced to surrender, and in two
      hours the city was in revolutionary hands. To direct the city, the multi-party Committee of the South was set up.
      Six of its nine members were Vietminh members, and Tran Van Giau was selected as president. When Hoang Quoc Viet,
      envoy from the Central Committee, arrived in Saigon the following day, victory seemed reasonably secure.
    


    
      Outside the city, the revolution lagged behind. Most of the provinces south and west of Saigon were in the hands
      of the surging Hoa Hao movement, now over a million strong. Although the Hoa Hao, like the Cao Dai, were
      anti-French and at least protonationalist in inspiration, they were, if anything, more concerned to achieve
      regional autonomy than to subordinate their interests in the broader goal of national independence. From the
      start, the sects' inherent regionalism and religious orientation clashed with the universalist pretensions of
      the Vietminh in the South, and by early autumn hostility between the groups had become commonplace. In September,
      a particularly bloody clash between Hoa Hao and Vietminh units took place at Can Tho, in the heart of the delta,
      and left dozens dead. Distaste for the French led the Hoa Hao leadership to continue efforts to cooperate with
      the Vietminh, but the relationship was an uneasy one.
    


    
      In some nonsect areas, there was briefly a whiff of social revolution in the countryside. In some cases, poor
      peasants (whether or not instigated by local Communist activists is not clear) seized land and caused property
      damage, prompting fears by local Party leaders that excessive radicalism could undermine the still fragile
      structure of cooperation with the nationalists. Nguyen Van Tao expressed such views in a directive to local Party
      officials: "All those who have instigated the peasants to seize the land owners' property will be
      severely and pitilessly punished. We have not yet made the Communist revolution which will solve the agrarian
      problem. This government is only a democratic government. That is why such a task does not devolve upon
      it."10
    


    
      In a week, the revolution had swept to power in much of Vietnam, from the Chinese border to the Gulf of Siam.
      When Ho Chi Minh was informed of the success of the uprising in Hanoi, he left Tan Trao and went in secret to a
      small house owned by a friend on the outskirts of the city, where he remained for several days, receiving reports
      of the stirring events throughout the country. The news of victory undoubtedly had an exhilarating effect on the
      revolutionary leadership. Many of Ho's colleagues were ready to follow Lenin's example in Petrograd and
      to claim total power in the name of the Vietminh. Ho Chi Minh was more conscious of the strength of the forces
      opposing the revolution, however, and at a meeting of the Liberation Committee he argued strongly for the
      formation of a provisional government that would include members of other parties and factions, in order to
      broaden the base of support for the new order. The other members of the committee were
      carried along by Ho's reasoning, and several non-Communists were included in the provisional government of
      the new Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), which was announced on August 28. The key members, however, were
      members of the Vietminh. Vo Nguyen Giap and Pham Van Dong, not yet generally known as members of the ICP, were
      selected as ministers of the interior and of finance. Ho Chi Minh, identified only as "a national patriot
      who had devoted his whole life to achieving his country's independence," was named president and
      minister of foreign affairs.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh was probably also responsible for the decision to offer to Emperor Bao Dai the position of supreme
      political adviser to the new regime. Highly conscious of his own weak position as puppet of the fading power of
      Japan, Bao Dai had decided before war's end to request the Vietminh to form a cabinet to replace that of Tran
      Trong Kim. But in the frenetic last days of August, the emperor's authority was ignored. On the twentieth, a
      mass meeting of leftist intellectuals in Hanoi had demanded the emperor's abdication and the formation of a
      new Vietminh government. The emperor had responded two days later by calling on the Vietminh to form a new
      government. By then, however, it was too late, and when a telegram from Hanoi arrived at the imperial palace
      demanding his abdication, Bao Dai gave in. A three-man delegation led by veteran Communist (and later minister of
      propaganda) Tran Huy Lieu went to Hué and accepted his resignation." Ho Chi Minh evidently approved of the decision to depose the last ruler of
      the Nguyen dynasty but characteristically attempted to make use of Bao Dai's lingering authority over the
      Vietnamese people by inviting him to take a position in the new government.
    


    
      A few days after the liberation of Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh moved into the capital and quietly took up residence with
      other top members of the Party in the house of a Party member on Hang Ngang Street, in the middle of the
      city's Chinese district. For several days he lived quietly, working over the draft of the Declaration of
      Independence for the new Vietnamese republic. After he had finished it, he discussed it with many of his top
      lieutenants. Vo Nguyen Giap later recalled that Ho Chi Minh once remarked that it was the happiest period of his
      life.
    


    
      The morning of September 2 dawned bright and sunny. Beginning in the early hours, thousands of peasants began to
      stream in from the suburbs and to mingle with other thousands of workers, students, merchants and government
      officials congregating in Ba Dinh Square, a leafy park at the western end of the city. The provisional government
      had declared a national holiday, and the city was festooned with streamers and banners carrying slogans in
      several languages: "Vietnam for the Vietnamese," "Down with French Colonialism,"
      "Support the Provisional Government," "Support President Ho Chi Minh,"
      and "Welcome to the Allied Mission." The first Chinese occupation troops had begun to arrive from the
      north and mingled freely and amicably with the hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese in the downtown area. The
      crowd was orderly and friendly, and a French observer noted that there were no signs of hostility to the few
      Europeans in the crowd.
    


    
      At noon, the independence ceremony began at Ba Dinn Square. President Ho Chi Minh appeared on a makeshift
      platform erected in the middle of the square wearing a faded khaki suit and white rubber sandals—the uniform that
      he would thenceforth wear for all state occasions.12 His speech was short and to the point. He simply read the new Vietnamese
      Declaration of Independence on which he had been working during the past few days. The declaration opened with a
      passage borrowed from the American Declaration of Independence: "All men are created equal. They are endowed
      by their Creator with certain unalienable [sic] Rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of
      Happiness." Ho then added that "all the peoples on the earth are equal from birth, all the peoples have
      a right to live and to be happy and free," and he quoted from the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
      Citizen drawn up in 1791 in the midst of the French Revolution. This was followed by a harsh indictment of the
      brutal and undemocratic character of the French colonial regime in Vietnam. He concluded with a ringing
      declaration of Vietnam's right to be free: "Viet Nam has the right to enjoy freedom and independence and
      in fact has become a free and independent country. 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 freedom and
      independence."13
    


    
      Having concluded his reading of the declaration, Ho Chi Minh gazed out at the crowd and asked quietly, "My
      fellow countrymen, have you understood?" According to the account of Vo Nguyen Giap, who was standing next
      to him at the rostrum, one million voices cried out in unison their ringing affirmation.
    


    The Lessons of August


    
      The August Revolution was so obviously an extraordinary achievement that it is important to keep in mind that a
      number of fortuitous circumstances contributed in no small measure to the Communist victory. The rapid
      disintegration of government authority in both urban and rural areas, coupled with the delayed arrival of Allied
      occupation forces after the surrender of Japan, created a political vacuum at the levers of power. The appearance
      of famine in the countryside—a factor so familiar to students of the revolutionary process—provided the sense of
      desperation that gave the Communists access to the villages and fueled the rural insurgency.
      In the cities, all authority had crumbled and the urban population was watchful, anticipating the arrival of a
      new force capable of mastering the situation. In the perceptive view of the noted French Vietnamologist Paul Mus,
      French colonialism had lost title to the Confucian Heavenly Mandate by its failure to protect the Vietnamese from
      the Japanese. Political legitimacy would be granted to whatever force could effectively claim power and
      reestablish order. In the classic sense, Vietnam in August 1945 was ripe for rebellion.14
    


    
      Yet objective conditions alone do not make a revolution, and it is to the credit of the Communists that they were
      able to grasp the opportunity so enticingly offered at the end of the Pacific War. In other colonial societies,
      the vacuum might have been filled by non-Communist nationalism. But in Vietnam, the nationalists were unable to
      rise to the challenge. Plagued since the early 1920s by factional and regional divisions, an inability (or an
      unwillingness) to build a mass base in the countryside, and an absence of any overall sense of the Vietnamese
      revolution, the urban bourgeois parties, variously moderate and radical, pro-Japanese, pro-Chinese, or
      pro-French, were collectively almost inconsequential in the political situation that followed the fall of
      Japan.15 Only the ICP
      possessed the sense of timing and the understanding of the strategic nuances of the situation to rise to the
      occasion. The final point is crucial. For the August Revolution, above all, was a triumph of understanding. As Vo
      Nguyen Giap explained, it
    


    
      was a new development of revolutionary struggle: combining political and armed violence, and carried out
      simultaneously in the countryside and the cities, the principal means being the political strength of the masses;
      this strength, organized into a broad united front based on the alliance of the working class with the peasantry,
      was mobilized, organized and led by the party of the working class. Thus, we can clearly see that the practice of
      the August 1945 general insurrection had a highly creative content. In a former colonial and semi-feudal country
      like ours, the revolution of national liberation does not necessarily take the form of a protracted struggle, or
      that of an armed uprising in the cities, but it is quite possible for it to combine in a creative manner these
      two forms struggle.16
    


    
      In this passage, Giap has clearly staked out Hanoi's claim to a share in advancing the revolutionary art. The
      August Revolution was neither a carbon copy of the Bolshevik uprising, nor of the Chinese Civil War, but a
      sophisticated combination of the two. Recent scholarship in Hanoi has elaborated on the argument and contends
      that the unique character of the August uprising lies in its adroit coordination of political and armed struggle.
      Is such a contention justified? On the face of it, the argument is open to serious question, for all great modern
      revolutions had both a political and a military character. This is particularly true in the case of those
      revolutions inspired by the thought of Karl Marx, though one form of struggle may
      predominate in each individual case.
    


    
      The Bolshevik Revolution is a case in point. The major thrust of the October insurrection was political: the
      disintegration of government authority, the gradual Bolshevik takeover of the Petrograd Soviet, the virtually
      bloodless coup on the night of October 25, and the "revolution by telegraph" (to repeat Trotky's
      felicitous phrase) in the provinces. Yet the military factor was not negligible. Unable to build a revolutionary
      armed force while operating in Petrograd under the watchful eyes of the Provisional Government, the Bolsheviks
      relied on the subversion of key army units in the capital area. At the moment of insurrection, the transfer of
      loyalty by such units played a major role in the success of the uprising.
    


    
      By contrast, the Communist rise to power in China, on the surface, was primarily a military affair. In the course
      of a protracted struggle, the CCP had forged its liberation army into a powerful force of more than a million men
      and, at the moment of truth, Communist military power was decisive in the victory over the Kuomintang. Still, the
      Party's political strategy had been instrumental in putting it into position to challenge Chiang Kai-shek
      after the Pacific War. If military power was decisive at the climax of the Civil War, it was the political
      success of the CCP that had brought the Nanjing government to the brink of disintegration and achieved a major
      "transfer of allegiance" of the Chinese population to the Communists.
    


    
      The significance of the August Revolution, then, must be found not in the simple fact that the ICP used both
      political and military struggle, but in the degree to which these factors were carefully interwoven in the fabric
      of the Party's revolutionary strategy. To put the issue another way, the contribution of the August
      Revolution was less theoretical than practical—the sophisticated and flexible manner in which the Party applied
      political and military struggle to the concrete situation in Vietnam. Astute manipulation of the two forms of
      struggle at the opportune moment was the key to victory.
    


    
      Here, perhaps, Vo Nguyen Giap has a point. for in the complex situation at the end of the war, a strategy placing
      sole reliance on either political or military struggle would have been insufficient and possibly disastrous. The
      Party lacked the necessary military strength to impose its will. Moreover, the challenge of the August Revolution
      was primarily political—to fill the political void left by the Japanese defeat and to make a convincing case (to
      the Allies as well as to the local population) that the Vietminh Front effectively represented the interests of
      the Vietnamese people. Political struggle alone, however, was clearly insufficient, for the filling of the power
      vacuum left by the defeat of Japan would require the rapid action and demonstration of armed might that only
      military force could provide. The decisive importance of military strength was clearly illustrated in the South,
      where the weakness of the Party's military apparatus facilitated the pacification effort undertaken by the British occupation troops. Where the Party possessed armed forces, they were
      adroitly used to supplement the armed strength of the masses and to fill the power vacuum. A carefully
      orchestrated balance of political and military struggle was thus the most effective means by which the Party
      could take advantage of the weakness of the enemy and overcome its own disadvantages.
    


    
      Giap's second claim is that a key to the Party's success lay in its capacity to operate in both the
      cities and the countryside. Where the Bolshevik insurrection had been predominantly urban, and the Chinese
      revolution primarily rural, he claimed that the August Revolution combined the two approaches in a single
      integrated strategy. Ho Chi Minh had noted the importance of this factor in his 1927 article, but the Party had
      been burdened in the 1920s and 1930s by a lack of organization in both areas and by the urban bias of the
      Comintern leadership. Not until the 1940s did a joint urban-rural strategy become a major component of Vietnamese
      revolutionary doctrine, thus justifying Giap's contention. As the uprising unfolded, the Vietminh Front was
      reasonably successful in making its appeal in both areas. Peasants in the impoverished villages of the North
      viewed the front as an engine of radical social reform. Bourgeois nationalists in the major cities saw it as a
      patriotic movement fiercely dedicated to national independence, but moderate in its political and social outlook.
      In the climactic phase of the uprising, the Communist-led front achieved considerable success in linking town and
      country in the final surge for power.
    


    
      Famine, more than anything else, made the strategy possible. Ho Chi Minh had carefully crafted the Vietminh Front
      to appeal to all patriotic groups, regardless of social class. In 1941, this had implied an essentially moderate
      rural program, and the Eighth Plenum had advocated a land reform program that could win the allegiance of the
      poor without alienating patriotic landlords. As the CCP found out, however, straddling the agrarian question can
      be an awkward posture and costly in its consequences. Famine permitted the ICP to escape this dilemma. As early
      as 1943 the Party had become sharply conscious of the importance of the issue and began to make it a major
      element in propaganda directed at the densely populated Red River delta, criticizing Japanese confiscation of
      grain, conscription, and high taxes. In regions controlled by the Party, rents were reduced, taxes were lowered
      and, in some cases, the land of the wealthy was seized and distributed to the poor. As the food crisis deepened,
      local operatives took the lead in instigating peasant demonstrations to protest the government's refusal to
      release rice held in granaries for local consumption.
    


    
      Whether or not the issue of famine was a decisive factor in the Revolution, the Party leadership apparently
      thought that it was. In his 1947 study of the August uprising, Truong Chinh quoted Stalin on the need to find one
      focal issue that could become the central question of the revolution. In Vietnam, said
      Chinh, that question was famine and he added that Communist-led armed demonstrations in front of government
      granaries were the key to the development of the movement in rural areas throughout the North.17
    


    
      The significance of the famine issue for the August Revolution is suggested by the history of rural revolt in
      North Vietnam. Throughout the preceding decade the Red River delta, to the despair of Party activists, had
      remained relatively impervious to the shockwaves of rural unrest elsewhere. In fact, there had been no rural
      unrest of serious proportions in the Red River delta since the French conquest. Now, desperation transformed the
      North into a tinderbox of revolt. While the proximity of PLA units was undoubtedly a factor in stimulating the
      active participation of Tonkinese peasants in the uprising, the rapidity with which provinces throughout the
      delta fell to Vietminh control suggests the force of hunger as an issue in the Revolution. For the most part,
      peasant radicalism was apparently spontaneous and in some cases even went beyond the wishes of Party activists.
    


    
      The famine issue permitted the Party to ride the crest of rural unrest without being forced to draw up a radical
      program that might have alienated moderate nationalist elements in the cities. And, as Ho Chi Minh had realized
      nearly two decades earlier, the cities would have to play a crucial role in lifting the revolutionary forces to
      victory in Vietnam. In China, the CCP counted on the power of the People's Liberation Army to overwhelm the
      forces of Chiang Kai-shek in the countryside and then to seize the cities. The Vietnamese Communists with their
      miniscule armed forces could not hope for the same achievement. Lacking the offensive power of its Chinese
      counterpart, the ICP would be forced to count on the support of its followers in the cities. Previously, the
      Party had lacked the strength to challenge the French in urban areas. In August 1945, however, it had an
      unprecedented opportunity to fill the vacuum left by the end of the war.
    


    
      The trouble was that, even under such favorable conditions, the Party apparatus in several of the major cities,
      weakened by years of colonial oppression, was in no position to make a major contribution to the August uprising.
      To compensate, the Party was forced to supplement its urban forces with additional militia units brought in from
      neighboring rural villages. The stratagem would become familiar in the years ahead.
    


    
      The relative weakness or the Party's urban base raises serious doubts about the urban-rural balance that
      Hanoi claims underlay the August Revolution. Were the cities an integral element in the insurrection? Did the
      urban populace as a whole support the revolution? Unfortunately, the evidence is too scanty at present to justify
      a definitive conclusion. Accounts of the uprisings in the major cities suggest that factory workers and students
      were fairly active in the revolutionary cause, and it seems clear that such groups made up the bulk of the
      Party's paramilitary forces. There are fewer indications of active involvement on the
      part of functionaries or merchants despite the founding (with Vietminh support) of a Vietnamese Democratic Party
      representing the interests of bureaucrats and intellectuals. This has led one observer to comment that, on the
      whole, the middle class did not support the revolution.18 For the moment, it is perhaps advisable to reserve judgment on this
      issue. Although there is little evidence of active middleclass involvement in the urban uprisings, there was
      equally little active individual hostility to the Vietminh on the part of bourgeois elements, even in Saigon. For
      the most part, the Vietnamese urban middle class appeared to stand warily on the sidelines. It accepted the
      Vietminh Front's carefully cultivated image of moderate nationalism but did not take to the barricades to
      resist the return of colonial power.
    


    
      The ICP's ability to project an image of moderation was undoubtedly a major factor in its success during the
      August Revolution, a fact of which Ho Chi Minh was obviously aware. The pose could not last indefinitely, of
      course, and was only possible because of a series of fortuitous conditions: the disorganization of its
      nationalist rivals, the fluidity of the external situation, and the absence of legal political bodies like the
      Petrograd Soviet or the city Duma that would have compelled the Party to show its colors. It is a tribute to the
      Party's sensitivity to the situation, however, that it was able to manipulate these conditions to its
      advantage.
    


    
      To sum up, the flexible combination of political and military, urban and rural struggle was a major factor in the
      victory of the August Revolution. While the victory was primarily political and rural, the urban and military
      components were by no means of negligible importance and may have been crucial to success. And although the
      Party's claim to revolutionary uniqueness may be somewhat overstated, the leadership should receive high
      marks for (as Giap put it) the creative way in which it applied theory to the concrete situation. For the first
      but by no means the last time, the Vietnamese Communists had demonstrated that although they had relatively
      little to offer in the way of theoretical innovations of doctrinal importance, they were masters at the art of
      applying simple revolutionary concepts in an effective manner.19
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    The Uneasy Peace (September 1945—December 1946)


    
      During two frenetic weeks in August the Communists, behind the mantle of the Vietminh Front, had seized political
      power in much of Vietnam. To keep it, however, would be quite another matter, for their victory was more a
      consequence of the chaos at the end of the war and the temporary disorientation of their rivals than it was a
      testimony to their power and influence in Vietnam. With the prospective arrival of the Chinese and British
      occupation forces in Indochina, and the probable return of the French as a consequence, the ICP would have new
      realities to face.
    


    The Vietminh in Power


    
      Furthermore, the new government's authority in Vietnam was shaky at best. Although the struggle that had led
      to the revolutionary takeover had been engineered by the Communists, they had seized power in the name of a broad
      nationalist alliance linked to the Allies' victory elsewhere in Asia. The Party itself was small and still
      inexperienced. Unlike the CCP, it had not had the luxury of two decades of de facto rule in a liberated area. The
      mass base of the Vietminh Front was broad—embracing peasants, workers, students, and some merchants and
      intellectuals in the major cities—but shallow, for the Communist coloration of the leadership was not as yet
      directly evident to the vast majority of supporters. As a result, although the Vietminh had been generally
      welcomed by the populace as an indigenous political force leading the struggle of the Vietnamese people for
      social justice and political independence, such generalized approval would not easily be translated into firm
      political support in the event of a serious internal conflict among indigenous forces. Indeed, even as the month
      of August came to a close, rival political parties in all three regions of Vietnam were beginning to gear up to
      express their opposition to Communist rule over the new provisional government. Neither the
      VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi in the North nor the moderate and pro-Japanese parties in Cochin China were likely to
      stand idly by while the Communists consolidated their power.
    


    
      For the Communists, then, the month of September inaugurated a period of intense political activity of almost
      unprecedented complexity. From the Party's point of view, the struggle would have to be carried on at two
      levels—against the returning French, the Allied expeditionary forces, and the Japanese occupation troops on the
      one hand, and against their Vietnamese rivals within the nationalist camp on the other. In a strategic sense, the
      problem was clear: The ICP could not hope to face both sets of adversaries at the same time. Militarily as well
      as politically, the Party was not strong enough to neutralize the French and the Allied occupation forces while
      simultaneously competing against internal nationalist opponents. It could clearly not afford the luxury that had
      permitted Lenin after the success of the Bolshevik Revolution to dispense with moderate leftist support in his
      attempt to stay in power. On the contrary, it would be essential to employ a strategy that could take advantage
      of the internal contradictions among adversaries and to mobilize a maximum amount of support against one enemy at
      a time. And this policy of flexibility and conciliation would have to be carried out without diluting the
      Party's authority by losing control over the instruments of power, and without losing its base of support
      among the more radical elements within the movement and the nationalist camp as a whole.
    


    
      In short, the situation posed a serious challenge to the technique of the united front that the ICP had used with
      varying degrees of success since the founding of the Party fifteen years before. It would require a policy of
      infinite flexibility and sensitivity to the nuances of international politics and a heightened comprehension of
      the power relationships that were likely to emerge in the immediate postwar period. It would require a leadership
      with the international experience and the delicate sense of timing that, within the Vietnamese Communist
      movement, only Ho Chi Minh could provide.
    


    
      As if these problems were not enough, the new provisional government also faced the serious social and economic
      problems that had beset Vietnamese society during the final years of the war. The single overriding issue was
      hunger. Famine, which had struck with such ferocity during the previous winter, was an even more serious threat
      in the months ahead, as the 1945 harvest was well below average. By one estimate, it would reach only half the
      normal tonnage. The greatest crisis was being felt in Tonkin, where widespread flooding had led peasants to
      abandon more than 400,000 hectares of rice land. Later, drought limited the fall harvest and government experts
      predicted that food would run out by February. With war beginning in the South, there was little prospect for
      exports to the North from the rice surplus areas in the Mekong delta.1
    


    
      Another serious problem, which might be exacerbated by the end of the Pacific War, was the
      high level of unemployment in urban areas during the war years, which had now become virtually chronic.
      Far-reaching measures would be called for to alleviate the industrial depression that had lasted since the great
      crisis of the early 1930s. Here again, the Communists would be walking a tightrope. Given the severity of the
      crisis and the nature of their basic support, radical measures seemed to be called for; yet government policies
      would have to be sufficiently prudent to avoid alienating the moderate elements within the broad alliance that
      the Party hoped to put together against the returning French colonialists.
    


    
      The ñrst measures taken by the new government indicated the care with which the Party attempted to construct its
      anti-imperialist front. The new Party strategy had first been outlined in the ten-point program promulgated by Ho
      Chi Minh at the Tan Trao congress in mid-August. The program made no reference to the Party's long-term
      Marxist goals but was limited to such relatively noncontroversial proposals as tax reduction, seizure of the land
      of French colonialists and their Vietnamese collaborators, distribution of this land and village commune lands to
      needy peasants, an eight-hour day and increased rights for workers, the guarantee of basic freedoms to all
      Vietnamese, and the establishment of an independent democratic republic over the entire territory of
      Vietnam.2
    


    
      The first acts of the new government in Hanoi were clearly designed to fulfill the promises incorporated in this
      program. In September preliminary steps Were taken to establish democratically elected people's councils at
      all levels of government and elections for the new National Assembly were scheduled for the end of the
      year.5 Within the new
      state, democratic rights were guaranteed, including equality for all citizens regardless of age, sex, religion,
      or ethnic background. A decree of September 8 ordered free instruction in the national language with the aim of
      making all Vietnamese over the age of eight literate within one year. Students were organized to lead a mass
      education movement throughout the country.
    


    
      In the economic held, famine was the most serious immediate problem. To alleviate the crisis, the government
      tried a variety of measures. The long-term solution, in the view of the Party leadership, was collectivization of
      all arable land, but such harsh measures would destroy the united front in the immediate postwar period. So a
      variety of more moderate steps were taken, including moral exhortations to the population to conserve grain,
      encouragement of alternative crops, such as manioc and sweet potatoes, subsidies for farmers expanding the amount
      of land under cultivation, the establishment of the Farm Credit Bureau to provide loans to the poor, reduction of
      rents, and distribution of communal land to needy families at the village level. Finally, the capitation tax was
      lowered by 20 percent, and the hated monopolies on alcohol, salt, and opium were abolished.4
    


    
      Characteristically, Ho Chi Minh put his own personal stamp on the program. Government
      officials, from the top down, were exhorted to fast one out of every ten days and to donate the food conserved to
      the needy. As always, the president himself lived frugally, rising at five and performing his daily physical
      exercises before arriving at his office, often before his subordinates.5 Periodically he issued appeals to the officials of the new
      government, cautioning them against arrogance, bureaucratism, and isolation from the people. The Communists were
      especially careful to espouse moderate policies within the urban economy. Public utilities and a few major
      industries were nationalized, but in general trade and manufacturing were left in private hands, and the
      government issued circulars granting assurances that private property would be respected.
    


    
      Such measures represented a serious effort to win the acquiescence or moderate elements while retaining the
      support of radicals within the movement. The balancing act was not always successful. Some radicals wanted
      harsher land policies. In northern Annam and in the province of Quang Ngai, poor peasants agitated for an
      immediate redistribution of land. In many rural areas, the Party's moderate policies were widely ignored and
      Party zealots confiscated property, divided land, and even suppressed traditional peasant rituals
      indiscriminately. In November, the Central Committee was compelled to issue a directive warning Party members
      that the Indochinese revolution was still in the national liberation stage. Class struggle must be subordinated
      to such slogans as "full independence" and "power to the people" and, as in 1941, the
      antifeudal revolution must be subordinated to the needs of the anti-imperialist revolution.6
    


    
      In a broad sense, however, the policies of the new government were moderately successful and as summer passed
      into fall it began to win the support or at least the toleration of Vietnamese of a wide variety of political and
      religious persuasions. Even the Roman Catholic hierarchy noted its open approval of the new government in a
      pastoral letter to the 2 million Vietnamese Catholics, and many of the latter joined the new Vietminh-sponsored
      Catholic National Salvation Association. At one point, the French bishop of Saigon was brought to exclaim in
      frustration: "On nous a changé nos Annamites!"7 On September 23 the Vietnamese Catholic hierarchy requested the Pope in
      Rome to pray for Vietnamese independence.
    


    
      Nothing that the Communists could do, however, could assuage the suspicion of many of their nationalist rivals,
      to whom any true reconciliation and cooperation with the ICP seemed extremely difficult, if not impossible. The
      loose alliance formed in South China with several of the nationalist parties operating in Tonkin had been plagued
      by mutual suspicion from the outset and began to disintegrate during the last months of the war, despite
      Communist attempts to revitalize it. The Vietminh seizure of power at the end of the war
      seemed even more concrete proof of Communist perfidy and solidified the hostility of many nationalists toward the
      new government and President Ho Chi Minh.
    


    
      The trump card of the nationalists lay with the Chinese expeditionary forces, who were scheduled to arrive in
      North Vietnam shortly after the war. These troops, some 180,000 strong, began to arrive in early September. In
      the perhaps biased view of Vo Nguyen Giap, they were a tattered lot, with none of the panache and discipline of
      his own People's Liberation Army, but they represented a serious threat to the Communists. Not only had their
      commanders the power to suppress the provisional government; they also had developed a friendly relationship with
      the ICP's rivals, the Dong Minh Hoi and the VNQDD, a fact that could serve to provide the latter with very
      real advantages in the coming struggle for dominance in Vietnam.
    


    
      The nationalist leaders entered Vietnam in the wake of the Chinese troops and with the latter's assistance
      soon began to seize control of areas earlier taken by the Vietminh in the mountainous areas north of the capital.
      Certain of Chinese backing, they were also persuaded to take a hard line in negotiations with the Vietminh once
      they had settled in Hanoi. The VN-QDD set up an opposition newspaper, and a loudspeaker at its downtown
      headquarters began to denounce the "red terror."
    


    
      In the beginning, the ICP played a cautious game with its major rivals in the nationalist movement. Its basic
      policy was to neutralize them through conciliation or intimidation and gradually to isolate them from the
      mainstream of Vietnamese politics. One Hanoi Party publication commented that the Party should attempt
    


    
      to isolate them before the masses or the people, utilize the force of the masses as a means of pressure to enable
      the government to repress the counter-revolutionaries, and in case tangible proofs could be adduced against them,
      to proceed to wipe out their forces step by step. In case they receive the support of their masters, it was
      necessary to neutralize them gradually; compromise might also be reached while safeguarding the revolutionary
      power.8
    


    
      As the final sentence suggested, one matter of high priority was to neutralize the effects of the Chinese
      occupation forces. It became President Ho Chi Minh's major duty during the last months of 1945 to conciliate
      Generals Lu Han and Xiao Wen, the commanders of the Chinese troops, in order to prevent them from taking action
      against the Vietminh in favor of its nationalist rivals. Ho's efforts have been exhaustively discussed in
      earlier studies and need not be detailed here. Suffice it to say that he felt that every effort must be made to
      avoid clashes with the Chinese, at the same time not letting the government be humiliated. As a Communist
      publication commented:
    


    
      With regard to the Chiang Kai-shek troops, it was necessary to avoid clashes, underline
      their mission which was to disarm the Japanese troops, prevent their acts of aggression, check their acts of
      intervention in the internal policy of the country; in case they attacked the national sovereignty, it was
      necessary to stand ready to launch an unarmed opposition, to mobilize the masses to demonstrate, in a word, to
      "oppose a political struggle to them."9
    


    
      Despite Ho Chi Minh's efforts, a few clashes took place between Chinese and Vietnamese forces. On the whole,
      however, the policy was successful. Much of the credit undoubtedly must go to Ho Chi Minh himself, who emphasized
      on several occasions his desire to follow Chinese orders. On one occasion he even offered his life as a guarantee
      that there would be no further anti-Chinese acts, and he consistently stressed the determination of his
      government to follow the famous precepts of Sun Yat-sen. To reduce Chinese suspicion, he changed the name of the
      Vietnamese Peopled Liberation Army to "national defense guard," and instructed the government's
      forces to avoid provoking the Chinese at all costs. There was evidently some resistance within the Party to the
      policy of conciliation, and a few incidents with the occupation troops appear to have been deliberately
      instigated. But on the whole, the Party was able to avoid a confrontation and, throughout their stay, the Chinese
      took a fairly neutral stand in the political situation.10
    


    
      The Chinese did insist, however, that Ho Chi Minh's government negotiate with the other Vietnamese parties in
      order to obtain their participation in the government and attempted to restructure the old united front to
      prevent Vietminh domination. By early November, the nationalists had set up a nationalist bloc dominated by
      members of the VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi and began to demand the immediate formation of a government of
      national union, with participation by all major political groups. Threatened by a widespread boycott of the
      scheduled elections for the new National Assembly, Ho Chi Minh agreed to begin negotiations with the other
      parties in an effort to reach a common front against the French. Before serious negotiations began in
      mid-November, the Party leadership took the drastic step of formally dissolving the ICP and replacing it with a
      Marxist study group. In secret, as Party histories later conceded, the Party apparatus continued to exist.
      Observers have speculated over the years as to the motive for the decision. The reason given by the Party, though
      perhaps not complete, is persuasive. By apparently abolishing the Party, the leadership hoped to allay
      nationalist suspicions of the new provisional government.11
    


    
      Serious negotiations between the government and the two major nationalist parties, the VNQDD and the Dong Minh
      Hoi, began in mid November. Sensing themselves in a strong position, the nationalists at first took a hard line
      and demanded that the provisional government resign. Then they demanded several cabinet
      seats and the presidency. This, however, was too much even for Ho Chi Minh, who offered the nationalists three
      cabinet seats and the formation of a supreme advisory council under Nguyen Hai Than. This was rejected. After
      several weeks of skirmishing, agreement was finally reached in mid-December. A provisional coalition government
      with Ho as president and Nguyen Hai Than as vice president was to be set up on January 1, 1946. General elections
      to choose members of the National Assembly and a new government would be held five days later. Regardless of the
      results of the balloting, 70 out of a total of 350 seats in the new legislative body would be reserved for the
      two major non-Communist parties, 50 for the VNQDD and 20 for the Dong Minh Hoi.
    


    The Collapse of Communist Power
    in Cochin China


    
      The situation was even more complicated in the South. Communist strength was measurably weaker in Cochin China
      than in Tonkin. Although the Party had recovered well enough from the crisis of 1940 to play a dominant role in
      Saigon during the August uprising, its potential influence was diluted by the presence of a number of
      well-organized rivals—the economically influential moderate parties in Saigon and the religious sects in the
      countryside. In the South, too, the influence of French colonial elements was more vociferous and firmly
      established than elsewhere in Vietnam.
    


    
      Under the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that the Communists soon found themselves on the defensive in
      Cochin China. During the confusing period after the Japanese surrender, the Vietminh, aided by the persuasiveness
      of their claim to the support of the victorious Allies, had obtained a controlling voice in the Committee of the
      South, the organization set up by nationalist groups to serve as a provisional political force and to greet the
      British forces on their arrival in Saigon. It was not long, however, before the Vietminh leaders found themselves
      outmatched. Once it became evident that the Vietminh Front had strong Communist overtones and did not represent
      the will of the great powers, moderate nationalist elements began to oppose its domination of the committee.
    


    
      Beyond the confines of the ruling group, the situation was even more volatile. On September 2, the Vietminh
      called for mass demonstrations by all nationalist groups in downtown Saigon. Thousands of Vietnamese turned out.
      Some were members of the Vietminh or its puppet organization, the Vanguard Youth; others represented rival
      nationalist groups or the religious sects. Emotions were running high, and predictably the situation got out of hand. When local security forces opened fire on unruly mobs, the crowd turned violent and
      began to attack any foreigner unfortunate enough to be on the streets. Before the trouble had subsided, five
      Frenchmen had been killed and scores wounded. Although it is highly unlikely that the Vietminh had instigated the
      disorder, it put the local leadership in a delicate spot and suggested that the local Vietnamese administration
      was incapable of maintaining law and order. On the other hand, any attempt by the Vietminh to rein in the
      passions of the moment would undoubtedly have been harshly attacked by extreme nationalist and Trotskyite
      elements in the city.12
      For once, the Party found itself uncomfortably in the middle. Convinced that more was to be lost by radicalism
      than by moderation, Duong Bach Mai, the Communist security chief in Saigon, attempted to exercise a calming
      influence. By the next day, the momentary fever had abated, but the Communists were being exposed to harsh
      criticism from radical nationalist sources.
    


    
      Within a few days the British expeditionary forces began to arrive. Their commander, General Douglas Gracey, had
      little sympathy with Vietnamese nationalist aspirations and immediately demanded that the Vietnamese political
      groups lay down their arms. Tran Van Giau was realistic enough to realize that the revolutionaries were not yet
      strong enough in Cochin China to seize power on their own and attempted to conciliate the British, despite
      resistance from non-Communist elements in the Committee of the South. Criticized for his moderation, Giau was
      forced to resign the presidency of the committee, which was now expanded to thirteen members, only four of whom
      represented the Vietminh. At one stroke, the Vietminh ceased to be primus inter pares
      and became simply one of several parties claiming to represent the interests of Vietnamese nationalism in the
      South.
    


    
      During the next few days, the position of the Vietminh continued to deteriorate. Gracey, egged on by French
      colons who resented the arrogant pretensions of the "natives," began to
      crack down on Vietnamese activities. On September 21 martial law was declared and French troops, newly released
      from Japanese prisons, were rearmed and began to manhandle local citizens on the streets. When clashes resulted,
      the French seized the local administration and the Committee of the South was forced to flee the city. By now,
      the Communists were growing desperate. A joint meeting of the Party's Regional Committee, supplemented by
      members of the Saigon Municipal Committee and two representatives from the Central Committee, convened to
      formulate a strategy to deal with the rapidly changing situation. The conciliatory approach was discarded and a
      new policy, calling for the launching of a movement of resistance against resurgent colonialism, was adopted. The
      first stage was to be nonviolent in character: An appeal for a general strike was issued, and Party activists
      attempted to shut off communications into the city and to cut off the supply of food from
      rural areas. In the meantime, cadres were dispatched to neighboring villages to prepare the countryside for
      battle. For the next few days, Saigon became a city under siege.
    


    
      On September 24, serious clashes between Vietnamese and French troops took place in Saigon, resulting in a bloody
      massacre when enraged mobs of Vietnamese penetrated into French residential areas of the city and killed more
      than 150 Europeans, some in particularly hideous circumstances. Gracey did not hesitate to strike back. He
      instructed French troops to occupy and shut down all Vietnamese enterprises and announced that all crimes against
      the public order would be punishable by death. During the next few days, rebellious elements were tracked down or
      compelled to flee the city for the surrounding suburbs. For a brief period, there were attempts to reach a
      negotiated settlement. In early October, Jean Cèdile, the chief French civilian representative in Cochin China,
      reached a tentative compromise with the Committee of the South calling for a truce. But the Vietminh were now
      becoming increasingly intransigent and demanded independence and a return to the status quo of August 23. On
      October 10 the negotiations broke down.13
    


    
      During the remainder of October and the first weeks of November, British forces drove Vietminh units from the
      suburbs while French troops, bolstered by the arrival of a full division of regulars on October 25, broke the
      siege of Saigon and began to advance into the countryside. The key Mekong delta towns of My Tho, Can Tho, Vinh
      Long, and Go Cong were occupied, and communications links were gradually opened up with the lower delta
      provinces. At the same time, several provincial and district capitals in the Central Plateau fell into French
      hands. Lacking an organized military force of the quality of the PLA in the northern provinces, the Committee of
      the South, again dominated by the Communists, ordered a general mobilization in an effort to recruit new
      elements—often members of the old French militia and even a few Japanese deserters—to increase the size of their
      forces, now some 20,000 strong. These initial efforts had only limited success, and as French forces advanced,
      the insurgent leadership was forced to withdraw deep into the delta and set up its headquarters on Ben Tre
      Island.
    


    
      For the moment, the Communists were in a perilous position in the South. The events of the past few weeks had not
      only cost the Party its dominant position in Saigon, but had also resulted in a significant narrowing of the
      movement, with many of the urban nationalist factions withdrawing from the alliance with the Vietminh. At that
      point, the Communists appeared to write off their nationalist rivals. During the following weeks, a number of
      well-known moderate political figures, including Pham Quynh, Nguyen Van Sam, Bui Quang Chieu, and several top
      figures of the Trotskyite faction were assassinated, apparently on Tran Van Giau's orders.14 Relations with the sects also continued to deteriorate, and their armed forces clashed repeatedly with units of
      the Vietminh, even while the French turned to the "oil spot" technique that had worked successfully
      against bandits in the Viet Bac at the end of the nineteenth century. (In this technique government forces, after
      pacifying individual districts, would attempt to extend security to neighboring areas.) Increasingly isolated,
      the insurgents retreated to the most inaccessible regions of Cochin China—the Plain of Reeds, the Tay Ninh rubber
      plantations (where sympathy with the revolutionary cause was strong among plantation workers), and the dense U
      Minh forest in the heart of the Ca Mau peninsula. Hindered by inexperience, lack of weapons, and a high desertion
      rate (according to one French observer, 10,000 deserted in January alone), the revolutionary forces were
      inexorably driven onto the defensive.15 Like it or not, the Communists, whose strength had been based in the
      Saigon area since the failure of the 1940 uprising, were going to have to learn to live off the land.
    


    
      In Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh was acutely conscious of the vulnerability of the revolutionary forces and throughout the
      final months of 1945 attempted to prevent the outbreak of full-scale hostilities with the French regime. Even the
      international situation was no longer as favorable as it had appeared earlier in the year. The United States,
      despite appeals from Ho Chi Minh, was disinclined to become involved. Even Moscow seemed reluctant to come to the
      aid of its beleaguered client. Preoccupied with European problems and sensitive to any incident that would
      complicate its relations with Paris and disturb the possibility of Communist participation in a new French
      government, the Soviet Union apparently viewed the conflict in Vietnam as a potential embarrassment and, during
      the autumn months, advised the ICP to avoid hostilities if at all possible. In September, the American reporter
      Harold Isaacs was shown a document from the FCP that advised the Vietnamese to make certain that their actions
      met "the requirements of Soviet policy" and warned that "premature adventurism" might not be
      in line with Soviet perspectives.18 The message suggested that the Vietnamese should have patience until new
      French elections, which might bring the Communists to power, were held in October. According to Isaacs, the
      Vietnamese were hurt and bitter and felt isolated by Moscow's attitude.
    


    
      The troubles in the South thus put Hanoi in an uncomfortable position. As in 1930, the Party was challenged to
      provide assistance to its beleaguered comrades without exposing the movement as a whole to serious risks. As
      early as the end of August, the Central Committee had issued a directive calling on the population of Cochin
      China to resist the return of French troops and to launch a struggle for complete independence.17 But as the situation
      deteriorated into open conflict in October, the problem suddenly became more complicated. Within the Party
      leadership, unanimity was elusive. Some allegedly argued for an open confrontation, others
      for a more cautious approach. Vo Nguyen Giap spoke for the majority in advocating scorched earth tactics
      (nha khong dong vang, literally dead city), an economic blockade of cities, and
      protracted guerrilla warfare in the countryside.
    


    
      Within these restrictions, the government in Hanoi could provide assistance on a limited basis. Throughout the
      fall, enthusiastic young cadres, dressed in padded jackets and leather boots and wearing gold stars on their new
      caps, went south. In their footsteps went Party veterans like Hoang Quoc Viet and Le Duan. The equivalent of
      several regiments was eventually dispatched, mostly drawn from the border provinces of Nghe An, Quang Tri, Quang
      Nam, and Quang Ngai. In some cases, according to a Party source, whole villages volunteered. From Hanoi,
      President Ho Chi Minh issued an appeal for international sympathy for the revolutionary cause. The French, he
      said,
    


    
      have sabotaged the peace that China, the United States, Britain, and Russia won at the cost of scores of millions
      of lives. They have run counter to the promises concerning democracy and liberty that the allied powers have
      proclaimed. They have of their own accord sabotaged their fathers' principles of liberty and equality. In
      consequence, it is for a just cause, for justice in the world, and for Viet-Nam's land and people that our
      compatriots throughout the country have risen to struggle, and are firmly determined to maintain their
      independence. We do not hate the French people and France. We are energetically fighting slavery, and the
      ruthless policy of the French colonialists. . . . We are not invading another's country. We only safeguard
      our own against the French invaders. Hence we are not alone. The countries which love peace and democracy, and
      the weaker nations all over the world, all sympathize with us. With the unity of the whole people within the
      country, and having many sympathizers abroad, we are sure of victory.18
    


    
      Hanoi's efforts to stem the tide of French advance, at least in the short run, had little effect, and early
      in the new year Giap went secretly to Nha Trang on the southern coast to appraise the situation. Unfortunately we
      have little information on the results of his evaluation but there are indications that the local leadership was
      seen as part of the problem. Tran Van Giau, one of the few Stalin School graduates still active at the upper
      levels of the Party, had had a reputation as a hardliner since his return to Saigon in the early 1930s. Now,
      under his leadership, the insurgency movement had become increasingly identified with a policy of brutality and
      terrorism and it became clear that, without a change, an effective alliance with non-Communist elements in the
      South would be difficult to realize. Early in 1946, he was replaced by Nguyen Binh, an ex-member of the VNQDD who
      had been recruited to the Vietminh before the war. Apparently Giap viewed the problem as one
      of personal leadership rather than overall strategy, because Binh was instructed to continue the scorched earth
      tactics that had been followed by his predecessor.19
    


    Negotiations with the
    French


    
      On the surface, the weak position of the Communists in Cochin China was in stark contrast to the situation in the
      North. The elections of January 6 had resulted in a resounding electoral victory for the Vietminh Front. With 97
      percent of the electorate voting, the Communists and their political allies won 300 seats and the Front became
      the dominant political force in the new National Assembly. Although there were a few complaints of coercion to
      vote for Vietminh candidates, most observers felt that the elections were relatively fair and the results
      reasonably representative of attitudes among the population. The vote was a striking testimony to the
      organizational abilities of the Communists and to the success of their effort to portray the Front as the central
      force in the struggle for independence and political and social progress in Vietnam.20
    


    
      The electoral victory strengthened the Party's position in Tonkin, but serious problems remained. The rival
      nationalist parties promised to become ever more vocal as the Vietminh-dominated government attempted to cope
      with the broader problem of reaching a settlement with the French. Talks had been proceeding between Flo Chi Minh
      and the French representative, Jean Sainteny, since the previous October, often to accusations of treason by
      nationalist elements. The urgency of the issue was underlined in mid-February by the conclusion of an agreement
      calling for the evacuation of the Chinese and their replacement by French forces. The threat of the imminent
      arrival of colonial troops in early March placed increasing pressure on President Flo Chi Minh to reach an
      agreement with Paris before a confrontation became inevitable.21
    


    
      Even for the nimble mind of Ho Chi Minh, it was a situation of extraordinary delicacy. The government's
      military weakness made a negotiated accord with the French imperative. But the intensity of patriotic feeling in
      Vietnam and the shallowness of popular support for the Vietminh made compromise a political gamble. To the
      nationalists, there was poetic justice in the situation. Ho Chi Minh and the ICP were paying the price for their
      decision not to share real power the preceding autumn. During the final days of February, the president seemed
      almost desperate for a solution. At one point, he approached Bao Dai, still supreme political advisor to the
      young republic, and appealed to him to take over the government in order to allay the distrust of the great
      powers and win nationalist support for a settlement. Bao Dai was acutely aware of the pitfalls in the situation,
      however, and stalled. By nightfall Ho Chi Minh, for reasons as yet unclear, had changed his
      mind and withdrew the offer.22 A few days later he tried to broaden his base of support through a
      reorganization of the cabinet. Aided by the Chinese, who were pressuring the nationalist parties to accept an
      accord, on March 2 he was able to win agreement on the formation of the new Government of Resistance and National
      Reconstruction. Ho retained the presidency, but four of the ten cabinet ministers were nationalists and two were
      neutralists, leaving only four members of the Vietminh or allied parties.
    


    
      Thus armed, at least temporarily, with the backing of a multiparty coalition, Ho resumed his talks with Sainteny.
      There were two major issues in the negotiations. First, under what conditions should the French be permitted to
      return to North Vietnam? The Hanoi government was willing to permit France to retain cultural rights and to
      maintain a temporary and modest military presence in the North, and to associate Vietnam with the French Union.
      But Ho Chi Minh adamantly insisted on a maximum of political autonomy for Vietnam.23 Secondly, what should be done about the French
      colony of Cochin China? The French insisted that the colony had a right to determine its own future; Ho Chi Minh
      was unwilling to concede even the theoretical possibility of a division of the territory of Vietnam.
    


    
      The situation was not an easy one. But despite the conflicting emotions that a compromise settlement would
      undoubtedly arouse, the Party leadership decided that it had little choice. As a directive of the Standing
      Committee issued on March 3 phrased it, the political situation was considerably more complex than it had been
      during the August Revolution. In the summer of 1945, the Party had been able to manipulate the international
      situation to its own advantage. Now, the contradictions among the imperialist powers had been at least
      temporarily harmonized (hoa hoan). The progressive forces throughout the world, led
      by the Soviet Union, were unable to come directly to the aid of the Vietnamese revolution. Under such conditions,
      a "fight to the end" would leave the Party weakened and isolated. The question is not "whether or
      not we wish to fight," the committee pointed out. "The problem is to know ourselves and to know others,
      to realize all conditions which are favorable and unfavorable in the country and abroad and to advocate
      correctly."24
    


    
      The decision to compromise was confirmed in a policy directive issued on the fifth after a meeting of the
      Standing Committee in Ha Dong Province. Arguing that a policy of moderation was necessary in order to avoid a
      disadvantageous situation, the committee contended that compromise with the French would give the Party time to
      preserve and strengthen its forces and to prepare for a new opportunity to advance the revolution. For the
      present, emphasis would be shifted to the political, economic, and cultural aspects of the struggle.25
    


    
      It is highly unlikely that the decision was unanimous. Party documents admit that many Party
      members were perplexed by the decision and some felt that it was unnecessary. The directive warned against the
      dangers of both rightism and leftism, but, from the context, it seems likely that most opposition came from those
      who wanted to face the issue directly. In the end, it may have been only the insistence of Ho Chi Minh that made
      the decision stick.
    


    
      Armed with the concurrence of the Party leadership, Ho Chi Minh attempted to resolve the major issues with
      Sainteny. It is not necessary here to discuss in detail the tortuous negotiations that led to the final signing
      of the preliminary Ho-Sainteny Agreement on March 6. Suffice it to say that the agreement represented a
      compromise on both major points. France agreed to recognize the DRV as a free state, with its own army,
      parliament, and finances. The DRV accepted a modest French military presence in North Vietnam and membership in
      the French Union. A plebiscite was to be held in Cochin China to allow the people there to determine their
      future. Details would be ironed out in future negotiations.
    


    
      The compromise was considerably less than the total independence for all of Vietnam that many Party members felt
      should have been a minimum basis for settlement. It was, indeed, little more than Ho Chi Minh had proposed in
      1944, before the August Revolution. Ho was not particularly pleased, as he admitted to Sainteny, and it is
      probable that he signed with considerable trepidation. The formal signing of the agreement took place on the
      afternoon of the sixth. It was initialled by VNQDD leader Vu Hong Khanh as well as by Ho Chi Minh and Sainteny
      and was witnessed by representatives of the United States and Great Britain.
    


    
      Could Ho Chi Minh make the agreement stick? The immediate signs were not particularly auspicious. Reaction from
      the Vietnamese population was cautious, and even Jean Sainteny observed that the population reacted to the news
      of the pact with indifference or hostility.26 The Central Committee felt it advisable to send prominent Party figures
      to the provinces to explain the reasons for the decision. Vo Nguyen Giap, who admitted the agreement "came
      rather as a surprise to our compatriots," travelled to Haiphong to explain the agreement at a mass rally.
      Reaction in nationalist circles was predictably hostile, despite Vu Hong Khanh's presence at the ceremony.
      Even Bao Dai was angry and left for Hong Kong, pursued by a conciliatory letter from Ho Chi Minh. Whether or not
      they realized the complexity of the situation, many nationalists relished the discomfort of the government and
      were not averse to taking advantage of it for political purposes.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's efforts to assuage the doubts of his countrymen were almost frantic. In a ceremony held at the
      central square in Hanoi, he defended the agreement and pleaded for the people's understanding. "I would
      rather die," he cried, "than betray my country" He was followed on the
      balcony of the National Theater by Giap who, comparing the preliminary agreement with the Treaty of
      Brest-Litovsk, concluded by the Soviet government with Germany in March 1918, called it a necessary step to
      preserve the revolution. There were, he said, only three choices—long-term resistance, short term resistance, or
      negotiations. Because the general situation was not favorable, a negotiated settlement was the only sensible
      policy.27
    


    
      In pleading for the agreement, Ho had said that it would be worth it if the French kept their word. But in the
      days that followed, the signs were not auspicious. The arrival of 15,000 French troops in Tonkin soon led to
      incidents and to controversy over the terms of the accord. Vacillation on the meaning of the term "free
      state" soon surfaced in Paris, and hostility to the plebiscite in Cochin China was particularly strong among
      French circles in Saigon. The new high commissioner, Admiral Thierry d'Argenlieu, appeared determined to set
      up a separate Cochin Chinese republic with direct ties to Paris and publicly labeled the preliminary agreement a
      "Munich." He refused categorically to meet with Ho Chi Minh in either Hanoi or Saigon and threatened to
      sabotage further negotiations. Ultimately a meeting was held, under frigid circumstances, on a French cruiser in
      Along Bay on March 24, but it did not ease the crisis. Attempts to resolve the problem through a meeting between
      Vo Nguyen Giap and d'Argenlieu at Dalat in the Central Highlands concluded in "cordial
      disagreement." The admiral's attitude at Dalat, conceded one French observer, "did not put Ho
      precisely in good humor."28
    


    
      Formal talks to implement the preliminary agreement began at Fontainebleau, outside Paris, in late spring. The
      negotiating team from Hanoi was led by Pham Van Dong, but Ho Chi Minh soon decided to watch over the conference
      from Paris and left for France on May 31. On his arrival, he discovered that the French government's attitude
      had stiffened and that even the FCP appeared unsympathetic. Negotiations lasted throughout the summer, but the
      major differences could not be overcome. A plea to his old friend and now minister of Overseas France Marius
      Moutet not to leave him empty-handed had little effect, and in mid-September, after the departure of the rest of
      the Vietnamese delegation, he reluctantly agreed to a temporary modus vivendi. "I have just signed my death
      warrant," he remarked to a French acquaintance on leaving the scene of the negotiations. Traveling directly
      from Fontainebleau to the Mediterranean port of Toulon, he left by sea for Vietnam and arrived at the port of
      Haiphong on October 20.29
    


    
      In his absence, the policy of the Vietnamese government had appeared to harden. During the early months of 1946,
      the Vietminh Front had become increasingly identified in the public mind with the Communists and, just before his
      departure, Ho Chi Minh had been instrumental in setting up a new front organization, the National United Front of
      Vietnam (Hoi Lien hiep Quoc dan Viet Nam, or Lien Viet for short). The aim of the new front
      was to enlist the support of moderate, non-Communist elements in Vietnam who were unwilling to join the Vietminh
      Front. During the summer months, however, relations with several of the nationalist groups deteriorated. In the
      South, the Vietminh alliance with the dissident religious sects, painstakingly reestablished in the spring,
      collapsed once again during the summer months and both Cao Dai and Hoa Hao units left the front. In the North,
      nationalist leaders were unreconciled to the government's policy of negotiations with Paris and continued to
      attack the Ho-Sainteny Agreement. On a local level, they refused Vietminh proposals to strengthen cooperative
      efforts and to merge local organizations in a common front. Exasperated, the government launched attacks on
      nationalist-held areas throughout North Vietnam in late June and July. The VNQDD headquarters in Hanoi and its
      newspaper were closed down, the party's militia was forced to disband, and many of its most prominent leaders
      fled to exile in China. With this step, the government virtually broke the back of its opposition in the North.
      The move was costly, however, for it revealed the hollowness of the government's carefully preserved claim to
      represent the views of all patriotic political forces in Vietnam.30 The creation of a puppet pro-Vietminh VNQDD party was persuasive
      only to the naive, and, despite periodic efforts to solicit moderate support, government rule grew noticeably
      harsher during late summer and early fall.
    


    
      The tense political atmosphere and the lack of progress in the negotiations in France were persuasive evidence to
      the Party that a renewal of hostilities was probable, and during the summer the I lanoi government intensified
      its efforts to improve the quality and strength of its armed forces. The defense budget was increased, and
      French-owned factories were transformed into arms manufacturing plants. New military schools were opened to train
      military officers in guerrilla tactics. The regular forces were augmented (by June there were more than 31,000
      north of the 16th parallel), and two new base areas for such units were established—one in northern Tuyen Quang
      Province and the other in the Chi Né forest, west of the Day River in Hoa Binh Province. Other areas were to be
      defended by militia and guerrilla force units, now numbering nearly one million." Party control of the army was strengthened by placing political officers in
      every military unit at the platoon level and above.
    


    
      A heightened level of activity was also observable in the South. Although the new leadership in the region did
      not immediately reverse Vietminh fortunes, the insurgent forces managed to survive the French autumn offensive
      and throughout the succeeding spring and summer increased the effectiveness of their guerrilla operations. The
      departure of French regular units for the North reduced the military pressure, and by late spring, the insurgents
      began to seize the initiative. In June, Nguyen Binh launched an offensive northwest of
      Saigon, near the towns of Bien Hoa, Ben Cat, and Thu Dau Mot, and during the summer months began to set up
      guerrilla bases in several provinces, notably in the Plain of Reeds, the U Minh forest, and along the Cambodian
      border. The desertion of Hoa Hao and Cao Dai units in midsummer had undoubtedly been a setback, but the
      insurgency continued to grow in nonsect areas. During the summer, units of regimental strength were being formed,
      as well as armed propaganda detachments of the type used during the August Revolution. According to Vo Nguyen
      Giap, most of the new recruits were peasants (as they were in North Vietnam), but some were workers from the
      rubber plantations and many of the officers were workers from Saigon.32 In rural villages controlled by the movement, committees of
      resistance (uy ban khang chien) were formed and, in some areas, several villages
      would link up to form small resistance bases. Terror squads were established to punish traitors. According to a
      perceptive French observer, the Vietminh was able to recoup most of the ground lost during the previous autumn
      and by November controlled nearly three-quarters of the total area of Cochin China.33 In a burst of optimism, the ICP Central
      Committee decreed the formation of a Provisional Resistance Committee and claimed that it was the only legal
      administrative authority in the South.34
    


    
      To what degree the heightened tension in North Vietnam was a consequence of Ho Chi Minh's extended absence
      cannot be stated with certainty. Although he was certainly capable of brutality toward those he considered to be
      enemies of the Vietnamese Revolution, Ho was normally sensitive to the danger of isolating the Party from
      moderate elements in Vietnamese society and had been careful to pursue every opportunity to avoid, or at least
      postpone, an open confrontation with the French. Upon his return, then, it was in character for him to resume his
      efforts to win the Party over to a policy of moderation. Given the mood prevailing in Hanoi, such efforts could
      not have been popular, and some observers have suggested that the Party leadership, angry at his decision to sign
      the modus vivendi in Paris, may have briefly attempted to reduce his influence. Party histories, of course, make
      no reference to major dissatisfaction with his policies. It is not unlikely that such opposition did exist, for
      since the end of the August Revolution there had been an undercurrent of discontent with his strategy of pursuing
      a negotiated settlement. But there is no evidence that Ho Chi Minh was in serious danger of losing his prominent
      position in the Party or the government. Within two weeks of his return, he was able to win a vote of confidence
      in the National Assembly for the policies of his government— and for the modus vivendi. In early November, a new
      cabinet was formed, which suggested that his dominant position within the revolutionary movement remained secure.
      He retained the presidency and, after having given it up to a non-Party figure the previous January, again took
      over the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Giap became minister of defense, and Communists
      occupied several other key positions. With the departure of many non Communist nationalists during the summer,
      the new cabinet was markedly more leftist in composition, as was the National Assembly itself, in which less than
      half of the seventy nationalist seats guaranteed in January were still occupied.
    


    
      In resuming his dominant position within the Party, Ho may have been able to rely not only on his own persuasive
      capacities, but on support from Moscow. Although the Soviet Union made few public references to the situation in
      Vietnam during the final months of 1946, a commentary in the Soviet press in December by Madame Vasilyeva, a
      long-time instructor of Vietnamese Communists at the Stalin School, warned that the ICP should avoid hostilities
      and rely on the "new France."35
    


    
      Although the appointment of the new cabinet suggested a harder line in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh continued to pursue his
      efforts to delay hostilities. On October 30, in accordance with the terms of the modus vivendi, both sides
      accepted a cease-fire in Cochin China. It was not particularly effective (some sources claim that Nguyen Binh
      refused to allow his troops to be regrouped and disarmed), but tension did decrease in the South in the final
      weeks of the year. In Tonkin, however, incidents between Vietnamese and French units occurred with increasing
      frequency. French authorities in Indochina, anticipating hostilities in the near future, initiated moves to
      strengthen their military position in major centers in the Red River delta. When in early November the French
      decided to open a customs house in Haiphong, Ho Chi Minh protested and warned that the French action could have
      "grave consequences" in the delicate situation. A few days later, a major clash between French and
      Vietnamese forces occurred at Haiphong. The conflict was patched up on the spot, but the French military command
      in Saigon became convinced that only a hard-line policy would bring the Vietnamese to heel. During the next few
      days, French troops were involved in a number of ugly incidents with Vietnamese forces in Tonkin and a French
      naval and air bombardment of Haiphong harbor on the twenty-third took a heavy toll in civilian casualties.
      Although the French government in Paris still seemed anxious to achieve a peaceful settlement, its
      representatives in Vietnam were taking matters into their own hands.
    


    
      The Haiphong incident may have convinced the Party leadership that war was inevitable. Until now Ho Chi Minh,
      despite pressure from militant elements in the Party leadership, had labored to prevent or at least delay a
      military confrontation. By late November, however, he seemed increasingly resigned to the possibility and
      discussed with Giap the need to make preparations for a resumption of hostilities. According to Giap, Ho asked
      him how long revolutionary forces could defend Hanoi. He replied that the capital could be defended only for a
      month, but that the countryside could be held indefinitely. Then, concluded Ho Chi Minh,
      they should return to Tan Trao.36
    


    
      In early December, the situation worsened. During the first two weeks of the month, the frequency of incidents
      between French and local Vietnamese forces increased sharply as each side, seeing war as virtually inevitable,
      attempted to strengthen its positions for the coming storm. Local French authorities were naturally concerned to
      protect the life and property of European residents in Tonkin and built up their forces and secured
      communications routes throughout the lower delta. In the first weeks of December, more than one thousand French
      legionnaires landed at ports in Central and North Vietnam.
    


    
      The French decision to augment its forces and strengthen its military position in North Vietnam may have
      persuaded the Party leadership that war was unavoidable. On the seventh, Vo Nguyen Giap dispatched a circular
      instructing all military units to be prepared to launch an attack on French installations by the twelfth. The
      following day, a proclamation of the Hanoi Vietminh Front Municipal Committee appeared in the local press:
      "The moment of peril has arrived. The Committee appeals to all compatriots to remain calm, to preserve unity
      and to hold themselves ready to rise as soon as the government issues the order."37
    


    
      In the capital, preparations for war intensified. The DRV had decided that although the major cities could not be
      held indefinitely, local militia units in the city could maintain positions long enough to delay the enemy and
      permit an orderly withdrawal to prepared positions in the countryside. Intensive efforts were undertaken to
      prepare Hanoi for the coming struggle. Tunnels and trenches were constructed to permit communication from one
      sector to another without the use of main arteries. Factories vital to national defense were dismantled and
      removed to rural areas. Government ministries and nonessential citizens were ordered to evacuate the city.
      Militia units in the capital region were beefed up; by mid-month they numbered nearly 20,000.
    


    
      During the early days of December, talks continued between Sainteny and Vietnamese representatives. But although
      they continued to be cordial, no progress was reported. According to one source, the views of the two sides on a
      settlement were "diametrically opposed," Up until the last moment, however, Ho Chi Minh continued to
      hesitate. At one point, he remarked to a member of the Democratic Party that war was too important to be taken
      lightly and that, although it was virtually inevitable, it was best to delay it, even if for only a few days.
    


    
      On December 15, Ho Chi Minh made one last bid for a peaceful settlement. A new government under the moderate
      socialist Léon Blum came to power in Paris in early December. The ICP did not view Blum or his party as
      particularly friendly to the Vietnamese cause, but he had declared that a solution in
      Indochina must be based on the wishes of the local population. Ho addressed a last-minute appeal to the new prime
      minister. He offered to cease preparations for war if the French would remove their reinforcements from Tourane,
      return to positions held before November 20, and cease attempting to expand the territory under their control in
      the Center and the South. But the message (probably by the design of French authorities in Saigon) did not arrive
      in Paris until December 26. By then it was too late.
    


    
      Tension had already reached unprecedented levels in Hanoi. Incidents took place involving casualties on both
      sides, and French paratroopers roamed the downtown area tossing grenades into Vietnamese houses and harassing
      passersby. The government began to erect barricades on the major thoroughfares. The French authorities demanded
      that all fortifications be removed and warned that, in case of noncompliance, French military units would occupy
      all key installations in the city. When the DRV did not reply, French patrols destroyed Vietnamese barricades
      near the citadel, where the bulk of French troops were located, and sent a second ultimatum demanding that
      Vietnamese self-defense forces in the capital area be disarmed and that responsibility for local law and order be
      handed over to the French army.
    


    
      For the Party leadership, hesitation was replaced by determination. On the eighteenth, the Central Committee met
      in Ma Dong Province to assess the situation and prepare for hostilities. Vo Nguyen Giap now had three divisions
      totalling 30,000 stationed around the city—at Fla Dong, near the race course, and beside the Fleuve du Grand Lac.
      It was decided, however, to restrict military activities in the area to local self-defense forces, in order to
      preserve main force units for future combat. According to the plan, Vietminh forces opened their attack on the
      electrical factory during the evening of the eighteenth, in order to cut power throughout the city and then
      attack French installations and the European residential section. Similar attacks took place on French positions
      in cities throughout the delta and along the northern coast, while other units cut communications routes between
      major urban centers.
    


    
      The Vietminh had counted on the element of surprise, but the French had been forewarned of the attacks by an
      agent during the afternoon of the nineteenth and had placed their forces in the Hanoi region on the alert. During
      the night, French units began to methodically clear the French quarter of the city and by midmorning had
      assaulted the presidential palace and seized Gia Lam airfield, north of the river. By nightfall they had taken
      control of the central sector of Hanoi, while Vietminh militia units clung tenaciously to the Vietnamese sector
      of the city and Ho Chi Minh set up his government temporarily at Ha Dong, six miles southwest of Hanoi.
    


    
      Sources in Hanoi declare that the decision to launch an attack on French positions in North Vietnam on December
      19 was reached by Vietminh leaders at their secret meeting outside the city earlier that
      day. The ambiguous circumstances surrounding the incident, however, has provoked some observers to reject the
      conventional wisdom and seek out alternative explanations. Why would Ho Chi Minh give the order for an attack
      just at a time when the election of a Socialist government under Léon Blum raised the possibility that Paris
      might adopt a more conciliatory attitude toward the Indochina question? Is it possible that Ho's hand was
      forced?
    


    
      One of those who has turned his attention to this question is historian Stein Tonnesson. In his monograph
      entitled 1946: Déclenchement de la Guerre d'Indochine, Tonnesson raises the
      possibility that radical elements within the Party, or among militant nationalists in Hanoi, may have provoked
      the attack prematurely. This is a plausible hypothesis. French sources in Hanoi were convinced that there were
      militant elements within the Party (or in the Vietminh Front's leading body, the Tong
      bo) who were restive at Ho Chi Minh's policy of delaying the outbreak of war. As Tonnesson points out,
      there are a number of aspects of the situation that are not easily explained on the basis of the present
      evidence.
    


    
      Unfortunately, the evidence to support Tonnesson's hypothesis is scanty, and the hypothesis continues to be
      strenuously denied in Hanoi. In the absence of further documentation to the contrary, the current official
      version of the event must remain the accepted one.
    


    
      Does it make any difference? Was there a "lost chance" for peace that was sabotaged by hard-liners in
      Paris, Saigon, or Hanoi? There is no way to know about roads not taken, of course. But a retrospective look at
      the long Franco-Vietminh conflict suggests that neither side was prepared to accept a compromise solution to the
      dispute. As would so often be the case on later occasions in the Vietnam War, the "lost peace" would
      prove to be tantalizingly elusive.38
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    The Franco-Vietminh War (1947–1954)


    
      For over a year, Ho Chi Minh had maneuvered brilliantly to avoid, or at least to postpone, the resumption of
      military conflict. Contemporary French accounts characterized the Vietminh attacks of December 19 as blatant
      aggression, but it seems more accurate to say that while some firebrands in the Party had been advocating a
      return to violent struggle since the failure of the Fontainebleau negotiations during the summer, Ho had only
      acquiesced when it became clear that further delay might seriously prejudice the Party's position.
    


    
      Ho Chi Minh's reluctance to resort to violence was probably based less on moral than on practical
      considerations. Although the military forces at the disposal of the DRV had increased significantly since the
      previous summer—by December the Hanoi government had over 50,000 men under arms, including the regional
      guerrillas—and now outnumbered French main force units stationed in Vietnam, they were poorly armed and had often
      had only the most rudimentary training.1 They could not hope to stand up to the challenge of a serious French
      effort to restore colonial rule in Indochina.
    


    
      Nor was the international situation, always a factor in the back of Ho Chi Minh's mind, particularly
      favorable for a resumption of hostilities in Vietnam. As the political situation in France began to stabilize,
      French attitudes toward the crisis in Indochina had hardened. The FCP, still hopeful of playing a major role in
      postwar French politics, was carefully assuming a patriotic stance toward the colonies and would be of little
      immediate assistance to the Vietnamese in promoting public disenchantment with colonial policies in France. The
      United States, considered a potential source of diplomatic support during the August Revolution, was now
      reassessing its foreign policy in Asia and appeared less likely to look with sympathy on the Vietnamese cause.
      Even the Soviet Union, the ICP's major ally for a generation, was now primarily concerned with the political
      situation in Europe and had shown little enthusiasm for a new upsurge of the Vietnamese
      revolution. If the Vietminh chose to fight, they would fight alone.
    


    
      Vietminh weakness seemed clearly reflected in the first exchange of diplomatic feelers between the two sides, for
      the DRV clearly appeared more anxious to end the conflict. Less than two weeks after the reopening of
      hostilities, Ho Chi Minh proposed a cease-fire and the convening of a peace conference in Paris on the basis of
      the Ho-Sainteny Agreement. The implications of this proposal were clarified in April by a message from DRV
      Foreign Minister Hoang Minh Giam, which accepted a French cultural and economic presence in Vietnam and
      affiliation with the French Union as an associated state in return for Vietnamese control over its army,
      finances, and foreign affairs and the unity of the three regions. As a negotiating position, Giam's proposal
      was decidedly moderate.
    


    
      Paris, however, was in no hurry. Still angered by what it considered Ho Chi Minh's perfidy in launching the
      attacks in December (a feeling exacerbated by reports of Vietminh atrocities against French civilians in Hanoi)
      and evidently confident that military force could succeed where diplomacy had failed, the French government
      expressed little interest in negotiations. Prime Minister Blum publicly expressed his belief that negotiations
      could only take place when order had been restored. This relatively uncompromising attitude was reflected in the
      first official contacts between the two sides after the December attacks, the mission to Vietminh headquarters by
      French academician Paul Mus. The selection of Mus, born in Indochina and long a sympathizer with Vietnamese
      national aspirations, appeared to be a conciliatory gesture. But his message contained conditions that Mus
      himself, as well as the government in Paris, must have known the DRV could only reject. The French demanded the
      virtual surrender of Vietminh forces before the establishment of a cease-fire. Ho's reply was conciliatory
      but adamant: In the French Union, he said, there was no place for cowards, and if he accepted the French
      conditions, he would be one.2
    


    The Chinese Model


    
      Whether or not the Party leadership seriously believed that a negotiated settlement of the conflict was possible,
      for the time being it was obviously placing its primary reliance on the strategy of protracted war. In 1941 the
      ICP had first turned to the concept with the formation of the Vietminh Front. At that time, the Party's
      indebtedness to the Maoist doctrine of people's war was not explicitly stated, and the borrowing process was
      selective rather than doctrinaire, practical rather than theoretical. Although several cardinal elements of
      Vietnamese Communist strategy appeared to be lifted from Maoist teachings, the centerpiece of Maoist doctrine—the
      three-stage process of withdrawal, equilibrium, and general offensive—was not formally
      adopted. Rather, Ho Chi Minh had provided his colleagues with a simple three-stage process of his own—political
      struggle, a balance of political and military struggle, and a final phase of predominantly military struggle.
    


    
      With the resumption of military conflict and the military option at least temporarily paramount, the Party turned
      once again to the Maoist model for inspiration. Indeed, there were soon indications that the Party's reliance
      on the Chinese approach would be even more explicit than during the August Revolution. On December 22, only three
      days after the opening of hostilities, the Vietnamese government issued a declaration announcing that there would
      be three stages in the coming struggle against French colonialism: (1) a defensive phase, during which the
      Vietnamese might reluctantly be compelled to abandon the major cities to the French; (2) a phase of equilibrium,
      when the strength of the revolutionary forces would be growing and those of the enemy in decline; and (3) a final
      phase of general offensive.3
    


    
      Early in 1947, signs that the Vietnamese were going to rely on the Maoist model were confirmed with the
      publication of Truong Chinh's famous treatise, The Resistance Will
      Win.4 By now
      Chinh had begun to emerge as the foremost spokesman for the Party on ideological matters; the appearance of his
      short book, the first major exposition of Vietnamese revolutionary strategy since the formation of the Vietminh
      Front, led many observers to conclude that he had now become a major military strategist as well. Chinh's
      analysis confirmed that the Party viewed the upcoming conflict as a protracted war, based on Mao's three
      stages. In the first defensive stage (phong ngu), the revolutionary forces would
      resort to both positional and mobile warfare to harass the enemy, simultaneously retreating from heavily
      populated areas to previously prepared defensive positions in the countryside. The second stage of equilibrium
      (cam cu), which Chinh described as the "key stage" of the conflict, would
      be reached when the strength of the French had reached its maximum and the enemy was preoccupied with pacifying
      the rural areas and mopping up resistance forces. At this point, he warned, the revolutionary forces would be
      subject to occasional bouts of pessimism and the temptation to compromise. Yet this would be the moment when they
      would be called upon to intensify their activities and to wage guerrilla operations in enemy-controlled areas in
      order to expand the territory under their own control. The final stage was that of general counteroffensive,
      consisting of large-scale attacks on enemy forces and involving both mobile and conventional forms of combat.
      Chinh cautioned that the transition from one stage to another could not be rigidly predicted and would be
      dependent upon a variety of factors, including the strength of the revolutionary armed forces, the level of
      popular support for the insurgency, and the degree of demoralization of enemy troops.
    


    
      On the surface, Chinh's analysis was pure Maoism, an almost mechanical application of
      Chinese techniques to the Vietnamese revolutionary struggle. Yet, in certain key areas he demonstrated a
      willingness to depart from Chinese teachings. First, he disagreed with Mao Zedong's interpretation of the
      role of terrain in revolutionary strategy. Mao had contended that certain key factors unique to the situation in
      China permitted the successful application of people's war: (1) its semicolonial status, which limited
      imperialist rule to the cities and left the rural areas substantially untouched by enemy control, and (2) its
      vast territory, which allowed revolutionary forces to wage extensive guerrilla operations in areas far removed
      from the heartland of enemy authority. Predictably, Chinh took issue with such assumptions. Conceding that
      terrain was an important factor in protracted war, he claimed that active popular support and a disciplined
      people's army led by the Communist Party could overcome the disadvantages of geography and colonial status.
      Even a country like Vietnam was not too small for the establishment of revolutionary base areas.5
    


    
      Chinh also departed from Mao in his view of the preponderant importance of the world situation. From the
      beginning, he contended, external factors would play a major role in promoting the Vietnamese revolutionary
      cause. In particular, the impact of the war on public opinion would have a vital bearing on French policy. The
      longer the war lasted, the more the Vietnamese revolutionary movement would earn the sympathy of democratic
      forces in France. Ultimately, declining morale and increasing public resistance to the war would seriously weaken
      the French military effort. At the same time, it was possible that a shift in the world balance of power (here
      Chin h clearly meant the growing political and military power of the Soviet Union) might further undermine the
      imperialist order.
    


    
      In such conditions, Chinh declared that absolute military superiority was not a precondition for the launching of
      the final stage of general offensive to achieve total victory and a revolutionary seizure of power. Superiority
      might be relative, a combination of military power with political and diplomatic factors. Similarly, he was
      somewhat ambiguous on the possible conclusion of the war. Although the bulk of his comments implied a military
      end to the conflict, at one point he conceded that the democratic parties in France might negotiate seriously and
      thus permit a diplomatic settlement of the conflict. But he also implied that the Party might use diplomacy for
      its own purposes, stating that "false negotiations" might be held to weaken the enemy's resolve
      while the revolutionary forces prepared for their final military offensive.
    


    
      Despite some departures from Maoism, Truong Chinh's analysis was a reasonably straightforward application of
      Maoist doctrine to the revolutionary struggle in Vietnam. Much of the book draws liberally on Mao's writings,
      particularly On Protracted War, written at Yan'an in 1938. This has led some observers to speculate that the general secretary had become the leading figure in a
      pro-Chinese faction within the Party leadership, in contrast to the traditionally pro-Soviet orientation that had
      existed since the formation of the Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth League twenty years earlier. Such assumptions
      should be treated with caution. Though it is true that on several later occasions, Truong Chinh's positions
      on various aspects of Communist policy coincided with the views of the CCP leadership in Beijing, his brief 1947
      treatise should probably not be taken as an indication that he was instrumental in obtaining his colleagues'
      approval of the policy. Available evidence suggests that the adoption of the Maoist approach had broad approval
      within the Party leadership. It was logical that Chinh, as a senior Party figure with a flair for doctrine, be
      designated its spokesman to explain the strategy to be used in the war against the French.6
    


    Withdrawal


    
      The December 22 directive, which suggested that during the first stage of struggle Vietnamese forces might be
      compelled to abandon the major cities, turned out to be an accurate forecast. During the early weeks of 1947
      French forces gradually seized most of the major provincial capitals in North and Central Vietnam and reopened
      the major transportation routes in the delta and down the coast. The imperial capital of Hué was attacked by
      French units marching north from Da Nang and after a siege of six weeks fell to the French in early February.
      Wherever possible, Vietminh forces avoided combat in order to preserve their small main force units and most of
      the fighting, including the rearguard skirmishing in urban areas, was undertaken by guerrillas or local
      paramilitary forces.
    


    
      The Vietminh did attempt to hold Hanoi for a longer period. After the attacks launched on December 19, the French
      seized the airfield and the area surrounding it north of the river and then began methodically to retake the
      city. But Vietminh local units and a small conventional force struggled to maintain a toehold in the Vietnamese
      sector in order to permit the main force units to achieve an orderly withdrawal to their major base areas in
      Tuyen Quang and Bac Can provinces. They finally abandoned the area and melted into the surrounding villages in
      February, on the eve of a projected French offensive.7 Beyond the cities, the Vietminh remained in control of much of the
      Tonkinese countryside. In early April, a central Party cadre conference issued a resolution confirming the
      earlier directive calling for a protracted war and decided on an immediate shift to guerrilla techniques in order
      to regain the initiative and establish a tactical advantage during the defensive phase. To achieve this end, a
      number of main force regiments were to be broken down into smaller guerrilla units in order to harass and deplete
      French forces. Each village under Vietminh control was instructed to establish a
      self-defense militia unit, and training programs on guerrilla warfare, taught by deserters from the French
      foreign legion and the Japanese army, were established in liberated areas.
    


    
      For the Vietminh, it was a race against time—to build up their strength before the French could break the back of
      the resistance. During the spring and summer, the French appeared content to consolidate their control over
      highly populated areas in the Red River delta and the central coast. In the fall, however, hoping to end the war
      quickly, they launched an offensive with the objective of destroying the bulk of Communist forces and seizing the
      Vietminh headquarters in the jungles north of Tuyen Quang, in the heart of the Viet Bac. In the first phase, a
      force consisting of twelve infantry batai-llons and three armored squadrons advanced northward from Hanoi to the
      junction of the Red and Clear rivers and seized the provincial capital of Tuyen Quang. The second stage involved
      a march up Route 4 from Lang Son to Cao Bang, combined with a paratroop drop on Vietminh headquarters near Bac
      Can in the hope of taking Ho Chi Minh and his principal subordinates by surprise. In the latter objective, the
      French were disappointed; Ho Chi Minh and his aides avoided capture by less than an hour. But in other respects,
      the offensive achieved its aims, French forces were able to inflict heavy casualties on Vietminh units and then
      advanced northward to garrison Route 4 and close the Chinese border. According to one French observer, total
      Vietminh losses were over 10,000. Moreover, it was compelled to abandon major segments of the liberated zone in
      the Viet Bac. French casualties were listed as 1,000 killed in action and 3,000 wounded.8 Additional defeats took place in the Northwest,
      where inexperienced Vietminh units fighting in set positions absorbed heavy losses and were forced to disperse
      and flee into the mountains. The French then formed an alliance with the local T'ai leader Deo Van Long and
      set up an autonomous minority region, defended by 8,000 local minority troops. For the moment, the situation in
      upper Tonkin was not auspicious for the insurgency.
    


    
      As always, the situation in the South followed its own momentum. Nguyen Binh had broken the October cease-fire by
      launching a series of localized attacks on December 21, two days after the opening of hostilities in Hanoi. But
      Binh's major immediate problem was more political than military in nature: to knit together the disparate
      forces opposed to French rule in Cochin China. He had little more success in this effort than his predecessor
      Tran Van Giau. Hostility between the Vietminh and the sects escalated during the winter months and climaxed in
      the spring of 1947 when the Vietminh seized Huynh Phu So, the mystical leader of the Hoa Hao sect, and executed
      him on a charge of treason. The death of the "mad bonze" ripped asunder all remaining Communist hopes
      for an alliance with the sect forces in the delta and led surviving Hoa Hao leaders to form an alliance with the French in return for a promise of administrative autonomy. The Cao Dai had followed a
      similar path, signing a convention with the French in return for the release from prison of the movement's
      religious leader, Pham Cong Tac.
    


    
      Binh's failure to apply the Communist front policy effectively in Cochin China came at a crucial point in the
      Franco-Vietminh conflict. The hard-line policies followed by the Hanoi regime during the last half of 1946 had
      alienated moderate opinion throughout the country. The opening of conflict in December offered the Party a new
      opportunity to stitch together a loose alliance with anti-French elements throughout the country, for in the
      early months of 1947 a number of nationalist elements seemed tentatively inclined to cooperate with the Vietminh
      in a common struggle against colonialism. Throughout the year, the Vietminh attempted to respond to the new
      political situation. The DRV cabinet was once again modified to project a more moderate image. Vo Nguyen Giap and
      Pham Van Dong, both widely perceived as Communist hard-liners, were replaced in the cabinet by non-Communists.
      Phan Ke Toai, imperial viceroy in Tonkin at the end of the war, replaced the veteran ICP labor organizer Ton Due
      Thang as interior minister, while the moderate Hoang Minh Giam remained as minister of foreign affairs. In the
      new twenty-seven-man cabinet, there were now only three overt Marxists (instead of six in the previous one), four
      Democrats, four Socialists, two nationalists, two Catholics, one Buddhist, eight independents, and two
      ex-mandarins. Despite his open maneuverings with the French, Bao Dai was retained as supreme political adviser.
    


    
      At first, the French seemed oblivious to the political implications of the conflict, but the Vietminh diplomatic
      offensive may have changed their minds, and the fall 1947 border attacks coincided with a political effort
      designed to isolate the Vietminh by establishing links with an indigenous political force with whom the French
      could cooperate against the Communists. The centerpiece of the strategy, called the "Bao Dai formula,"
      was an effort to persuade Bao Dai to return from Hong Kong as chief of state to provide a focus for moderate
      nationalist sentiment. The new approach abandoned the earlier attempt led by Admiral Thierry d'Argenlieu to
      separate Cochin China from the remainder of the country in favor of an effort to create a new Vietnamese state
      out of all three zones that would cooperate with the French against the danger of a Communist Vietnam.
    


    
      From the Vietminh point of view, the French political offensive was potentially more dangerous than its military
      counterpart in the Viet Bac, for if the various non-Communist factions could be unified into a cohesive force it
      could, for the first time, offer a serious alternative to the Vietminh Front for the loyalty of the Vietnamese
      people. Previously, the divisions within the nationalist movement had been a major advantage to the Communists in
      their efforts to dominate Vietnamese nationalism. Even under the pressure of Communist
      successes during and after the August Revolution, the moderates in Cochin China had established few links with
      the extreme nationalists in the North. For this reason, at the outset the Vietminh appeared to have the edge in
      obtaining the cooperation of radical nationalists in Tonkin. Many of the latter, like Nguyen Tuong Tam and Nguyen
      Hai Than, harbored a visceral dislike for the French and, although increasingly suspicious of the Vietminh,
      appeared to view the front as a lesser evil. When, in March, a Vietminh representative contacted nationalists in
      South China, several expressed a cautious interest in reviving the anti-French alliance that had broken down the
      previous summer. But they were soon dissuaded and in March a conference of nationalist groups held in Canton
      resulted in the formation of a new National United Front, which would appeal to Bao Dai, now in Hong Kong, to
      form a government against the "red terror" of the Communists.
    


    
      For a brief period, the new front showed promise, as both Bao Dai and the religious sects in the South indicated
      their interest. But in the end, the familiar disease of Vietnamese factionalism reasserted itself. Personal
      conflicts, exacerbated by inherent differences between moderates and radicals over tactics and goals, led to
      growing tensions within the movement and ultimately proved fatal. The French contributed to the problem by their
      intransigence on the issue of Vietnamese independence, and the front eventually collapsed. But the willingness of
      ardent nationalists to consider cooperation with the Saigon moderates against the Vietminh was evidence of one of
      the Communists' major weaknesses—their inability to broaden their political base in urban areas beyond the
      radical fringe traditionally sympathetic to the Party and to its ideology. The dilemma was a crucial one. Without
      the support or at least the sympathy of such groups, the Leninist multiclass nationalist alliance, the
      centerpiece of Communist political strategy in Vietnam, would be forever unattainable. And without an effective
      united front, the Party's most effective political weapon would be useless.
    


    
      The Vietminh performance in the first year of the war had been mixed. It had been able to survive the first
      onslaught of French military attacks, but at the cost of severe losses in weapons, in territory, and in
      personnel. On some occasions the commanders of Vietminh units displayed a lack of experience in the techniques of
      guerrilla warfare. In The Resistance Will Win, Truong Chinh cited the case of one
      officer who refused to allow his troops to do battle on the grounds of preserving his forces. In other cases,
      officers lost control over their troops during the height of a battle, causing the latter to give up fighting and
      run away.9 On the
      political front, the effort to knit together an alliance with non-Communist elements had run aground on their
      traditional suspicions of the Communists and on the seductive attractions of the Bao Dai formula. For the moment,
      the French had seized the initiative both in politics and on the battlefield.
    


    Equilibrium


    
      Actually, the Communists' fortunes were about to improve. By the end of 1947, the Party leadership had
      apparently concluded that the process of withdrawal had been substantially completed. Through painstaking efforts
      and the recruitment of new forces in villages under Vietminh control, the losses from the first French military
      offensive had been gradually recouped and the size of the revolutionary forces began to increase. Although the
      French had successfully occupied most of the Red River delta and had dislodged the Vietminh from substantial
      parts of the Viet Bac, the Party sensed that they had reached maximum strength and would now begin pacification
      and mopping-up activities, on the assumption that the capture of the Vietminh leadership was no longer necessary.
      A meeting of the Party's Standing Committee in January 1948 formally decreed the end of the first stage of
      withdrawal and the beginning of the second stage of equilibrium.10 Generally speaking, the inauguration of the second stage of
      people's war meant that the Vietminh would now attempt to seize the initiative on the battlefield. The main
      objective would not simply be to survive, but to wear down enemy forces and to expand the territory under
      Vietminh control, thus permitting an increase in recruitment and a growth in the financial and material resources
      available to the revolutionary forces. As Truong Chinh put it in an article written in 1947, "If the enemy
      attacks us from above, we will attack him from below. If he attacks us in the North, we will respond in Central
      or South Vietnam, or in Cambodia and Laos. If the enemy penetrates one of our territorial bases, we will
      immediately strike hard at his belly and back,. . . cut off his legs [and] destroy his roads." According to
      Vo Nguyen Giap, the primary form of struggle in the new stage would be guerrilla operations, which would be
      expanded throughout enemy areas in Vietnam. But Giap conceded that guerrilla war by itself would be inadequate to
      achieve the major objectives of the new stage. At least a few large and well-equipped regular units, capable of
      mobile operations over a relatively wide area, would be required.11 During the final months of 1947, a few select mobile battalions were
      formed, and by early 1948 the first battalion-sized attacks were launched on French forces.
    


    
      Size alone, of course, was virtually meaningless. Without modern weapons, the new mobile forces of the Vietminh
      would be at a serious disadvantage in direct combat with the French. The DRV had managed to obtain a few weapons
      from the Japanese occupation forces and had established a number of small weapons factories in areas controlled
      by the liberation forces.12 But if the conflict were ever to escalate to the final stage of general
      offensive, foreign sources of supply would clearly be required. Although this was probably one of the Party's
      primary reasons for concern, there was some cause for optimism, for in 1948 the international picture began to brighten. The Soviet attitude toward struggles of national liberation in developing areas
      was in transition. The change was first signaled by the famous "two camp" speech by Stalin's
      presumed successor Andrei Zhdanov. Soon, favorable references to armed struggle began to appear with increasing
      frequency in the Soviet media. By 1948 Moscow was giving open verbal support to armed insurgency movements
      directed by Communist parties throughout Southeast Asia. Still, internal Party sources suggest that relations
      between the USSR and the DRV were fragile because Ho Chi Minh's united front approach and his earlier
      dissolution of the ICP, in 1945, caused suspicion in Moscow.13
    


    
      Direct military aid from Moscow, however, still seemed unlikely. For this reason Party leaders were probably even
      more elated at the changing situation in China. Under the hammer-blows of the PLA the military forces of the
      government of Chiang Kai-shek were gradually disintegrating, increasing the likelihood of total Communist control
      over the China mainland. Such a prospect opened up an immense vista of future assistance to the Vietnamese
      revolution and undoubtedly bolstered the Party as it attempted to map out its future strategy.
    


    
      During 1948 the military buildup continued at a rapid pace. From an estimated 50,000 troops, including regional
      guerrillas, at the beginning of the war, the Vietminh forces increased to more than 250,000 men two years later.
      They had attained near numerical parity with the French, although they were still markedly inferior in firepower.
      Paralleling the growth of the revolutionary armed forces was an increase in the size of the Party's political
      apparatus, from 50,000 in 1947 to more than 150,000 a year later.14
    


    
      With the expansion of guerrilla activities in 1948, the amount of territory under Vietminh control increased
      significantly. By the end of the year the Vietminh had reoccupied most of the Viet Bac, as well as sections along
      the central coast. In the South, Vietminh control was gradually extended from the core areas in the U Minh
      forest, the Plain of Reeds, and Tay Ninh province and expanded northward toward Thu Dau Mot and into the forested
      areas northwest of Saigon, where a number of small liberated base areas sprang up. One experienced Western
      observer estimated that the Vietminh now exercised control over 55 percent of all villages throughout the
      country, with a total of over 12 million people, more than half the entire population of Vietnam.15 In areas where Vietminh rule
      held sway, a revolutionary administration began to appear. For convenience, all administrative, united front, and
      military functions were combined into a single Committee of Resistance and Administration (CRA).16
    


    
      The ability of the Vietminh to expand their rule at the village level was undoubtedly a testimony to the general
      effectiveness of the Party's rural program, as well as to its strategic and organizational abilities. But
      Communist publications show that the effort to maximize support in rural areas by
      integrating the themes of national liberation and social revolution had not been an unqualified success. Since
      the late 1930s the Party had attempted to win vital support in the countryside by emphasizing issues of crucial
      importance to the peasant masses: reducing taxes, abolishing the hated monopolies, and distributing grain during
      the famine at the end of World War II. But it had consistently held back from adopting a radical land policy for
      fear of alienating patriotic elements among the wealthier classes at the village level. This moderate policy
      continued during the early years of the Franco-Vietminh conflict as the Party set forth a program calling for
      interest rate and rent reductions, while downplaying land redistribution. Only the land of the French and that of
      Vietnamese collaborators was to be confiscated and distributed to the poor. Evidently the results were
      disappointing. According to a later account by Truong Chinh, the Party miscalculated its interests by failing to
      mobilize the rural poor and overestimated the value of support from the patriotic landed gentry. Landlord
      elements, coddled by the Party's moderate program, were able to dominate the united front organizations set
      up at the village level, thus undermining efforts to enforce regulations calling for rent reductions and limited
      land seizures. Poorer peasants consequently dragged their feet and refused to put their hearts into the war. In
      1948, only 820,000 were enrolled in the Vietminh's peasant associations.17
    


    
      In 1948 and 1949, the Party attempted to correct the situation. A number of cautious revisions were introduced
      into the program, calling for an enforcement of regulations and expanded efforts to improve the rural standard of
      living. At least half the members of village administrative committees were now to be poor or middle peasants.
      Yet these changes were diluted by continued local reluctance to enforce regulations against landed elements and
      by the exemption of families of soldiers and cadres from "excessive" confiscation. Although statistics
      indicate that the proportion of poor peasants in village CRAs increased to more than 50 percent by the end of the
      decade, the proportion was markedly lower at higher levels.18
    


    The Bao Dai Solution


    
      In the face of the Communist challenge, the French attempted to put together a Vietnamese government under Bao
      Dai that could attract nationalist support while accepting a continued French presence in the area. Bao Dai was
      reluctant to accept a settlement promising less than complete statehood, but he was increasingly hostile to the
      Vietminh, and the French astutely played on his fears that they would deal with Ho Chi Minh if he refused to
      cooperate. In 1949, the ex-emperor was persuaded to sign an agreement providing for "associated
      statehood" for all of Vietnam within the French Union. It was considerably less than
      full independence, but it was an advance over the status quo, and Paris hoped that it would provide a credible
      counter-force to the Vietminh. Equally important, the agreement was aimed at satisfying the United States, which
      had refused to support the French effort without evidence that Paris was moving toward meeting Vietnamese
      nationalist aspirations. Before the end of the year, Washington had set up a military assistance program to
      support France and the Bao Dai government in the struggle against the forces of international communism in
      Vietnam.
    


    
      The new government was greeted more critically in Vietnam than in Washington. The continuing colonial presence
      made French claims of "independence" appear a travesty. Within the nationalist community, relatively
      few rallied to the new regime, except for the affluent Saigon bourgeoisie and some anti-Communist groups such as
      Catholics and the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao official hierarchy. In an effort to broaden the popular base of the new
      regime, the new prime minister, Nguyen Phan Long, an ex-Constitutionalist with a reputation for opportunism,
      released some political prisoners, reduced the role of the police and the secret service, and appealed to the
      Vietminh to cooperate in the common struggle for independence.
    


    
      In the maquis, Nguyen Bmh saw the new situation as an opportunity and attempted to
      turn it to his advantage. But he spurned Nguyen Phan Long's offer of conciliation. Through the
      Vietminh-controlled "Voice of Nam Bo" Binh responded harshly to Long's offer and described the new
      Bao Dai solution as a betrayal of Vietnamese aspirations for independence. He also began to step up Vietminh
      revolutionary activity in urban areas in an effort to take advantage of the gradual transfer of authority in
      Saigon to the new Vietnamese government. Vietminh agents infiltrated the Saigon police and civil administration
      and (according to a French journalist in Saigon at the time) a special assassination unit was formed under a
      young Communist activist from Quang Ngai Province by the name of Tran Van Tra. During the winter of 1949-1950
      Binh initiated a civil disobedience campaign in Saigon in protest against the return of Bao Dai and the rising
      U.S. military presence. From Vietminh headquarters in the heart of the Mekong delta came threats of war and a
      food blockade against the crowded urban centers.
    


    
      It was apparently at this moment that Binh prepared to launch his bid for power. This period is poorly documented
      in Communist histories of the revolution, and in the Outline History it is entirely
      passed over. Without further evidence to the contrary, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that, by accident
      or design, the insurgency was operating almost independently of the Party in the North. In the Mekong delta, Binh
      launched a series of local offensives against the provincial capitals of Tra Vinh, Soc Trang, and Can Tho and
      attempted to cut major transportation routes. In Saigon, youth assault troops, called "Vietminh
      fighters," held protest meetings in schools and demonstrated behind red flags in the
      downtown streets. The Vietminh political and military offensive did not bring the French to their knees, but it
      did discredit Nguyen Phan Long's conciliatory approach and led to his replacement by the bluff and brutal
      Nguyen Van Tam, an ex-police chief whose tough policies against subversives quickly pacified Saigon and virtually
      wiped out the Party's urban apparatus. It also frightened the French, who suddenly realized the potential
      perils in the situation, and during the summer French military units struck hard at Vietminh forces in the delta.
      Badly bruised in a series of pitched battles with French regulars, the remaining Vietminh fled to the Plain of
      Reeds.
    


    
      Binh paid a heavy price for his failure. Whether or not he had flagrantly disregarded Party strategy with his
      rambunctious attacks in Cochin China has not been officially confirmed. But there seems little doubt that there
      was disapproval of his policies in high quarters, where suspicion of his past activities as a member of the VNQDD
      had never entirely abated. Binh and several of his followers were purged from the leadership in the South, and in
      1951 he was killed in an ambush on his way north for consultations. That same year, in an apparent move to
      eliminate the persistent problem of Southern regionalism, the Committee for the South was abolished in favor of a
      new Central Office for South Vietnam (Trung uong cuc mien Nam or COSVN for short), staffed by loyal members of
      the Central Committee and directly subordinated to the Party leadership in Hanoi. The secretary of the six-man
      committee was Le Duan. Henceforth, insurgent operations in the South were to be placed under firm Party
      leadership.19
    


    
      The Party's apparent ability to unleash social agitation in Saigon in 1950 is somewhat misleading, for, in
      general, its organizational efforts in urban areas had only indifferent success. In later Party histories the
      agitation in Saigon is described as the high point of the Vietminh effort in the cities. Part of the problem can
      be ascribed to the security efforts of the police. Part, too, may stem from the fact that active support for the
      Vietminh from moderate urban elements had begun to decline, particularly after Nguyen Binh's "red
      days" in Saigon, which undoubtedly frightened many. Finally, there is also evidence that the Party was
      somewhat uncertain how to utilize its support in urban areas most effectively.
    


    
      Were its traditional supporters—students, workers, and petty bourgeois intellectuals—more valuable when recruited
      to serve in guerrilla units in the countryside or as clandestine organizers in the enemy-controlled cities?
      Vacillation on this issue led to inconsistency and confusion. For example, many Vietminh sympathizers had left
      Saigon in the fall of 1945 to join guerrilla units in rural areas. During the next several months, many returned
      to serve as union organizers in the factories of Saigon and Cholon; they formed 200 separate labor organizations
      with a total membership of more than 20,000. Then, in 1947, a DRV government decree called
      for a new policy of noncooperation with the authorities in French-controlled areas and appealed to its supporters
      to leave the city to join resistance units in the countryside. At least 6,000 Vietnamese heeded the appeal and
      left for war areas, but this in turn caused problems as many labor organizations were weakened by the loss of
      their most effective and loyal cadres.20
    


    The Communist Victory in
    China


    
      By the end of the decade, the conflict in Vietnam was beginning to show signs of a stalemate. The Vietminh had
      managed to fend off the first French efforts to cripple the insurgency effort, and by 1948 their growing
      guerrilla forces had begun to pose a security problem for government authorities throughout the country. The
      events in Cochin China in early 1950 demonstrated that they were capable of mounting a major military effort in
      selected areas. But there were as yet few signs of a conclusive shift in the political or military balance of
      forces in favor of the revolution. Decisive action by government authorities had checked Nguyen Binh's
      offensive in Cochin China and driven the insurgency back to its base areas in the Plain of Reeds and the forests
      of the Ca Mau peninsula. The political situation in Saigon returned to normal and the Bao Dai government,
      although hardly popular, managed to govern with the help of pacification operations by French military forces in
      the Mekong delta and around Saigon. In the North, similar vigorous French operations in the summer of 1950
      disrupted Vietminh control of rice-rich districts in the heart of the Red River delta and posed a severe threat
      to the food supply of the insurgency movement.
    


    
      The Communist victory in China and the arrival of Communist military units in the Vietnamese border areas in late
      1949 added a new and potentially crucial element to the situation. Until then, the Vietnamese Party's links
      with the CCP had been fairly tenuous. With CCP military units concentrated far to the north and preoccupied with
      completing the overthrow of the Chiang Kai-shek government, Chinese aid had been essentially limited to the
      establishment of a few training units in the border area. An attempt by Vo Nguyen Giap in the fall of 1947 to
      travel to Communist-controlled areas in North China had proved abortive.
    


    
      The establishment of the People's Republic of China (PRC) in the fall of 1949 improved the situation
      markedly. In January 1950, the DRV sent Vo Nguyen Giap to Nanning to meet with Communist officials and to request
      military assistance and diplomatic recognition from the new China. Two weeks later, an agreement was reached
      calling for Chinese military aid, the establishment of training camps, and the building of roads in the border
      area. At the same time, on January 18, China became the first nation to grant formal
      diplomatic recognition to the DRV, a helpful counterstroke to Washington's recognition of the Associated
      State of Vietnam a few days earlier. The USSR followed suit two weeks later.21
    


    
      During the next few months, the PRC sent a Chinese Military Advisory Group (CMAG) to Vietnam to train cadres and
      provide guidance to Vietminh war planners on future strategy and tactics. A civilian advisory team was also
      established to assist the Vietnamese in remodeling their Party and movement along Chinese lines. On the whole,
      however, the new relationship remained limited in scope and relatively unpublicized. According to one Vietminh
      official, there was no provision for active Chinese intervention in the Vietnamese conflict unless the survival
      of the Vietminh appeared threatened. That arrangement may well have been mutually agreeable: The Chinese were
      probably reluctant to become closely involved in Vietnam at a time when consolidation of their own regime on the
      mainland was essential. For their part, the Vietnamese may have believed that excessive dependence on the Chinese
      could have disadvantageous consequences. Both sides presumably recognized that active Chinese involvement in the
      Indochina conflict could trigger a military response from the United States. The limited agreement formally
      signed by Ho Chi Minh in March of 1950 was clearly designed to provide assistance to the Vietminh without unduly
      increasing the risks of foreign involvement.22
    


    
      Although the new relationship was clearly limited in scope, however, it was to have momentous consequences for
      the struggle in Indochina and to change the character of that conflict in several respects. On the one hand, it
      led to a more open reliance by the Vietminh leadership on the Chinese model of people's war. In the months
      following the establishment of full diplomatic relations with Beijing, a spate of references appeared in the
      Vietnamese press on the significance of the Chinese model for the Vietnamese revolution. At one point, Ho Chi
      Minh appeared anxious to give the impression that Chinese aid had been a decisive factor in changing the Vietminh
      approach to the seizure of power. In an interview with the American journalist Andrew Roth in August, he remarked
      that the Vietminh movement had "changed its tactics" and was now following the Chinese model. Shortly
      thereafter, a campaign was inaugurated in Vietminh-controlled areas to study the Chinese experience. CCP
      documents and training materials were translated into Vietnamese and distributed widely among the troops and
      political cadres, and study sessions were held in military and civilian organizations to master the new
      doctrine.23
    


    
      There may well have been an element of artificiality in the sudden outpouring of praise for the Maoist model in
      the Vietnamese press. Clearly, the Party had already decided to adopt key elements of the Chinese approach at the
      beginning of the conflict in 1946. The famous "three treasures" (san pao)
      of Maoist doctrine—Party, united front, and armed struggle—had become integral components of
      Communist revolutionary strategy in Vietnam as early as 1941. One can only conclude that this unctuous praise of
      the Maoist model was undertaken mainly to flatter the Chinese Communist leadership and encourage its continued
      assistance to the Vietnamese struggle for national liberation (the resemblance to Ho Chi Minh's famous
      decision to include a brief quotation from the American Declaration of Independence in the DRV constitution is
      almost too obvious to mention). That the Chinese expected imitation can hardly be doubted. At an international
      conference of trade union representatives held in Peking in late 1949, Mao's heir-apparent Liu Shaoqi had
      publicly praised the Maoist strategy of people's war and recommended its application to insurgency movements
      elsewhere in Asia—an implicit hint to the Vietnamese.
    


    
      Although stroking the egos or Chinese leaders may have been a major reason for the new public deference to China,
      it is nonetheless true that the new relationship with Beijing led the Vietminh to make a number of significant
      adjustments in its strategy. On the international scene, it now openly moved further into the socialist camp. For
      several years, the Vietminh had minimized its Communist affiliations to both foreign and domestic audiences. As
      late as the previous October, Ho Chi Minh had suggested to an American reporter the possibility of a
      "neutral" Vietnam. Now, with the Chinese affiliation in hand, as well as the formal recognition from
      Moscow that had followed shortly after, the DRV openly advertised its new "lean to one side" policy
      toward its socialist allies.24 As an additional confirmation of the significance of the shift, a cabinet
      shuffle that increased the visibility and influence of Communist hard-liners within the government was announced.
    


    
      In a second move that further underlined the shift to the left, the Communist Party, allegedly dissolved in the
      fall of 1945, was formally reestablished in early 1951. The reappearance of the Party as an overt organization,
      now to be renamed the Vietnamese Workers' Party (VWP or Dang Lao dong Viet Nam), took place at the Second
      National Congress of the Party (the Macao congress was termed the first), held in Tuyen Quang Province in
      February 1951. The meeting was attended by slightly more than 200 delegates, representing approximately 500,000
      Party members throughout the country. The congress did not make any major changes in the leadership of the Party.
      Ho Chi Minh was elected as Party chairman and Truong Chinh, whose role in the Party was clearly in the ascendant,
      remained general secretary. The new Central Committee of twenty-nine members consisted for the most part of
      veterans who had been active in Party struggles since before World War II, and a Politburo of seven members and
      one alternate was chosen.25
    


    
      Truong Chinh's keynote speech at the congress confirmed the assumption that henceforth the Communist Party
      would play an open and leading role in the Vietnamese revolution. For the first time since
      the formation of the Vietminh Front in 1941, the Vietnamese revolution was placed in a Marxist-Leninist
      framework: The immediate objective was the waging of a people's national democratic revolution led by the
      Party. In this revolution, the anti-imperialist task had clear priority over the antifeudal task. Chinh affirmed,
      however, that once the task of overthrowing imperialism in Vietnam had been achieved, a people's democratic
      regime would be set up under proletarian (i.e., Communist Party) leadership that would "grow over into a
      socialist revolution."26 In other words, there would be no extended period of transition between
      the achievement of the two stages—bourgeois democratic and socialist—of the Vietnamese revolution.
    


    
      Was the decision to revive the Party as an overt organization taken as the result of Chinese advice? There have
      been suggestions that Chinese Communist leaders indeed urged a stronger emphasis on the role of a
      Marxist-Leninist organization in the struggle for national liberation in Vietnam. Whether or not this is the case
      (and it is worth noting that Ho Chi Minh was always careful to conciliate potential great power benefactors),
      there was a logical internal reason for reviving the Party's open apparatus. With the establishment of the
      Bao Dai government, the DRV's new links with Beijing, and increasing U.S. involvement in the conflict on the
      side of the French, the primary reasons for attempting to disguise Communist leadership of the revolutionary
      movement appeared to have little remaining validity. Not only would an open declaration of Communist leadership
      over the Vietnamese national liberation struggle appeal to both Stalin and Mao Zedong but it would stimulate the
      forces of social revolution in the final rush for power in Vietnam.
    


    
      As always, however, the Party leadership was careful to protect its flanks. By avoiding the open title of
      Communist, the new Party hoped to avoid unnecessarily alienating moderates. According to an inner-Party
      memorandum, the term "worker" was preferable to that of "Communist" because it would
      facilitate the Party's efforts to win support from gentry elements and the religious sects. The name
      "Communist" could be restored when conditions were favorable.
    


    
      There was also significance in the change in nomenclature from "Indochina" to "Vietnam."
      According to the Party document cited above, the decision to form three separate parties for Vietnam, Laos, and
      Cambodia (separate "people's revolutionary parties" were to be established in Laos and Cambodia)
      was based on the need to observe national susceptibilities (suggesting that Party members of Lao and Khmer
      extraction were growing restive under direct Vietnamese control). There was also a doctrinal justification for
      the split of the ICP into three separate national organizations. Although the name "Indochinese Communist
      Party" had originally been adopted by Vietnamese leaders in October 1930 at the behest of the Comintern on the grounds that as a result of French colonial rule, the revolutionary paths of
      Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia were fundamentally related, in actuality there had been little support for the ICP in
      Laos and Cambodia except among Vietnamese nationals. Now it was formally recognized that the revolutions in the
      three countries would move at different speeds. While Vietnam was heading toward a national democratic revolution
      and then directly on to socialism, Laos and Cambodia were moving toward "popular democracy." The
      socialist revolution in the two countries presumably would be delayed for several years.27
    


    
      The Vietnamese decision in 1951 to separate the old ICP into three parties did not mean that the Party had lost
      interest in the rest of Indochina. Although separate revolutionary movements were now to be set up in Laos and
      Cambodia, a joint alliance of the three organizations was established in March. According to the memorandum cited
      in the paragraph above, the Vietnamese had no intention of relinquishing control: "The Vietnamese Party
      reserves the right to supervise the activities of its brother parties in Cambodia and Laos," it asserted.
      And although in recent years Hanoi has claimed that the old concept of the Indochinese Federation, first broached
      at the Central Committee meeting held in October 1930, was "formally abandoned" at the 1951 conference,
      the document cited above noted that, although there were henceforth to be three separate parties, "later, if
      conditions permit, the three revolutionary Parties of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos will be able to unite to form a
      single Party: the Party of the Vietnam-Khmer-Laotian Federation."
    


    
      One final move deserves brief mention here. In order to adjust the Party's front policy to the new reality,
      the Vietminh Front, now clearly identified with communism, was abandoned in favor of the broader Lien Viet Front
      in the hope of attracting wider support from moderates and progressives for the national liberation struggle.
    


    
      Perhaps the most significant consequence of the new relationship with China was that it permitted the Party to
      reevaluate its strategic options. Specifically, Chinese aid created potential conditions for a significant
      strengthening of the revolutionary forces and the launching of the third phase of people's war, the general
      counteroffensive. The idea had first been broached in 1949 and was undoubtedly the subject of intense discussion
      at the Third Plenum of the Central Committee held in February 1950, shortly after the initialing of the new aid
      pact with China. The results of that discussion were contained in a lengthy analysis of revolutionary strategy by
      General Vo Nguyen Giap. In a pamphlet entitled "The Military Task in Preparing for the General Counter
      Offensive" and published sometime in 1950, Giap discussed at some length the implications of the new
      situation.28 According
      to the author, the conditions for a switch to the third stage of people's war were now present. In this final
      stage, the revolutionary forces would move gradually onto the offensive, to destroy enemy
      forces and positions in large chunks and eventually to attack the cities and win complete victory. Giap listed
      four conditions that would characterize the transition to the final phase: (1) the absolute moral superiority of
      the revolutionary forces and the corresponding disintegration of the will of the enemy to resist; (2) the
      continuing national superiority of the enemy in purely military terms, which would pose difficult but not
      insuperable problems for the Vietminh; (3) the increasing importance of international factors (a reference to
      growing Chinese assistance to the Vietminh); and (4) the superior strategic leadership of the revolutionary
      forces.
    


    
      In what battlefield conditions would the new stage appear? Here Giap insisted on the need for flexibility in
      thought and action. While conceding the possibility that the third stage might be launched by a major battle (the
      1947 campaign in the Viet Bac) or a quick victory (as in the August Revolution), he thought it more likely that
      it would emerge gradually through a series of battles of increasing size and intensity in several areas of the
      country, leading to a gradual shift in the balance of forces on the battlefield. Whether the final stage would be
      brief or protracted would depend on the capability and astute leadership of the revolutionary forces, and on the
      rapidity of the disintegration of the enemy's will to resist.
    


    
      The major thrust of Giap's argument was the need to advance cautiously but confidently toward a final
      military confrontation with the enemy, moving from limited attacks on smaller positions to large-unit attacks on
      major positions and finally to assaults on enemy-held cities. His primary concern was the unpredictability of the
      international situation—in the possibility of growing U.S. or British involvement in the conflict, or that in the
      face of a crumbling position in the North, the French would attempt to consolidate their hold on the South.
    


    The 1950 Border
    Offensive


    
      In his pamphlet, Giap had pointed out that one of the major consequences of rising Chinese aid levels and the
      projected transition to the third stage would be to increase the strategic importance of Tonkin and the northern
      border area in the Vietnamese revolution. By contrast, the significance of Cochin China, already somewhat of a
      sideline to the main show in Tonkin, would now be further diminished. While remarking that the French must not be
      permitted to consolidate their defensive position in South Vietnam, Giap emphasized that the Party's strategy
      would be to concentrate its forces for a final confrontation in the North.
    


    
      Fo the immediate future, the highest priority was to seize control of the areas adjacent to the northern frontier
      in order to facilitate the movement of goods and personnel from China. Since the fall
      offensive of 1947, the French had maintained a limited military presence on the northern border. While guerrilla
      units roamed the nearby mountains at will, the French occupied a string of border posts from Mong Cai near the
      coast to Lang Son, Dong Khe, Cao Bang, and Lao Cai in the interior. In order that communications between these
      posts could be maintained, frequent military convoys were sent up Route 4 as far as Cao Bang, despite the
      tortuous terrain, heavy jungle growth, and a rising level of guerrilla activity along the road. It soon became
      evident that Party military leaders had selected the border area to test the capacity of the revolutionary forces
      to advance to a higher level of conflict. In the summer of 1950 Vietminh units, now with substantially increased
      firepower, launched a series of aggressive attacks on enemy convoys, making it increasingly difficult for the
      French to maintain security along the border route, particularly at its Western extremity. Some French military
      officers advocated a continuing effort to control the border area, but Paris ultimately decided to evacuate the
      western posts along Route 4 and hinge the French defense of the frontier zone at Lang Son, farther to the east.
      To camouflage the move, a convoy was dispatched westward along Route 4 from Lang Son. At a prearranged moment,
      the French garrison at Cao Bang was instructed to depart and meet the convoy halfway, whence it would be escorted
      back to Lang Son.
    


    
      The French effort was both too little and too late. The Vietminh now had about thirty well-armed battalions
      operating in the area, and the first known unit at full division strength, the 308th, had recently attacked and
      overrun a French military post at Pho Lu, twenty miles east of Lao Cai. Unwittingly, the French strategy played
      directly into Vietminh hands. The Party leadership had come to see control of the Viet Bac and the reconstruction
      there of a vast liberated zone as the key to placing pressure on the rich grain-growing areas of the Red River
      delta and to assuring easy access to China, and in a series of bitter attacks launched amidst the dense jungle
      growth and limestone cliffs near Dong Khe, Vietminh forces virtually wiped out both French columns in the most
      disastrous engagement of the war for the French.29 French survivors trickling back to Lang Son reported an ominous
      development: For the first time the Vietminh had not resorted to ruse but had launched direct attacks, complete
      with bazookas, mortars, and recoilless rifles and pushed their attack to the limit. In the border area, at least,
      the insurgents had reached parity.
    


    
      In retrospect, the autumn border offensive seems to have marked a decisive shift in the course of the war. Badly
      mauled by the enemy, the French decided to evacuate the entire inland section of the border zone and retreat to a
      single redoubt at Mong Cai on the coast. In the process, they left behind 11,000 tons of ammunition and abandoned
      virtually all of Vietnam north of the Red River delta. The decision had no little military
      significance. The Vietminh were now in a position to raid the delta at will and to retreat to their liberated
      zone in the Viet Bac with little fear of a French response. It also offered them unrestricted access to China and
      thus to the promise of military assistance from the entire socialist camp. In a word, it put them in a position,
      for the first time, to seize the initiative in the war.
    


    Toward the General
    Offensive


    
      In Paris, the Vietminh border offensive had made the French dilemma depressingly clear. No longer could the
      government delude itself and the public that the conflict in Vietnam was just another nasty but manageable
      colonial war. Victory could not be achieved without a vastly increased commitment on the part of the entire
      French nation. In the words of Pierre Mendès-France, then an ambitious young parliamentarian, France had to make
      a choice: Either it must choose to fight, in which case it had to increase substantially its troops and financial
      support, or it must seek a compromise political settlement. Mendès-France left little doubt that he preferred the
      latter solution.
    


    
      For the French government, neither solution was politically attractive but the second was unthinkable. In a
      pattern that would be repeated countless times before the end of the conflict, it attempted to evade the dilemma
      by giving the appearance of renewed determination to end the insurgency, while in actuality avoiding the hard and
      unpopular choice of increasing the French commitment to the war. In 1950, one means of achieving this end was to
      call on the United States for military assistance. Here the French were reasonably successful. Convinced, in the
      words of one top official in the Truman administration, that "the choice confronting the United States is to
      support the legal government in Indochina or to face the extension of Communism over the remainder of the
      continental area of Southeast Asia," the United States swallowed its distaste for French colonial policies
      and agreed to funnel increased amounts of military assistance to French forces fighting in Indochina.30
    


    
      The second strategy was to create a Vietnamese national army that could supplement the French Expeditionary
      Forces (FEF) in Indochina by carrying out pacification and garrison duties, thus freeing the FEF for combat
      operations against Vietminh main force units. In 1950, French forces in Indochina had surpassed 200,000 men. But
      with the corresponding growth of the revolutionary forces, the French found it increasingly difficult to fill
      troop needs in Vietnam through existing recruitment levels in France. According to General Henri Navarre, later
      commander-in-chief of French forces in Indochina, the situation was particularly serious in
      Tonkin, where only the Northwest and the major cities of the delta were securely in French hands. With Vietminh
      regular forces rapidly increasing (three main force divisions had been formed and two more were in the process of
      creation), the Red River delta was now open to Vietminh penetration.31 There was considerable reluctance in French political and
      military circles to build a Vietnamese national army, but opposition to a higher draft call-up in France and
      rising troop demands in Indochina forced the issue. The use of Vietnamese to replace Frenchmen was too tempting
      to ignore. In 1950, under substantial pressure from the United States, which promised assistance, the new
      Vietnamese National Army (VNA) began to take shape.
    


    
      None of this changed the fundamental fact that, by 1949, French strategy was gradually shifting to the defensive.
      The process was disguised by the appointment in the fall of 1950 of the aggressive and talented General Jean de
      Lattre de Tassigny as high commissioner and commander-in-chief of French forces in Indochina. De Lattre had an
      instinct for the offensive and was deeply opposed to the forces of international communism. On his arrival in
      December, he immediately attempted to instill a new sense of determination in the French effort in Vietnam. On
      the battlefield he combined aggressive tactics with a fundamentally defensive strategy. Viewing the Red River
      delta as the key to the security of Vietnam and also to victory in the war, de Lattre attempted to strengthen the
      French position in the area by building a series of concrete blockhouses along the fringes—the famous de Lattre
      line—to prevent infiltration by Vietminh units. But de Lattre faced the same challenge that had plagued his
      predecessor, General Carpentier—insufficient forces to accomplish both the offensive and defensive tasks that
      would be required to control, if not to defeat, the insurgency. Prior to his departure from Paris, he had
      received the promise of reinforcements but the political unpopularity of raising draft calls or calling up the
      reserves took precedence, and in the end de Lattre received considerably less than he had requested.
    


    
      None of this escaped the attention of the Vietminh military leadership. The success of the autumn border
      offensive, the rising level of aid from China, and the growing unpopularity of the war in France seem to have
      created the impression that the military balance was now shifting decisively in favor of the revolution.
      According to Communist sources, discussion increasingly took place within high Party councils on how and when to
      move to the third and final stage of people's war. In early 1950, there were already signs of preparation for
      a major escalation of military activity. The government had called for general mobilization and put forth the
      slogan "prepare strongly for the general counteroffensive." But when, where, and in what conditions
      should it occur? There was general agreement that the autumn offensive, although highly
      gratifying and a major step forward for the revolution, should not itself be considered the kickoff for the third
      stage but should be viewed, in the words of one high Party official, as a "partial offensive" that
      signalled the gradual shift to the general offensive.32
    


    
      There was some confusion, and perhaps disagreement, over the conditions required for a shift to the third stage.
      Was a "preponderance of forces" required over all of Vietnam or just in one area? Or could the
      offensive be launched at a time when the revolutionary forces had seized the initiative but did not possess a
      superior balance of forces on the battlefield? According to the Party's official history, there was some
      sentiment within the Central Committee that, because the Vietminh did not yet possess a preponderance of forces
      in North Vietnam, a proposal to launch a general offensive would be premature. Others favored such a proposal in
      the conviction that, unless the revolutionary forces could expand their control in the Red River delta, the
      shortage of rice in liberated areas would soon become desperate. Already the government had called on the
      population to severely reduce its consumption of rice in order to provide sufficient supplies for the armed
      forces.
    


    
      In his pamphlet cited above, Vo Nguyen Giap had declared that the revolutionary forces could move into the third
      stage before they possessed an absolute material superiority over the French on the battlefield. What was
      required, in his view, was a clear superiority over the enemy at the local level.53 Giap was thus probably one of those most
      vociferously in favor of a fairly early shift to the third stage. There seems little doubt that he was one of the
      major proponents of the need for a final phase of general counteroffensive to achieve total victory for the
      revolutionary forces. In People's War, People's Army, written after the close
      of the war, he remarked that the Vietnamese revolution "had to move" to a third stage and that the
      three-stage concept was a "general law of a revolutionary war such as Vietnam."34 He did not overlook the
      importance of guerrilla warfare, however, and in his 1950 pamphlet had stressed the importance of guerrilla
      operations, not only when the insurgency forces were Weaker than their adversary, but also during the third
      stage, to harass enemy communications and coordinate with main force units. But a revolutionary war could be
      victorious, he claimed, only when it could liberate land and annihilate a substantial proportion of the
      enemy's military forces. For that reason, mobile warfare or large-scale positional warfare would be the major
      forms of combat in the final phase of the conflict. According to Giap, mobile warfare would play the primary
      role, not only because of the need to establish local superiority in attacks on enemy positions in widely
      scattered regions of the country, but also because mobile war allegedly could most effectively utilize the
      spiritual advantages of the revolutionary forces. For the most part, positional warfare
      should be avoided, as it tended to magnify the enemy's material superiority on the battlefield. It could be
      used in specific instances as the strength of the revolutionary forces increased and that of the French
      declined.35
    


    
      Evidently the majority of the Party leadership accepted Giap's analysis of the situation. In his report to
      the Third Plenum in February, General Secretary Truong Chinh expressed the view of Party leaders that the
      forthcoming general counteroffensive would probably take place on one battlefield, while revolutionary forces
      held back the enemy through guerrilla operations and smaller attacks in other regions of the country. Chinh
      conceded that in some cases offensives might be launched on two or three battlefields at once, but he thought
      that primary emphasis was likely to be in a single region. By implication, the revolutionary forces would require
      a preponderance of military power in only one area of the country.
    


    
      Chinh admitted that not all agreed with the view that conditions were ripe for a gradual shift to the third
      stage. Optimists called for an immediate launching of a major offensive, on the grounds that the French will to
      resist was rapidly disintegrating. Others were more pessimistic, doubting that the revolutionary forces possessed
      the capacity to engage in an open confrontation with the French. Chinh opposed both extreme views and took the
      position that the Party should prepare carefully for an eventual transition to the third stage. Elaborating on
      Giap's analysis, he asserted that the general counteroffensive was not likely to result in a quick victory,
      but would be a complex process involving a series of violent battles over a protracted period. Assistance from
      the United States or Great Britain, he cautioned, might serve to prolong French resistance or to bring a more
      reactionary government to power in Paris. Conversely, he warned that rising Chinese aid to the Vietminh did not
      guarantee success for the revolution, which must still rely primarily on its own efforts to achieve
      victory.36
    


    
      Clearly, the decision to advance to the third stage was not an easy one. At the Second Party Congress in February
      1951, Ho Chi Minh admitted that the issue was still controversial and that "some comrades" thought that
      the offensive had been set forth too early, while others had wanted it to be launched in 1950. The party's
      official history concedes that there were "erroneous views" among cadres and party members about the
      shift to the third stage, but it is noticeably ambiguous about the details.37
    


    
      What were apparently the opening stages of the long-expected offensive were launched in January 1951. The plan
      was to strike at several places on the fringes of the Red River delta in a series of conventional military
      attacks and then, in a second phase, to move directly against the major cities of Hanoi and Haiphong. At that
      time, the Vietminh had more than eighty well-armed battalions within twenty-five miles of Hanoi. The French
      suspected, correctly, that the first thrust would take place at the western end of the
      delta, where the Vietminh had the equivalent of more than a division of main force regulars. On January 13
      twenty-one battalions of the 308th Division attacked the provincial capital of Vinh Yen at the point where the
      Tam Dao Mountains jut onto the edge of the plains of the Red River. The initial Vietminh thrusts were deadly.
      Only with a liberal expenditure of artillery and air support were the six thousand French defenders able to
      prevent a major breakthrough. On the following day, de Lattre ordered an emergency airlift of reserve battalions
      from Cochin China to hold the city. During the next two days, heavy fighting continued with Vietminh regulars
      streaming down from the southern spur of the Tam Dao massif in a series of human wave attacks. They were finally
      driven back on the seventeenth after suffering heavy losses—some estimated up to fifteen hundred killed in
      action—from French air attacks.38 At Vinh Yen, at least, French superiority in firepower had made the
      difference.
    


    
      The failure to take Vinh Yen may have represented a severe setback for Vietminh strategists, but it did not
      change their plans. Shifting units of several divisions to the east, in late March, they ordered an attack at Mao
      Khe on the northeastern edge of the delta north of Haiphong. Once again the attackers were able to break through
      the first French line of defense, but after a series of vicious battles they were stopped in the heart of the
      town. They finally abandoned the attack, on the twenty-eighth, after suffering losses of more than 1,000 dead.
      The final attack, combining Vietminh main force units and local forces earlier infiltrated into the area, took
      place in May in the area of Phu Ly and Ninh Binh on the Day River directly south of Hanoi. Here the apparent
      objective was to wipe out French posts in the area and reoccupy the coastal province of Phat Diem. Once again,
      the Vietminh were initially able to penetrate French positions but were forced to withdraw in early June after
      suffering heavy casualties.
    


    
      The series of military offensives, although undoubtedly worrisome to the French, did not achieve the expected
      breakthrough, and as the reverses multiplied, evidence of dissatisfaction with the new strategy began to surface
      in the media. In May, one broadcast observed that military attacks should take place only when victory was
      assured. Others obliquely criticized the offensives by praising Maoist strategy and the use of guerrilla
      techniques. Such comments were echoed in the Chinese press, which stressed the need for caution.39 After the third series of
      attacks on the Day River in May and June, the message apparently got through, and the strategy was abandoned.
    


    
      Perhaps understandably, Communist Historians have devoted relatively little attention to the 1951 offensives. The
      official party history, which seems primarily concerned to determine whether or not the series of attacks
      represented the opening of the third stage of general offensive, barely mentions the offensives. Presumably they
      would have been regarded as the opening steps of the general offensive if they had been
      successful and had led, as expected, to major Vietminh victories in the Tonkin delta. As it was, the Party
      attitude toward the entire question of the third stage during the Franco-Vietminh conflict remains
      ambiguous.40
    


    
      The retrospective controversy over the precise stages of people's war is primarily of concern to academics,
      of course. But there is no denying the effects in terms of Vietminh strategy. From a military point of view, the
      failure of the offensive of early 1951 showed the continuing weakness of the revolutionary forces in conducting
      regular war, particularly in terms of problems of logistics and combat support. It also demonstrated that the
      French, as Chinh had warned, had not yet wearied of the fight. Vo Nguyen Giap, the presumed architect of the
      policy, reportedly engaged in a lengthy self-critique in late January, admitting that it had been an error to
      confront the French directly on open terrain, where they were better suited for mobile warfare than in the hilly
      border areas. He also conceded the shortcomings of Vietminh forces, who sometimes displayed a surprising lack of
      aggressive spirit and tenacity.41
    


    
      The fact remains, however, that the failure of the 1951 Vietmmh offensive did not essentially alter the emerging
      military situation in Vietnam. Paris was still unwilling to provide adequate support to its military commanders
      in Indochina and, in consequence, French military policy continued to be caught between an offensive and a
      defensive posture. During the remaining months of his tenure, de Lattre attempted to achieve maximum results with
      his limited resources. In the spring and summer of 1951 he concentrated on pacification operations in the Red
      River delta and on strengthening the de Lattre line by placing his most effective troops along the perimeter.
      Then, in August, in an effort to cut off Vietminh forces in the mountains of the Viet Bac from the coastal areas
      of Central Vietnam, he occupied the city of Hoa Binh, which sits astride a major communications route from Tonkin
      into Annam. To handle the problem of dispersal of forces, he set up mobile units the size of a U.S. regimental
      combat team, called Groupes Mobiles, which could provide rapid movement for both defensive and offensive
      operations.
    


    
      Vo Nguyen Giap and his fellow Party strategists were well aware of the insoluble nature of the dilemma in Paris,
      and with total military victory apparently out of reach for the foreseeable future, predicated their strategy on
      taking maximum advantage of French weakness. By now, the French could ill afford to match losses with the
      Vietminh on a one-to-one basis. Moreover, a continued high level of combat in Indochina would keep the conflict
      before the attention of the French public and further erode French support for the war effort. What the Vietminh
      obviously required was a low-cost, high-return strategy that could grind down French strength and morale and keep
      the French off balance, but at a cost the revolutionary forces could afford. While the concept of the general
      offensive was apparently not entirely abandoned, it was recognized that it would not be a
      major rushing offensive combining all forces, but "an offensive during a strategical stage according to plan
      to make the enemy lose."42
    


    
      During the next two years the Vietmmh launched several major battles in strategic areas, primarily in Tonkin, in
      Annam, and in the Northwest. There was relatively little military activity in South or South Central Vietnam,
      where French pacification efforts had taken hold and destroyed much of the Vietminh apparatus. According to one
      estimate, only 20 percent of all Vietminh military forces were in the South. Many peasants had fled the liberated
      zones, and the manpower potential of the insurgency had declined by as much as one-half.43
    


    
      The primary tactic of the revolutionary forces during this period was to concentrate their efforts in areas of
      French weakness, with the aim of wearing down French military power and forcing a dispersal of French military
      units. In places of its own choosing the Vietminh would emerge from the mountains and engage enemy forces in open
      combat. Such was the case at Hoa Binh. Accepting de Lattre's challenge to contest this key communications
      link in southern Tonkin, the Vietminh launched heavy attacks on French positions in the city and Hoa Binh became
      the Verdun of Indochina. After several months of intense combat—in a battle that the late Bernard Fall labelled
      "the meat-grinder"—the French abandoned the city in February 1952 and returned to the de Lattre line.
      De Lattre meanwhile had returned to France, dying of cancer barely a month before this loss.
    


    
      For the Communists, the battle at Hoa Binh had the additional virtue of distracting the French from the continued
      infiltration of the Red River delta. For the de Lattre line had been in some respects no more effective than its
      equivalent in France, the Maginot Line. Vietminh forces simply bypassed the French blockhouses or attacked and
      overran them one by one. In either case, by the end of the year revolutionary organizations had been
      reestablished in as many as half the villages of the delta. And, with the victory at Hoa Binh, there was a
      growing sense within the movement that victory was on the horizon.
    


    
      In the fall of 1952, the Vietminh opened a new front in the far Northwest. The French, with the help of
      anti-Communist minority tribesmen, had held this extensive region of forbidding mountains and narrow valleys
      since 1947. Now, in mid-October, three Vietminh divisions crossed the Black River, attacked Nghia Lo, and cut
      through the French forces stationed in the area. The French retreated to Na San and Lai Chau. Ignoring the French
      huddled at Lai Chau, the advancing Vietminh units concentrated their efforts at Na San. Here they attacked and
      did not disengage until early December, after a four-day battle in which they suffered several thousand
      casualties. The failure to seize Na San was only a temporary setback. Early the following spring they regrouped
      to seize Sam Neua and threaten Luang Prabang, the capital of the Laotian Protectorate.
      Having accomplished their purpose and forced the diversion of several French units into the area, they stopped
      and then returned to the Red River delta.44
    


    The Other War


    
      In their writings on the advance to the third stage, Party leaders like Vo Nguyen Giap and Truong Chinh had
      emphasized that political work in enemy-held areas was a crucial factor in the struggle for victory. The
      continuing problems encountered by the French in putting together an effective government coalition to oppose the
      Vietminh movement was persuasive evidence that there was opportunity in political struggle. In fact, however, the
      Party was encountering difficulties of its own in the political arena. In the cities, the effort to put together
      a dynamic alliance of workers, students, and the bourgeoisie in a common effort against French imperialism had
      run into the brick wall of French repression and Vietnamese indifference. After the climactic events of early
      1950 in Saigon, the movement there had declined rapidly. Effective police action had weakened the municipal party
      apparatus, and the mass of the population, in the words of a later Communist historian in Hanoi, became
      increasingly weary and bored with the Vietminh led antiwar movement.45 The urban movement was even weaker in the North. Hanoi had lacked
      an effective municipal Party organization since the abandonment of the city in early 1947. Within a year the
      population had begun to return to the city, but the local Party apparatus was unable to recover its former
      effectiveness and was characterized by the Central Committee as insufficiently aggressive. Without a high degree
      of political activism among progressive classes in Vietnam's two major urban centers, the chances of
      unleashing a major popular uprising to accompany the third stage of general counteroffensive seemed slim. By
      1952, the Party leadership had apparently accepted the fundamental reality that the contribution of the cities to
      the Vietnamese revolution would be limited to low-level political struggle.46
    


    
      The failure of urban areas to fulfill the early expectations of Party planners obviously placed a heavier burden
      on the countryside. The Chinese Civil War provided a precedent for the belief that a protracted people's war
      could be victorious without a general uprising in the cities. But if the Party hoped to make good use of its
      support in rural areas, it would have to resolve the continuing problem of dealing with the united front at the
      village level. The measures taken in the late 1940s to reduce land rents and interest rates and increase
      productivity in the countryside had apparently achieved only limited results. In general, private property
      continued to be respected in liberated areas as the Party attempted to win the support of patriotic landlords and rich peasants in the revolutionary struggle. From the Party's point of view, the
      consequences were sometimes unfortunate. Wealthy villagers continued to dominate many local front organizations,
      and government regulations on rent reduction and interest rates were frequently ignored.47
    


    
      By the time of the Second Congress the problem had become serious enough to require action and the Central
      Committee had taken some minor corrective measures. But decisive action was impeded by the overall political
      strategy: In his political report at the congress, Truong Chinh had declared that the primary task of the
      Vietnamese revolution at that stage was to defeat imperialism and achieve national independence. Although the
      antifeu dal mission was a crucial one and "must be carried out at the same time as the anti-imperialist
      mission," it must take place, he warned, "according to plan and step by step in order to simultaneously
      develop the people's revolutionary forces and firmly maintain the great unity of all the people to wage the
      resistance war and defeat the imperialist aggressors."48 As a result, the Party's land program still held back from the
      general confiscation and redistribution of land. While conceding that the landlord class was in general the enemy
      of the revolution in rural areas, Chinh contended that some patriotic elements of the old landed gentry could be
      persuaded to serve the Vietminh temporarily.
    


    
      Within a year, however, the Party had decided that only more radical measures could win the allegiance of the
      rural poor and effectively mobilize them in the revolutionary cause. Landlords were now classified in three
      categories, and the land of the most reactionary was confiscated and distributed to the poor. Land rents were
      widely reduced and in a few areas labor exchange teams, the first step in the socialization of the countryside,
      were formed. As Truong Chinh remarked later, it was the first time since the Sixth Plenum in 1939 that the Party
      had attacked the entire feudal class.49
    


    
      In January of 1953, the Central Committee announced a comprehensive program to accelerate the antifeudal
      revolution throughout liberated areas. Relying heavily on Chinese experience at the height of the Civil War, the
      plan called for a further drastic reduction in land rents and the seizure of the land of landlords not
      cooperating in the war effort. Land reform tribunals composed of six to ten members, usually poor peasants, were
      established to undertake surveys of village landholdings, and "speak bitterness" sessions were held in
      which the poor were encouraged to criticize the malpractices of wealthy elements. Although comprehensive figures
      are not available, scattered Communist statistics suggest that the program had some effect. In liberated areas in
      the North, 15 percent of the land was distributed to 20 percent of the peasants. In Cochin China, 307,000
      peasants received a total of 410,000 mau (one-sixth of an acre) of agricultural land.
      If Party sources are to be believed, such measures raised the commitment of poor and middle peasants to the revolutionary cause and facilitated their mobilization for the war effort during
      the remainder of the war. The land revolution had by no means been entirely completed, however. The rural
      proletariat (co nong) still comprised 14 percent of the population in North Vietnam,
      down from 20 percent before land reform.50
    


    
      In the fall of 1953, the Party prepared to push ahead once again. At a national conference held in November,
      Truong Chinh proposed a harsher policy on landlords and submitted a draft land reform law calling for the
      confiscation of the land and property of virtually the entire landlord class. On December 1, Ho Chi Minh
      announced the new agricultural policy in the National Assembly. All landlord land was to be seized and
      distributed to the landless, the poor and middle peasants. Landlords classified as progressive in their political
      views would be compensated for their losses by government bonds but would be compelled to give up all land beyond
      the amount needed for their personal livelihood. Rich peasants, who were described by one Party source as
      "exploited, but tied to the feudal regime," were to be left alone.51 Because of the advent of negotiations and the termination
      of the conflict in the summer of 1954, the effects of this "final solution" were not to be felt until
      peace had been restored. What clearly emerges from the Communists' struggle to come to terms with the land
      reform issue is that the dilemma between nationalism and social revolution in the countryside was never totally
      resolved. As the events of the following year demonstrated, however, the Party's military strategy was not
      significantly undermined by the continuing problems in the political realm.
    


    The Navarre Plan


    
      In the spring of 1953, General Henri Navarre was appointed as the new commander of French forces in Indochina. On
      the surface, the move appeared to signal a more aggressive French military strategy, for Navarre reputedly
      brought with him a new determination to bring the conflict to a successful conclusion. The task before the new
      commander was considerable. For nearly two years French policy, in his words, had been carried on
      "empirically, from day to day." In the meantime, the forces of the insurgency and the territory under
      their control had continued to expand. In particular, penetration of the Red River delta by revolutionary forces
      continued apace and parts of six Vietminh divisions were located within easy striking distance of Hanoi.
      Virtually all of the Viet Bac and the Northwest, with the exception of a few provincial and district capitals,
      was in the hands of the revolutionaries. The strength of the Vietminh in Central Vietnam, a prime source of rice
      and recruits, also grew steadily. Moreover, the Vietminh forces had significantly increased
      since the abortive 1951 offensive. According to General Navarre, the insurgents now possessed a total force of
      more than 350,000 armed troops organized in eight mobile infantry divisions and one artillery division. More Were
      coming from training schools across the Chinese frontier.52
    


    
      French force levels in the spring of 1953 were clearly inadequate to counter this rising challenge. Out of a
      total of 500,000 in the FEF, 350,000 were tied down in static defense assignments. In terms of combat troops,
      Navarre had at his disposal only three divisions, seven Groupes Mobiles, and eight paratroop battalions. The new
      Vietnamese army had been expected to supplement French units, but footdragging in Paris had hampered the growth
      of the program and in 1953 VNA forces had reached only about 100,000. And the quality of these new indigenous
      troops was, according to Navarre, seriously open to question.
    


    
      On assuming command in May, General Navarre requested twelve additional infantry battalions and various support
      units to provide the FEF with the equivalent of seven mobile divisions, a force adequate to take the offensive
      against the Vietminh regulars. The VNA was to be expanded with U.S. assistance. He also drafted a military
      strategy to seize the initiative on the battlefield. But Navarre was soon to experience the frustration that had
      plagued his predecessors and to discover that political considerations in Paris took priority over military
      requirements in Indochina. As public support for the conflict declined, the will of the French government to
      carry on the war was seriously eroded and many politicians were speaking openly of seeking a compromise solution.
      Some recommended that French forces withdraw to enclaves in the highly populated areas, others that the North be
      entirely evacuated and that a defense line be established at the 18th parallel. Such proposals were not
      necessarily received with sympathy in the government, but they undeniably had an effect on its war strategy.
      Navarre was told that his own military plans must reflect the determination of the government to terminate the
      war by the spring of 1956, when national elections were scheduled. By implication, he would have to gear his
      strategy to the likelihood of a compromise political resolution of the conflict.53
    


    
      If Navarre was hampered by such limitations, he was nonetheless a good soldier and he attempted to devise an
      approach that could simultaneously seize the initiative on the battlefield and make possible a political
      settlement in the foreseeable future. Rejecting the enclave strategy, which he claimed would simply permit the
      Vietminh to expand its forces for a major offensive against the French-held coastal provinces, he drew up a plan
      based on three basic phases. During the first phase, to be carried out in the fall and winter of 1953-1954,
      French forces would concentrate their efforts on securing the vital Red River delta. Lacking the strength to
      inflict serious defeats on Vietminh main force units, French combat forces would be limited
      to a few selective offensive operations in order to throw the enemy off balance and prevent it from launching
      major attacks.
    


    
      Then, in early 1954, when the rainy season made Vietminh movement difficult, French mobile units would launch a
      major attack on Vietminh-held coastal areas in Central Vietnam, south of Da Nang, the famous "Interzone
      V." Here, according to French intelligence sources, Vietminh forces were relatively weak—the equivalent of a
      little more than a division of regulars. Yet this liberated area, populated by nearly 2 million people, was a
      major source of provisions and recruits for the revolutionary armed forces. A successful operation here would
      permit French occupation and pacification of an area that for years had effectively served the Vietminh cause.
      Finally, in the fall of 1954 when French units had reestablished superiority, Navarre would turn back to the
      north to launch a general offensive in order to pursue and destroy the Vietminh main force units.
    


    
      The success of Navarre's plan was predicated on several factors: the government's willingness to provide
      him with adequate troop strength to carry out his plan, his ability to seek out and engage Vietminh main force
      units, and the assumption that there would be no massive increase in Chinese aid to the revolutionary forces.
      With regard to the first condition, the signs were ambiguous. Navarre's strategy and his requests for the
      necessary military increases to carry it out were discussed at a meeting of the National Defense Committee in
      Paris. Although the committee did not explicitly approve his plan, it apparently gave him tacit assurances to
      that effect, and Navarre proceeded on that belief.54 Navarre's other assumptions, it would later become clear, were
      unwarranted.
    


    
      The first step in Navarre's plan was to reassert French control over the strategically important Red River
      delta. According to his estimate, on his arrival the Vietminh was in control of about half the villages in the
      delta; one-third were contested; and the remainder were controlled by the French. Only the major cities and the
      communications routes between them, Phat Diem and Son Tay Provinces, and most of Ha Dong Province were under
      secure government control. The heart of Vietminh strength was located in Thai Binh, Hung Yen, Ninh Giang, and
      much of Nam Dinh, Hai Duong, and Bui Chow.55 During the fall of 1953, Navarre concentrated half of his effective main
      force strength in the delta to attack key areas occupied by the Vietminh. But Giap refused to commit his elite
      forces against the French units and melted into the hills. Whether, as Navarre claimed, the French attacks had
      forestalled a major Vietminh offensive planned for autumn (just before the rainy season in the delta) has not
      been determined. In September and October, French Groupes Mobiles were able to attack and occupy the bulk of Thai
      Binh and Ninh Binh Provinces. Then, on October 20, the French assaulted units of the 320th Vietminh Division
      located on the southwest face of the delta near Phu No Quan just as it was about to attack,
      causing 3,000 casualties and, again according to Navarre, forcing the enemy to abandon a planned offensive in the
      area.56
    


    
      While General Navarre mapped out his own strategy to reverse the balance of forces and strengthen the French
      military position in Indochina, Party leaders had drawn up their plans for the 1953 campaign at the Fourth Plenum
      held in late January According to the published documents from the conference, revolutionary forces were to be
      instructed to continue to avoid open confrontation with French regular units while concentrating on searching out
      the weak points in the enemy's overall position, forcing him to further disperse his forces.57 Although occasional efforts
      would be made to seize territory through guerrilla war and attacks in the Red River delta, the main field of
      activity would be in the Northwest, in Laos, and in Cambodia, where superiority of forces at the local level and
      the element of surprise would benefit the revolutionary cause. During the spring and summer, the Vietminh avoided
      contacts with French forces in the delta while other units launched their own campaign in the mountainous
      provinces of Northern Laos, thus further isolating the scattered French positions in the Northwest.
    


    
      In September the Party Politburo met to assess the military situation and formulate preliminary plans for the
      winter-spring campaign of 1954. At that time, some consideration was apparently given to a shift in approach that
      would attempt to counter Navarre's moves in the delta. In the end, however, the conference agreed to continue
      the existing strategy of pressing the Vietminh advantage in the Northwest and the Upper Mekong valley in Laos.
      This would encourage the further scattering of French troops throughout the Indochina theater, thus opening up
      opportunities for Vietminh attacks on isolated outposts under advantageous conditions. The details of this plan
      were worked out at a meeting of the Central Military Party Committee in November.
    


    
      The defense of Laos and the Northwest presented a problem to the government in Paris. Since the previous Vietminh
      offensive a year earlier, the French had abandoned most of the area and now occupied only one major base at Lai
      Chau, the capital of the now defunct T'ai Federation, and a few minor guerrilla outposts throughout the
      region. Like the border region with China, Upper Laos and the Northwest were geographically isolated, thinly
      populated, and peripheral to the primary French concerns in the populous coastal areas. That Paris attached
      little intrinsic importance to their retention was suggested by a government directive in April 1953, which
      instructed the French commander in Indochina to abandon territory to the Vietminh rather than endanger the
      security of the French Expeditionary Forces.
    


    
      Surprisingly, Navarre was apparently not informed of this decision, and when he told the National Defense
      Committee that he considered Laos vital for both strategic and political reasons, he was not
      corrected. Navarre felt that control of the upper Mekong would allow the Vietminh to launch attacks in the
      central coastal region in coordination with units located in Interzone V. Navarre therefore felt that it was
      necessary to compel the Vietminh to halt its offensive before it reached the royal capital of Luang Prabang.
      Lacking the strength to strike directly into the heart of the Viet Bac in order to cut the Vietminh
      communications link with China, he decided that the most feasible way to counter the Vietminh thrust was to seize
      and hold a strategic point in the Northwest on the road into Laos. For several reasons, he considered Lai Chau
      inappropriate and thought that it should be abandoned. Dien Bien Phu offered several advantages. Although it was
      now occupied by the Vietminh, it was centrally located, and Navarre was convinced that, because of the
      impenetrable mountains in the area, the Vietminh could not pass into Laos without controlling the town. Also,
      because the town was located in a fairly broad valley, French armored vehicles could assist in its defense.
      Moreover, the crests of the surrounding mountains were located a minimum of six to seven miles (ten to twelve
      kilometers) from the local airfield, and French intelligence estimated that enemy artillery, to be effective,
      would have to be placed on the interior slopes of the mountains, where it would be vulnerable to French
      counterfire. Finally, the weather at Dien Bien Phu was superior to that of Lai Chau, where landings at the town
      airfield, located at the end of a deep and narrow gorge, were frequently hazardous.58
    


    
      Navarre decided to gamble that control of Dien Bien Phu would force the Vietminh to abandon its offensive, and in
      mid-November French paratroop battalions occupied the town, which was soon reinforced by units transferred from
      Lai Chau. According to Hoang Van Thai, then Vo Nguyen Giap's chief of staff, the news of the French
      occupation of Dien Bien Phu arrived at Vietminh headquarters in the Viet Bac just as army commanders were
      preparing to present their plans for an attack on the Northwest during the coming campaign. After careful
      deliberation, Party leaders decided to shift the focus of the campaign from the French post at Lai Chau to Dien
      Bien Phu. Not only did French occupation of the border post represent a potentially serious threat to the long
      and tenuous Vietminh link with Upper Laos, but Giap saw clearly that a Vietminh victory at Dien Bien Phu could
      have a damaging impact on French morale and provide a spectacular backdrop for any negotiations during the next
      year.59
    


    
      Vietminh leaders did not immediately react to Navarre's move, however, and for the remainder of the fall and
      early winter continued their advance into Upper Laos, occupying the provincial capital of Sam Neua and entering
      the Plain of Jars. In the meantime, French forces launched the first attacks in a six-month campaign, labeled
      "Opération Atlante," designed to clear out Vietminh units in the Central Vietnam provinces of Phu Yen,
      Binh Dinh, Quang Ngai, and Quang Nam and to permit the definitive pacification of this key
      area. By this move, Navarre hoped to disrupt expected Vietminh plans to launch an offensive in the region later
      in the year, possibly in coordination with similar attacks in Laos.
    


    
      Navarre's plan presented difficult problems to the Vietminh leadership. The area was of vital importance to
      the revolutionary cause and its loss could do incalculable harm, in terms of morale as well as its military and
      political consequences. Yet stubborn defense of the area would play into Navarre's hands and expose precious
      main force units to concentrated attacks by French regulars and airpower in the open plains of the coastal zone.
      The leadership decided to leave defense of the area to regional forces and to send regular units westward, into
      the northern sector of the Central Flighlands, in a major offensive against French positions there. This move had
      already been planned at the September strategy conference as a means of preventing the enemy from consolidating
      its position in the South. It was now reaffirmed in the belief that vigorous attacks in the highlands would force
      the French to divert forces from coastal operations and permit the revolutionary forces to retain the initiative.
      In the meantime, local forces in the lowlands, supplemented by the mobilization of the civil population, would
      resist French units attempting to pacify the area.
    


    
      The Vietminh strategy was effective. French units were able to advance virtually unmolested, except for local
      harassing actions, in coastal areas of Phu Yen and southern Binh Dinh provinces, but they found it difficult to
      make contact with the enemy. In the meantime, Vietminh attacks in Kontum Province forced the French commander to
      send reinforcements to the area and then to abandon the provincial capital in order to concentrate his forces at
      Pleiku. Other Vietminh units advanced into Laos and briefly occupied the Mekong River town of Thakhek before
      retreating into the Bolovens Plateau.
    


    
      In March, Navarre resumed the offensive with a three-pronged assault on Qui Nhon and southern Binh Dinh Province
      from the south and west and from the sea. But fierce Vietminh attacks pinned down French units along the coast,
      while forces in the highlands attacked Pleiku and cut Route 19, the vital link to the sea. In the process one
      French Groupe Mobile was virtually wiped out by an ambush on Route 19 east of Pleiku, thus cutting all links
      between French forces at Pleiku and the coast.60
    


    
      While French and Vietnamese military units sparred bitterly tor advantage in the mountains and rice fields of
      Indochina, diplomats from the two countries moved hesitantly toward a confrontation at the conference table. For
      several years after the abortive trip of Paul Mus to the Viet Bac in 1947, neither side had expressed much
      interest in a negotiated settlement. Ho Chi Minh had attempted to keep the channels of communication open,
      pledging that the war would stop as soon as the French accepted Vietnamese independence. He was even careful not
      to renounce membership in the French Union and promised that foreign capital and a French
      cultural presence would be welcome in the new Vietnam. Whether or not these diplomatic gestures were meant
      seriously, in the late 1940s the French were clearly not interested in a compromise settlement, and they pursued
      the chimera of the Bao Dai solution. When Emile Bollaert arrived as the new high commissioner in the spring of
      1947, he took a moderate position on negotiations at first but eventually, on orders from Paris, toughened his
      stance: Vietnam was offered freedom within the French Union, but that freedom was severely limited, for the
      French would reserve to themselves control of defense, foreign affairs, and finances. The Vietnamese would be
      permitted to run their own internal affairs and to decide for themselves on the role of Cochin China. In some
      respects, this was less than had been tentatively agreed upon in the Ho-Sainteny agreement of March 1946.
      Vietminh interest in negotiations cooled, and after the Communist victory in China offered the promise of
      substantial military assistance, it may have declined even further.
    


    
      In 1953, signs of movement began to appear. According to King Chen, the opening gambit came in March when the new
      Soviet leadership decided to lessen the tensions in the Cold War and hinted at a political solution to the
      conflict. By autumn, possibly influenced by vague threats from John Foster Dulles of "grave
      consequences" if China entered the war, Beijing had fallen in line. By now, too, Paris was beginning to
      speak openly of its interest in a compromise settlement. In October, Prime Minister Joseph Laniel announced that
      France would be willing to accept a diplomatic solution to the conflict. Ho's reply came in November. In an
      interview with a Swedish journalist he remarked that if Paris was interested in a settlement, the DRV was ready
      to examine French proposals.61 Finally, at a meeting of the foreign ministers of the great powers in
      February, it was announced that a peace conference to settle the Indochina conflict would be held in May in
      Geneva.
    


    The Battle of Dien Bien
    Phu


    
      Two days after the announcement, French sources in Indochina learned that Vietminh units in Upper Laos were
      streaming east toward Dien Bien Phu. Clearly, the Party leadership had decided that an attack on the isolated
      French outpost, carefully timed to coincide with the opening of the peace conference, could exert maximum impact
      on the outcome of the negotiations. In his recollections of the battle, Giap remarked that the French occupation
      of Dien Bien Phu incited lively discussion in high Party councils. Here, the Vietminh could bring to bear two of
      their primary advantages— control of the surrounding terrain and a capacity to move rapidly and transport goods
      from China. Yet an attack on the French post would be substantially different from past
      tactics. Previously the Vietminh had tied the French down in camps of this size and then attacked elsewhere. But
      now Party strategists decided to attack a fortified camp for the first time with a force of more than one or two
      companies. Why? According to Giap, it was the key to the Navarre plan and must be wiped out if the French were to
      be defeated. Could the Vietminh win? That, of course, was the crucial question. The Vietminh had the geographical
      advantage and strong forces in the area. Supplying the base by air would be difficult for the French, whereas
      Vietminh logistical problems, although complex, were not insurmountable. To take Dien Bien Phu would be
      difficult, but not impossible.62
    


    
      The nature of the proposed attack also excited disagreement. General Wei Guoqing, the senior Chinese advisor,
      advocated a lightning assault, based on the "human wave" tactics used successfully by the PLA against
      United Nations troops in Korea. Giap preferred to wear down the enemy gradually, to use Vietminh artillery to
      destroy the small airstrip and cut off the French source of supply. The attacking units could thus gradually
      neutralize French firepower and seize enemy strong points one by one.
    


    
      By early March, captured documents had revealed to the French that a major offensive was projected and would be
      synchronized with the upcoming negotiations in Geneva. Chinese military assistance was on the rise, and there
      were indications that Moscow and Peking had promised to help the Vietminh present a favorable military situation
      by the time of the conference in early May. The major effort would take place at Dien Bien Phu, but attacks would
      be launched elsewhere, in Cochin China, the Central Highlands, and Laos, and along the Hanoi-Haiphong route, to
      hinder the French from dispatching reserve units to the besieged mountain base in the Northwest.
    


    
      The siege of Dien Bien Phu began on March 13. The Vietminh had managed to concentrate in the area thirty-three
      battalions of main force regulars, a total of 49,500 combatants, in addition to more than 55,000 support troops
      and nearly 100,000 transport workers. The French garrison totaled approximately 16,000 men.63 The French would have to be
      supplied by air, the attackers by long lines of coolies recruited from the coastal provinces, each carrying an
      average of thirty pounds of provisions ten miles each night over rough mountain trails. Much of the aid came from
      China; the level of Chinese aid had risen from 10 to 20 tons a month in 1951 to 1,500 tons a month in the spring
      of 1954.64 Although the
      bulk of it consisted of petroleum and ammunition, there were also large artillery pieces from the Soviet Union,
      carried piece by piece from the Chinese border at Lang Son, a distance of more than 200 miles.
    


    
      At first, the attacking forces followed the Chinese "human wave" approach, but the resulting casualties
      were so heavy that by the end of the month the Vietnamese high command had switched to Giap's more cautious
      tactics. Although detailed descriptions of the attack need not detain us here, two aspects
      of Vietminh tactics are worthy of brief mention: the construction of a network of several hundred miles of
      shallow trenches to permit the attacking forces to advance toward the outlying French defense works without
      severe exposure to French firepower, and the brilliant use of artillery. A series of tunnels was dug in the
      slopes of the mountains facing the besieged fortress. Artillery pieces could be moved rapidly within the tunnels
      to new firing locations, thus preventing French gunners from zeroing in on their Vietminh
      counterparts.65
    


    
      By March 27, the airfield was unusable. Soon the outer defense works began to fall to human wave attacks, and the
      guns turned on the inner redoubt. The final stage took place on May 7 when, in Giap's somewhat laconic
      description, "Our troops launched an offensive from all directions, occupied the enemy's headquarters
      and captured the whole enemy staff." The French defeat had been total. More than 1,500 of the defenders had
      died, 4,000 were wounded, and the remainder were taken prisoner or were listed as missing. About seventy escaped
      and made their way back to the French lines. Vietminh losses, according to a French source, were more than
      25,000, with nearly 10,000 killed in action.66
    


    
      For years, the reasons for the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu have been controversial. Navarre has been faulted
      for having selected the site in the first place. The size of the valley, which he had viewed as an advantage, was
      too large for the few troops available to him, and they were unable to occupy the high ground. Monsoon rains
      slowed down the supply of equipment and provisions. There were also errors in intelligence. A crucial
      miscalculation was French underestimation of the ability of the Vietminh to transport heavy artillery pieces and
      bring them to bear on the defending positions. Not all the blame should be placed on Navarre, however. A French
      military commission that was directed to undertake a postmortem in 1955, although it did not totally absolve
      Navarre from responsibility for failure, pointed out that the commander's plan was sabotaged above all by the
      refusal of the government to supply him with the promised reinforcements until it was too late.67 The commission argued that he
      should have considered evacuation when a siege appeared likely, but Navarre was not alone in his conviction that
      Dien Bien Phu could be defended. During the weeks prior to the siege, several military experts from France and
      the United States visited the camp, and many pronounced it invulnerable.
    


    The Road to Geneva


    
      On May 7, the day after the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu, its forces badly depleted by the constant pounding
      of Vietminh forces, had surrendered, the conference on Indochina opened. It was attended by
      France, the Indochinese states, and their respective allies, the Soviet Union, the PRC, Great Britain, and the
      United States. The details of the conference and the terms of settlement need not delay us here. Suffice it to
      say that after setting forth conditions for a cease-fire that the French obviously would not accept—French
      recognition of the sovereignty and independence of all of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos under their respective
      Communist-led insurgency movements, withdrawal of all foreign troops, and then general elections in Vietnam, in
      return for which the Vietnamese agreed to examine the issue of membership in the French Union and a French
      cultural and economic presence in Vietnam—DRV negotiators, under heavy pressure from Moscow and Beijing,
      eventually adopted a more conciliatory attitude, and the final agreement, reached in July, represented a
      compromise.
    


    
      France agreed to grant total independence to all of Vietnam. For the purposes of arranging a cease-fire, two
      regroupment zones were established, divided by a demilitarized zone at the 17th parallel, with the Vietminh to
      the north, the French and supporters of the Bao Dai regime to the south. As neither Vietnamese government would
      accept the permanent partition of Vietnamese territory, a political protocol was drafted that called for
      consultations between representatives of the two zones within one year of the close of the conference. These
      consultations were to lead to national elections and a single unified government in 1956. In Laos, the royal
      government supported by the French was recognized as the sole legal authority in the country, but the
      Communist-led insurgency movement set up in 1951 by the Vietminh—popularly called the Pathet Lao—was granted a
      regroupment zone in two Upper Laotian provinces, on the understanding that the two sides would negotiate a
      political solution. In Cambodia the royal government of King Sihanouk was recognized as the legal representative
      of the Cambodian people. The tiny Khmer Rouge (Red Khmer) movement received no recognition.
    


    
      As with most conflicts that end on a note of compromise, there is an ambiguous quality about the Franco-Vietminh
      War and its somewhat anticlimactic conclusion. Among the major unresolved questions was the attitude of Party
      leaders toward the settlement. Were they reasonably satisfied with the results of the conference, or had they
      been compelled to bow to the wishes of Moscow and Beijing? There has been speculation that Party leaders were
      reluctant to abandon the promise of a military solution and were only brought to accept a compromise agreement by
      means of pressure from their allies. Bitter comments by Vietminh representatives at Geneva are frequently cited
      as evidence to this effect. More recently, sources in Hanoi have claimed specifically that pressure imposed by
      the PRC compelled the Vietnamese to accept a negotiated settlement when, in purely military terms, they might
      have been able to achieve total victory.68
    


    
      It is not unlikely that there was some unhappiness within the Party, even at the top level,
      over the decision to accept a compromise, despite the laconic statement in the official Party history that the
      Sixth Plenum in July had "unanimously approved" the Politburo's decision to negotiate. It would
      indeed be strange if there had not been resistance to the decision, as since the August Revolution militant
      elements within the Central Committee had been opposed to any compromise with the French. Ho Chi Minh admitted as
      much in his statement to the Central Committee on July 15, 1954, when he remarked that some wanted to fight on
      and failed to see the United States behind the French.69 From the standpoint of top Party strategists, negotiations would not be
      appropriate until the French position had disintegrated or a highly favorable situation on the battlefield had
      been established, conditions that had not been clearly established in the spring of 1954. Although both Beijing
      and Moscow had agreed to increase military assistance to the revolutionary forces in the final months before
      Geneva, it is not improbable that such aid had been contingent upon Vietnamese willingness to come to the
      conference table. If such is the case, top Party figures may have harbored no little resentment at their allies
      for pressing them into a compromise settlement.
    


    
      Too much, however, should not be made of such signs of resentment for, as the more astute members of the Party
      leadership undoubtedly realized, more was at stake then just the situation on the battlefield. The key must be
      seen in Ho Chi Minh's allusion to the possible intervention of the United States. The ever-practical Ho must
      have been aware that U.S. troops might be introduced into Indochina if a reasonable solution was not reached at
      Geneva. This would have complicated Communist strategy in Vietnam immensely. On the other hand, if France could
      be induced to withdraw from Vietnam, the Communists' only rival for power would be the Bao Dai government in
      Saigon. While Party militants may have been restive, it is probable that Ho Chi Minh's incisive and
      dispassionate evaluation of the situation was persuasive. Reluctantly or otherwise, the Party leadership probably
      approved the accords on its own initiative.
    


    
      Concern at the possible intervention of the United States was further demonstrated by the Party's decision to
      accept partition rather than a ceasefire based on enclaves. According to one Party document, the leadership
      seriously debated the relative advantages of each solution and finally decided on the former. The reasons were
      that under an enclave solution, the Vietminh would be restricted mostly to small and rural areas, communication
      would be difficult, and the Party would be unable to consolidate and develop its forces. This in turn would
      encourage the United States to provoke incidents as an excuse to intervene and resume the war.70
    


    
      Could the Vietminh have achieved a military victory in the absence or a political settlement? This question
      aroused considerable controversy in the years following the Geneva Agreement. Some sources
      sympathetic to the French maintain that after Dien Bien Phu the Vietminh were too exhausted to pursue their
      advantage. Navarre pointed out that, after the siege, Vietminh pressure slackened on all fronts. Fie predicted
      that no new major attacks were likely before autumn.
    


    
      Others have contended that Vietminh units had begun to return to the delta in early summer and, in the unstable
      conditions in that area, would have been in a position to push straight to Hanoi.71 There is no doubt that the situation in much
      of the delta appeared precarious during the summer months. The troop ratio was increasingly favorable to the
      Vietminh, and Navarre requested three additional divisions to forestall the possibility of defeat. He received
      directives from Paris instructing him to protect the French Expeditionary Forces at all costs and suggesting the
      possibility of a concentration of forces within the Hanoi-Haiphong axis, or even a withdrawal south of the 18th
      parallel.
    


    
      There are probably too many imponderables to permit a categorical answer to the question. The disarray of the
      French military forces in the delta seems well established, but the Party's ability at that moment to launch
      a concerted attack on French positions in the heart of the Red River delta appears open to serious question. In
      his memoirs, Soviet Party chief Nikita Khrushchev quoted Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai as telling him that
      the Vietminh were desperate for a settlement. Whether or not that is so, Le Duan, who became general secretary of
      the Party in 1960, remarked in a letter to a colleague in May 1965 that the Vietminh had not won a complete
      victory at Dien Bien Phu because they lacked a strategic reserve.72
    


    
      There are of course a number of additional questions that would need to be taken into consideration. Would the
      French government have provided additional reinforcements? Would China have provided a high level of assistance
      to the Vietminh had the war continued? Would the United States have activated contingency plans drawn up by the
      Joint Chiefs of Staff to inject U.S. combat units into Tonkin? Lacking answers to such questions, one can only
      speculate.
    


    Conclusions


    
      Retrospective explanations for Vietminh success in the war against the French have focused on a wide variety of
      factors. Some have pointed to the mistakes made by the latter—the failure to grant sufficient autonomy to
      moderate political forces, to comprehend the dynamics of political and social change in a traditional society in
      transition, and to grant adequate support to the French military commander in the field. Others have cited the
      role of Chinese military assistance, emphasizing that until the Communists had risen to
      power in China, the Vietminh lacked the firepower to pose a serious threat to French rule in Indochina. Finally,
      still others attribute Vietminh success primarily to the theoretical and organizational abilities of its
      leadership and to its ability to tap the loyalties of the mass of the Vietnamese population.
    


    
      Revolution is too complex a phenomenon to be ascribed to single causes. In analyzing the reasons for the
      Bolshevik victory in the Russian Revolution, for example, it would be ludicrous not to mention several factors:
      the effects of the European war, the incompetence of the tsar's government, the weaknesses of the moderate
      provisional government set up after the February uprising, and the astute leadership of Lenin, Trotsky, and other
      Bolshevik leaders. The Chinese Revolution, too, was clearly the product of a variety of objective and subjective
      factors.
    


    
      Such was the case in Vietnam. Certainly French failures played a role in the outcome. The intransigence in Paris
      over indigenous participation in the political process, at a time when most other colonial societies in Southeast
      Asia had already reached independence, undoubtedly undercut the power of moderate nationalists and left a vacuum
      that the Communists were eager to fill. The stubborn determination of the French to retain a presence in
      Indochina did not by any means drive all Vietnamese nationalists into the arms of the Vietminh, but it did
      discredit the French-sponsored Bao Dai regime and lead many patriotic intellectuals to withhold their support
      from it. Although the Vietminh did not win in the cities, they could console themselves that the French attitude
      prevented many urban moderates from siding with the enemy.
    


    
      Then, too, a number of underlying economic and social problems in colonial Vietnam undoubtedly contributed to
      popular support for the revolutionary cause. High taxes, high interest rates, and the colonial monopolies all
      drained the farmers' meager savings. Official corruption and the government's indifference to the poverty
      and suffering of the mass of the population in urban and rural areas alike built up a reservoir of latent
      hostility that was frequently channeled into active resistance by Vietminh propaganda and organizational efforts.
      In the words of the French scholar Paul Mus, Vietnam in the postwar era was a nation "off balance." The
      inevitable effect of colonial policies had been to undermine and ultimately destroy traditional institutions and
      the Sino-Vietnamese world view that underlay them. The passing of traditional society was not, as Mus conceded,
      altogether a bad thing. It was the "historic function " of colonialism to pave the way for the
      emergence of a new and more viable society, capable of meeting the challenges of the modern world. But the
      effects of French colonial policy were primarily destructive, not constructive: The traditional patron-client
      relationship, although hardly ideal, had at least provided a measure of protection for the tenant in difficult
      times. Under the French, tenants were thrown onto the mercies of the marketplace and lost
      what little protection they had against economic crises or climatic disasters. Vietnamese society under French
      direction gradually developed a commercial and manufacturing sector but colonial policies, rooted in the
      requirements of French economic interests in Indochina and the metropole, did not encourage the emergence of a
      vigorous and independent commercial and manufacturing Vietnamese bourgeoisie. In the perceptive view of Clifford
      Geertz describing a somewhat similar situation in the Dutch East Indies, Vietnam was a nation caught in a state
      of permanent transition, the old society destroyed, the new one powerless to be born.73 The potential for widespread discontent in
      such circumstances needs no elucidation.
    


    
      A second factor frequently cited to explain Vietminh success is the role of Chinese assistance. There is
      undoubtedly some truth in this contention. Until 1950, the Vietminh were virtually incapable of posing a severe
      military challenge to French forces and were generally restricted to waging guerrilla warfare and ambushes
      against government outposts in isolated areas. Later, with the aid of a steady stream of weapons and equipment
      from the north, they were able to mount several offensives and by 1954 had reached near parity with the enemy.
      But it is really misleading to imply, as some do, that the Vietminh could not have won without outside help. The
      French were equally dependent upon outside assistance after 1949, when U.S. military aid became a major factor in
      the French effort. And, of course, the French themselves could be classified as outsiders. In the absence of any
      foreign involvement, the Vietminh would have won easily. Chinese aid simply permitted the Vietminh to match the
      military escalation already taking place on the French side. It did not win the war for them.
    


    
      Neither Chinese assistance nor the objective conditions in Vietnam could have been decisive in the absence of an
      effective revolutionary organization able to take advantage of them. The reasons for this effectiveness can be
      more appropriately dealt with in the concluding chapter of this book. Suffice it to say at this point that there
      were a number of factors crucial to the success of the Communists: organization, dedication, revolutionary
      strategy, and the extraordinary leadership of Ho Chi Minh. But perhaps most important was the ability of the
      Party to respond to the political and socioeconomic aspirations of the Vietnamese people for national
      independence and social justice. This is not to say that the Party's efforts were uniformly successful, or
      that its strategy was carved in stone. On the contrary, it ran into considerable difficulties in attempting to
      counter French military escalation and was compelled to make a number of refinements in its original approach.
      The shift in strategy that took place in 1950 is a case in point. With the decision to "play the China
      card" following the Communist rise to power in Beijing, a number of significant adjustments were introduced.
      Specifically, the new strategy called for increasing reliance on military struggle, on a
      rural approach at the expense of the cities, and on the force of social revolution over that of nationalism.
    


    
      It is probably not advisable, however, to overstress the long-term significance of this shift in emphasis. The
      final years of the war were dominated by the military confrontation in rural areas, but the Party continued its
      effort to win support in the cities, although at a reduced level of priority. It does not appear that the overall
      balance between urban and rural support was fundamentally disturbed, although comprehensive statistics are
      difficult to come by. The bulk of the rank and file in the armed forces were probably peasants, but the urban
      component was not insignificant, particularly at the upper levels of the Party. And although the Communist
      complexion of the Vietminh Front presumably turned away many of its former supporters, the front managed to
      regain the image of a nationalist force among the Vietnamese population as a whole.
    


    
      Practically speaking, of course, the Party's decision to reach for the military option was simply a
      recognition that a primarily political strategy could not be victorious against a well-armed and determined
      adversary In a sense, the decision to match the enemy's military escalation represented a considerable risk
      because, by downgrading the importance of political struggle, it reduced the major advantage possessed by the
      Communists in the war. The Party would now be put in the position of matching its own primary area of
      weakness—military power—against the major strength of its adversary.
    


    
      The military consequences were predictable. After more than three years of a relatively high level of conflict,
      the war threatened to settle into a stalemate. But in the process the Party leadership discovered a new area of
      political weakness in the enemy's armor—the psychological effects of the war in France. To what degree
      Vietminh strategy after 1951 was predicated on its possible impact on French public opinion cannot be determined
      with certainty at the time of this writing. The first reference to the use of this factor as an aspect of the
      Party's revolutionary strategy had come in 1947 when Truong Chinh had suggested that "false
      negotiations" might be used as a means of obtaining a psychological advantage over the enemy. There was
      little further reference to this technique until 1953, perhaps because the French had previously shown little
      interest in a diplomatic settlement. But as declining public support for the war undermined the French
      government's capacity to carry on the war effort, the dynamic potential of this weapon must have become clear
      to Party leaders. The seeds of what would later be termed a "psychomilitary strategy"—destroying the
      enemy's will to fight through adroit military, political, and diplomatic maneuvers—had been
      planted.74
    


    
      How the struggle would have concluded had great power interests not intervened will never be known. By 1954, the
      Vietnamese revolution had become a hostage to the Cold War—to the rising determination of
      the United States to counter the expansive force of communism in Asia and the decision of Moscow and Beijing to
      moderate their own support for revolution in order to avoid a confrontation with Washington. The revolution had
      been caught in the vortex of events beyond the control of the Party. Whether or not it would be able to transform
      these events to its own advantage in the future remained to be seen.
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    Peace and Division (1954–1961)


    
      For the second time in less than a decade, a tenuous peace had come to Vietnam. And, as in September 1945, with
      the signing of the Geneva accords the focus of the Vietnamese revolution shifted temporarily from the military to
      the political. Although the Party leadership, now back in Hanoi after eight years in the wilderness, had reason
      to be disappointed at the elusiveness of total victory, the new situation did not justify unalloyed pessimism.
      For while policymakers in Washington might persuade themselves that moderate Vietnamese nationalism would now be
      able to rise above its historic weakness and develop a political maturity sufficient to guarantee the survival of
      a non-Communist state in the South, the Communists had a different perspective.
    


    
      To the DRV, the historical record spoke for itself. Trained to view social change through the prism of
      Marxist-Leninist class analysis, the Communists saw the bourgeois nationalists in the South as isolated from the
      masses, afflicted with inveterate factionalism, and tarred with the brush of collaboration with the imperialists.
      If they had posed little threat to the French colonial regime, they would be equally inept in providing an
      alternative force to the Communists in an extended struggle for power in South Vietnam.
    


    
      True, there were a few sources of moderate concern. For one, Ngo Dinh Diem, the prime minister of the new
      government, was a puzzle to the Communists, as to many of his other fellow-countrymen. Diem, who had been
      appointed to the post by Chief of State Bao Dai in June in the hope that he would appeal to the United States,
      was indeed something of an enigma. Descended from a family with connections at the imperial court in Hué, Diem
      was easily identified in Communist eyes with the reactionary feudal interests that had long ago been discredited
      in the fight for Vietnamese independence. On the other hand, Diem's credentials as a patriot were fairly
      impressive. In the early 1930s, he had resigned from Bao Dai's cabinet in Central Vietnam, allegedly in
      protest against the emperor's failure to win autonomy from the French. During the succeeding years, he had
      rigidly opposed all contacts with the French and, while reserving his primary hostility for
      the ICP, refused to grant his approval to Bao Dai's Associated State of Vietnam. Diem was one of the few
      prominent non-Communist nationalists in South Vietnam who could not be accused of collaborationist tendencies.
    


    
      Moreover, Djem, unlike most non-Communist figures in Vietnam, had a potential constituency that extended well
      beyond Saigon intellectual circles. A devout Roman Catholic, he had close ties with the church hierarchy in
      Vietnam and a bishop for a brother. In the aftermath of the Geneva Agreement, several hundred thousand Catholic
      refugees had fled the North for the South. As a rule, they were better educated and more politically
      sophisticated than their Buddhist compatriots. Organized and directed by Diem, they would provide a counterforce
      of considerable strength to the Communists in South Vietnam.
    


    
      A second source of disquiet for the Communists lay in the international situation. The Eisenhower administration
      had been openly dissatisfied with the negotiations at Geneva and had publicly disassociated itself from the
      political accords, which called for the holding of unification elections in both zones of Vietnam. At a press
      conference held not long after the shape of the settlement had begun to emerge, Secretary of State John Foster
      Dulles had warned bluntly that Washington would now turn its efforts to building up the non-Communist states in
      South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. By late summer, the United States was showing increasing signs of desiring to
      fill the gap that would be left by the imminent departure of the French from South Vietnam. In September, at
      Washington's urging, the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) was formed. Although South Vietnam was
      not formally included as a signatory (the Geneva Agreement had called for the neutralization of the new states in
      Indochina), it was covered by an "umbrella clause" attached to the treaty, which left the door open for
      U.S. military intervention in case of renewed violence anywhere in Indochina. It was too early to say with
      assurance how durable Washington's support for the new South Vietnamese government would be, but it was clear
      that Washington viewed South Vietnam as a potential bulwark against the further spread of communism on the
      Southeast Asian mainland.
    


    
      In contrast to the increasing militancy in Washington, support for the Vietnamese revolutionary cause in Moscow
      appeared lukewarm at best. The new Soviet leadership that had assumed power at the death of Stalin in the spring
      of 1953 appeared anxious to reduce Cold War tensions. For its own reasons, China was following the same path and
      at the Bandung Conference held in 1955 had committed itself to a policy of peaceful relations and noninterference
      in the internal affairs of the neutral states in the Third World. Although Beijing was dubious about the
      prospects for the holding of reunification elections, it did not feel that the time was ripe for the resumption
      of revolutionary war.1
    


    
      Yet, although neither Moscow nor Beijing appeared to view a resumption of the war in Vietnam
      as in its national interest, the general outlook in Hanoi must have appeared reasonably bright. The political
      declaration drafted at Geneva (agreed to by most of the conferees, but not by the Bao Dai government or the
      United States) had called for national elections throughout the country in 1956. Whether or not these elections
      ever took place, Diem's chances of stabilizing the situation in the South must have seemed dubious in Hanoi.
      Few objective observers gave the new regime in Saigon much chance for long-term survival. Reports sent back to
      Washington by U.S. intelligence sources in Vietnam in late 1954, for example, expressed pessimism as to whether
      Diem could do the job. Such views had little effect in Washington, however, for the decision by the Eisenhower
      administration to support the new government of Vietnam, then known as Free Vietnam, was based less on logic than
      on the emotional imperative to counter the further expansion of communism in Asia. In September, President
      Eisenhower sent a letter to Ngo Dinh Diem promising U.S. support in building up a viable non-Communist society in
      South Vietnam. Although the offer of support was carefully qualified, it was nevertheless a clear indication of
      Washington's growing commitment to the survival of an independent and non-Communist South Vietnam.
    


    
      Diem wasted no time in demonstrating that if he erred, it would not be on the side of inaction. Sensing that
      unity of command was crucial for the success of his government, he immediately took steps to gather power in his
      hands and put an end to the traditional fragmentation of South Vietnamese society. He had indeed a number of
      potential rivals: pro-French politicians clustered around Chief of State Bao Dai; the Binh Xuyen of Le Van Vien,
      the so-called river pirates who controlled crime and vice in Saigon and its sister city Cholon; and, of course,
      in the lower Mekong delta, the sects. During the winter, Diem moved rapidly and forcefully against these
      elements, and although official Washington had momentary misgivings and seriously considered withdrawing its
      support, Diem's gamble paid off. By April 1955, he was firmly in control. In October, after a hasty
      referendum organized by his younger brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, he replaced Bao Dai as chief of state. Diem's
      powerplay had been costly, however, for the sects, which had reluctantly cooperated with the Bao Dai regime
      against the Vietminh, were now alienated from Saigon. In his feisty effort to assert control over sect-held areas
      in the delta, Diem risked driving these crucial elements once again into the arms of the Communists.
    


    
      For the moment, the success of Diem's efforts soothed nervous souls in Washington, and the bleak outlook of
      the fall and winter of 1954-1955 was gradually replaced by a mood of cautious optimism. With American advice,
      Diem established a political system based loosely on the U.S. model and was elected the first president of the
      Republic of Vietnam (RVN). He also appeared willing, under heavy U.S. pressure, to attack
      one of the most important issues left over by the French colonial regime—the inequitable distribution of land in
      rural areas. In Ngo Dinh Diem, it seemed, the Eisenhower administration had discovered a charismatic leader who
      could subdue the inveterate factionalism that had for so long undermined the force of Vietnamese nationalism and
      create a cohesive force that could rival the tempered strength of Ho Chi Minh and his Communist Party.
    


    Communist Strategy in the
    South, 1954–1957


    
      For the Party leadership in Hanoi, Diem's early performance in the South was probably disconcerting, but not
      necessarily cause for alarm. Given the realities of the situation, an immediate resumption of revolutionary
      struggle in the South was out of the question. Above and beyond the reluctance of the Soviet Union and China to
      support a renewal of hostilities in Vietnam, there were persuasive domestic reasons to avoid a resumption of the
      conflict. The DRV would need time to consolidate its authority north of the 17th parallel. With the Party fully
      in control, the North would soon begin the arduous task of advancing toward socialism. As the Party leadership
      conceded, this would be a complex and difficult task in an underdeveloped society like North Vietnam. For the
      foreseeable future, precious natural and human resources would have to be transferred from revolutionary war to
      nation-building. After a decade of struggle, there was undoubtedly a tangible and natural desire, in the South as
      in the North, to taste the fruits of peace.2
    


    
      Under the circumstances, it is understandable that for the moment the Party leadership preferred to count on the
      implementation of the procedures set up at Geneva and to hope that unification elections could be held in order
      to avoid a costly and bitter struggle. Communist leaders in Hanoi appeared willing, at least for the time being,
      to pursue a peaceful course. At its Sixth Plenum, held in July 1954, the Central Committee declared its support
      for a political settlement, but warned that if such means failed it would not hesitate to resort to force once
      more.5 Party leaders may
      have reminded themselves in private (as they did occasionally in public) of the Marxist-Leninist teaching that
      revolutionary waves come in cycles, that a high tide must be followed by a trough, and that a period of
      regroupment is necessary before the next revolutionary outbreak.
    


    
      The immediate hope, of course, was for the holding of national elections as scheduled. There has been much
      speculation over whether the Hanoi Party leadership expected the elections to take place. In public, senior DRV
      officials expressed confidence on several occasions that the elections would be held and in
      1955 and for several years thereafter suggested consultations and the normalization of relations with the RVN in
      the South. In private, however, there may have been considerable skepticism. Prime Minister Pham Van Dong was
      quoted as remarking to one foreign observer: "You know as well as I do that there won't be
      elections." Once Ngo Dinb Diem had made known his refusal to hold consultations (the formal statement to
      that effect was issued in August 1955), the prospects for such elections obviously declined. Officially, however,
      the DRV attempted to maintain a positive posture on the issue, primarily to prevent lower-level cadres and
      sympathizers from becoming disillusioned and questioning the validity of Party strategy.4
    


    
      In the immediate post-Geneva period it was indeed difficult to predict whether or not the elections would ever be
      held. Even the Eisenhower administration, which had reason to fear the results, seemed prepared for the
      possibility that they would take place and hoped to set up stringent conditions that the Communists would find it
      impossible to accept. Under the circumstances, the Party leadership could only hope that the national elections
      would occur, for the outcome was likely to be a coalition government with Communist participation, a promising
      stepping-stone for a transition to a Communist-dominated government. At the same time, Party leaders were
      prepared to accept other eventualities, including a resumption of revolutionary war. Whatever their private hopes
      and fears, they had long since learned the necessity of maintaining flexibility in matters relating to the
      revolution. A Party directive issued sometime in the late summer or autumn of 1954, for example, observed that
      "we must be firm, long-suffering, and flexible. .... We will sain nothing bv beine imoatient or
      overbold."5
    


    
      For the moment, then, the Party attempted to prepare for either contingency. According to various estimates,
      between 50,000 and 90,000 Vietminh sympathizers went to the North after the accords while approximately 10,000 to
      15,000 remained in the South. Of the latter, some abandoned political activity, while others were directed to
      reorganize the Party and the front apparatus on a peacetime basis. Local leaders were instructed to avoid
      violence and to restrict their activities to peaceful and legal ones, such as the promotion of national
      elections. On the other hand, Party cadres in the South should act to protect the remaining revolutionary forces
      in the area and to maintain the security of the clandestine apparatus. Activities should be conducted on both the
      legal and semilegal level. Illegal methods were to be used only on a selective basis.6
    


    
      In public, Party activists behaved as though elections would be held on schedule. The various national salvation
      associations (the cuu quoc hoi), which had been affiliated with the Vietminh since
      the August Revolution, were disbanded and replaced by apparently innocuous functional organizations representing the various interest groups in society. The major political effort to promote
      the implementation of the Geneva accords took place in Saigon, where a movement among leftist intellectuals had
      operated with limited effectiveness during the War of Resistance. Less than two weeks after the signing of the
      agreement, a Saigon-Cholon Peace Movement (Phong trao Hoa binh Saigon-Cholon) was formed by several Saigon
      figures long active in Vietminh circles, including the lawyer Nguyen Huu Tho. The movement was designed
      specifically to attract non-Party intellectuals with patriotic inclinations who were considered potentially
      hostile to the Diem regime. Similar groups were set up on a small scale in rural villages sympathetic to the
      Communists.7
    


    
      The Party's clandestine organization was not totally dismantled, but it was reduced in size. The Central
      Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), the southern branch of the VWP Central Committee that had been set up in 1951
      to provide localized direction for the war in Cochin China, was abolished and replaced by a Regional Committee
      for the South (Xu uy Nam Bo). Below this committee were three interzone committees, responsible for five to seven
      provinces each. Le Duan, who had been the principal Party leader in the area during the last years of the war,
      remained in charge, with another southerner, Pham Hung, as his deputy.8 As before, headquarters for the secret Party leadership was
      deep in the Plain of Reeds.
    


    
      The Party's effort to avoid confrontation with the Saigon government was not particularly successful. Diem
      refused to play by Hanoi's rules and, far from permitting the old Vietminh apparatus to function on a legal
      basis, moved vigorously to dig it out root and branch. By the fall of 1954, government security forces had begun
      to harass the peace movement in Saigon. Several of its leaders were arrested and eventually the headquarters was
      closed down. In rural areas, Diem launched a "Denounce the Communists" (To
      Cong) campaign, with an emphasis on those areas where the Vietminh organization had
      traditionally been strong. Communist sources claim that 25,000 suspected Communist sympathizers were arrested,
      more than 1,000 were killed, and 4,231 were injured.9 Diem also declared ideological war on communism. Aided by his younger
      brother and political counselor Ngo Dinh Nhu, he set up several government-sponsored political organizations that
      were designed to compete with the Communists. Nhu made liberal use of Leninist organizational techniques. To
      provide an ideological alternative to communism, he attempted to popularize the philosophy of Personalism, a
      somewhat unwieldy combination of Catholic and Marxist concepts that stressed an amalgamation of Asian communalism
      and Western libertarianism as the foundation of the new society.
    


    
      Diem's determined efforts weakened the Communist apparatus in South Vietnam, and his somewhat unorthodox
      behavior presented the Party leadership with problems. Comments about Diem in a secret Party
      history of the period are revealing:
    


    
      Before Diem unveiled his treacherous face, the people only had a vague idea about him and his administration.
      Basically, they realized he was just another puppet and they thought he would be in power only for two years. But
      they did not know that he was dangerously crafty and different from the previous puppets. Some people in the
      upper strata and many Catholic refugees mistakenly regarded him as a revolutionary scholar. That is why when the
      U.S.-Diem versus France-Bao Dai clash took place, the people who resented the French and their lackeys were
      rather pleased to see them defeated by the U.S.-Diem; and a number of people even supported Diem.
    


    
      Diem paid a high price for his success, however, for his efforts to repress Communist-sponsored activities
      alienated many non-Communist Vietnamese. Heavy-handed censorship and arbitrary arrests of opposition figures
      angered Saigon's vociferous corps of intellectuals. In the rural areas corrupt and arrogant officials used
      their powers indiscriminately and sometimes with brutality. The law was utilized to carry out private vendettas,
      and the innocent were frequently compelled to pay bribes to avoid arrest.10
    


    
      Such insensitive behavior was undoubtedly a promising sign to Hanoi that the Saigon regime was on the road to
      self-destruction. In the short run, however, it placed the DRV in an awkward position at a time when Diem's
      adamant refusal to hold consultations obviously threw Hanoi's political strategy into question. In fact, the
      Party's immediate options were limited. In June and July, Ho Chi Minh and Truong Chinh visited Moscow and
      Beijing and received only lukewarm support from their chief allies in protesting against the breakdown of the
      peace process, for neither China nor the Soviet Union appeared anxious to resume a conflict that had brought the
      world to the brink of a Great Power confrontation. Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov made little protest
      against London's refusal to reconvene the Geneva Conference to discuss the issue. On his return to Hanoi, Ho
      warned his compatriots that they would have to rely above all on their own efforts to bring about reunification.
    


    
      In August 1955, the Central Committee convened its Eighth Plenum to consider a response and apparently decided
      that, for the time being, Diem's action should have no effect on the party's strategy toward the South.
      Primary emphasis would remain on political struggle, and armed activities were to be authorized only in
      exceptional circumstances. A communiqué issued after the meeting reiterated the Party's preference for
      unification by "peaceful means" and declared that priority would continue to be assigned to the program
      of building a socialist society in the North. As if to underline its preference for a peaceful solution, the
      plenum called for the formation of a broad new Fatherland Front (Mat tran To quoc) in the
      two zones to pressure the United States and the Diem administration to permit reunification elections.11
    


    
      But Diem's declaration of war placed heavy pressure on the revolutionary faithful in the South, who had to
      bear the full force of the government's repressive activities. Several Communist sources allude to the
      growing sentiment among the Party rank and file to adopt a more aggressive policy to protect and promote the
      revolution. Evidently, however, this sentiment was not immediately shared by all members of the new Regional
      Committee, which, in line with official policy in Hanoi, continued to agree that the policy of peaceful political
      struggle was "the only and correct strategy of struggle." When, in late summer, the committee held its
      first conference to consider the decisions of the Eighth Plenum in Hanoi, it apparently voiced its approval of
      existing policy, although it recommended that pressure be placed on the Diem regime to liberalize its policies
      and hold national elections.12 The effects of this strategy, however, were apparently beginning to
      damage the effectiveness of the revolutionary movement in the South. According to the official Party history, a
      number of cadres abandoned their belief in the revolutionary principles of Marxism-Leninism and turned to
      peaceful reformism. Those who attempted to resist the Diem regime were harassed by government security forces,
      and their organizations were broken up.
    


    
      Diem's repressive policies did have a salutary impact on one aspect of Party strategy One source of active
      resistance to the Saigon regime was the sect areas in the Mekong delta. Diem had aroused hostility among the
      sects by his campaign to bring them under his rule, and in late 1955 an alliance called the Vietnamese National
      Liberation Front (Mat tran Quoc gia Giai phong Viet Nam), which included Hoa Hao and Cao Dai elements as well as
      a number of Binh Xuyen under Vo Van Mong who had fled from Saigon to the countryside in order to escape
      Diem's persecution, was set up under the nominal command of the Hoa Hao military commander Ba Cut. Under
      constant harassment by government security forces, military units under Ba Cut's command were soon reduced to
      a sheer struggle for survival.
    


    
      The sects' relations with the Communists had been strained since shortly after the end of World War II, but
      now a shared hostility toward the Saigon regime reduced old resentments, and in late 1955 remnants of Ba
      Cut's forces met with Communist military commanders at a resistance base in the Plain of Reeds and agreed on
      a plan to coordinate their activities. For the most part, such forces avoided open confrontation with government
      armed forces, now being reorganized and strengthened with U.S. assistance under the new name of the Army of the
      Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and restricted their activities to remote areas, such as the Ca Mau Peninsula, the
      Plain of Reeds, and the Parrot's Beak. Many of the units under Party control, in fact,
      were stationed across the border in Cambodia's eastern provinces. According to Party histories, it was
      through such primitive military organizations that the first units of the future People's Liberation Armed
      Forces (PLAF) in the South began to take shape.13
    


    
      The first signs of a possible change in the Party's strategy in the South began to appear in the winter of
      1955-1956. According to one captured document, several delegations arrived from the North in the fall to help
      southern operatives reorganize their political and military apparatus. One military delegation was led by General
      Van Tien Dung, later to become commander of all revolutionary forces in South Vietnam. Reportedly, the primary
      objectives of Dung's trip were to set up new base areas and to consider the possible need for the further
      dispatch of reinforcements from the North, as well as to facilitate the proposed alliance between the Party's
      scattered forces in the Mekong delta and the religious sects. The following March, Le Duan, chairman of the new
      Regional Committee for the South, allegedly expressed his conviction at a meeting of the committee that the Party
      must begin preparations for a possible resumption of armed struggle. On the basis of Le Duan's statement, the
      committee reportedly approved a limited increase in the Party's local military forces, including the
      formation of twenty main force battalions and the mobilization of guerrilla squads in villages sympathetic to the
      revolution. Duan's views were presumably passed on to the Central Committee in Hanoi, which was preparing to
      convene its Ninth Plenum in mid-April.14
    


    
      If Le Duan's recommendation for a change in policy arrived in Hanoi in time for consideration by the Central
      Committee, the timing was not particularly opportune, for the plenum was apparently being held to consider major
      decisions on global Communist strategy reached at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet
      Union (CPSU) held in January The Moscow congress, the first to be held under the leadership of new CPSU party
      chief Nikita Khrushchev, had inaugurated a policy of peaceful coexistence with the West and approved a statement
      regarding the heightened possibilities of a peaceful transition to socialism. Such attitudes had presumably
      already been conveyed to VWP leaders in early April, when Anastas Mikoyan, on a visit to Hanoi to explain to
      Vietnamese comrades the results of the congress, called for strict observance of the Geneva accords and stressed
      the special importance of reunifying the two zones of Vietnam through nationwide elections.
    


    
      At the Ninth VWP Plenum, Truong Chinh, who had attended the CPSU congress along with the recently elected
      Politburo member Le Duc Tho, reported on the decisions reached in Moscow. Quoting the congress resolution on the
      importance of peaceful coexistence with the West, he criticized unnamed Party members who disagreed with the
      policy of reunification by peaceful means:
    


    
      There are some people who do not yet believe in the correctness of this political program
      and in the policy of peaceful reunification of the country, holding that these are illusory and reformist. The
      view of the CPSU 20th Congress on the form of transition to Socialism in different countries, and of the
      possibility of preventing war in the present era, has provided us with new reasons to be confident in the
      correctness of the policy of the Vietnamese Workers' Party and Fatherland Front in the struggle for national
      Reunification.15
    


    
      If there was opposition to the existing policy within the Party leadership, it did not prevail. At the close of
      the conference, the Central Committee approved a continuation of the policy of placing priority on political
      struggle. But there were signs that the Party was prepared to consider alternatives. The resolution issued at the
      close of the conference warned that:
    


    
      while we believe that it is possible to prevent war, we do not forget that as long as imperialism exists there
      will still be an economic basis for war, so the people of the world must continually strengthen the struggle for
      peace and must be very diligent toward the plots of those who start wars. While we acknowledge that some nations
      are capable of advancing to socialism via the path of peace, we must remember that since the bourgeois class
      still possesses a strong military and police apparatus and resolutely uses weapons to suppress the revolutionary
      movement, a fierce armed struggle to win political power will be unavoidable, so the proletarian class must
      prepare in advance.16
    


    
      Although the Vietnamese were not yet prepared to confront Nikita Khrushchev directly on the issue of peaceful
      coexistence, they were putting the new Soviet leader on notice that they were prepared to defend their own views
      on the proper path to socialism.
    


    
      That the confusion over policy at the highest levels of the Party was shared by other Party members and the
      population at large was reflected in a lengthy article printed in Nhan dan in
      mid-July. According to the writer, there was considerable disagreement and uncertainty over strategy among the
      Party faithful during the War of Resistance against the French. Some were overly optimistic and impatient for a
      quick victory. Others were pessimistic and doubted that the revolutionary forces would eventually triumph.
      Similar "complex ideas and illusions" were prevalent among many people and Party members today. People
      who are "simple in their thoughts" were sure in their minds that national elections would certainly be
      held and they became disappointed and pessimistic when the elections did not take place. Others are
      "reluctant to carry on a long and hard struggle" and search for a quick unification by abandoning
      peaceful methods. They fail to realize that the best means of achieving quick unification of the country is
      "to positively build up the North, positively to unite and struggle with perseverence and patience in the
      South, and not to be afraid of difficulties and hardship."
    


    
      Comments in the Party's official newspaper did not quiet the discontent. Most upset,
      understandably, were cadres from the South who had been regrouped to the North after the Geneva Conference for
      training and indoctrination. In a public letter written in June, Ho Chi Minh tried to reassure them by explaining
      the Party's policy of seeking reunification by peaceful means. The struggle would be a difficult and
      protracted one, he warned, and could not succeed until the North had been strengthened.17
    


    
      The continuing controversy within the Party leadership over the issue of reunification was reflected in the Tenth
      Plenum of the Central Committee, held in October of 1956. The Plenum was apparently convened in part to assess
      policy in the South in light of the international situation and the Diem regime's continuing refusal to hold
      consultations with the DRV on national elections. But the primary purpose of the meeting was to discuss errors
      committed during the recent land reform campaign in North Vietnam. Urged on by Chinese advisers, zealous elements
      within the leadership and rank and file of the Party and the government carried out a stringent program of land
      redistribution that confiscated the lands owned by landlord elements throughout the North. Several thousand were
      killed in the campaign, including many who had served loyally in the ranks of the Vietminh during the recent war
      against the French. Faced with widespread resentment, the Party leadership admitted that "mistakes and
      shortcomings" had been present. Truong Chinh, widely considered a major supporter of the program, was
      dismissed as general secretary, and a number of other Party and government officials, including Politburo member
      Le Van Luong, were also demoted.
    


    
      As a result of the furor over land reform, the Tenth Plenum was unable to devote sufficient time to the problem
      of reunification and asked the Politburo to research the problem for further consideration. According to Vo
      Nguyen Giap, a report presented by the Politburo at the conference had noted deficiencies in the public
      understanding of the problem and pointed out that the struggle for reunification was fundamentally a
      revolutionary task that would require an extended period of time.18
    


    
      It was at this point that Le Duan, head of the Party's Nam bo Regional Committee, wrote a document that is
      now described by Hanoi sources as of pivotal importance for the future course of the revolution in South Vietnam.
      Duan's The Path of Revolution in the South [Duong loi Cach mang mien Nam] was
      apparently presented as a proposal to the Eleventh Plenum, held in December.19 On the surface, Duan's viewpoint appeared to coincide
      with that of the advocates of a peaceful policy within the Central Committee. He conceded that at its present
      stage the Vietnamese revolution had two major tasks, building socialism in the North and liberating the South. He
      further agreed that the existing policy of peaceful political struggle in the South conformed to existing
      realities (i.e., the current weakness of the Party apparatus in South Vietnam). And the
      policy of peaceful reunification, he admitted, was in line with the conclusions recently reached at the Twentieth
      Congress of the CPSU earlier in the year and with the general situation in Vietnam and throughout the world.
    


    
      Yet Duan's apparent approval of the current line in Hanoi was somewhat deceptive, for in actuality the
      central thrust of his argument implied the need for a more vigorous approach to the revolution in the South.
      Although not formally deviating from the existing policy of peaceful struggle, he suggested that there was a
      difference between reformism, based on "legal and constitutional struggle," and the political struggle
      of a revolutionary movement which "takes the revolutionary political forces of the masses as its
      foundation." Clearly, Duan desired a more aggressive and activist approach to political struggle than the
      one that was currently being followed.
    


    
      Moreover, Le Duan contended that the Party, as the vanguard of the revolutionary process, must be ready to lead
      the masses to seize power. Otherwise, a favorable opportunity to overthrow the reactionary regime in Saigon might
      be wasted. Such an occasion had arisen in 1945, he pointed out, when the Soviet Union and its allies had defeated
      the fascist armies of imperial Japan. At that time the Vietnamese revolutionary forces were able to seize power
      with relative ease, as they had been preparing the ground since 1936. If the party had not readied its strength
      beforehand, the favorable conditions might have changed and the August Revolution would not have occurred. Today,
      he warned, many cadres responsible for guiding the revolutionary movement regrettably "had not yet firmly
      understood the strength of the revolutionary masses" and thus failed to lead them in a political struggle
      against the reactionary regime.
    


    
      To sum up, Le Duan's pamphlet, although not recommending (as is sometimes asserted) a major shift toward a
      more military approach in the South, did appeal for an increased effort to promote reunification and, if
      necessary, to prepare for a possible revolutionary upsurge to come. The vision was more Leninist than Maoist, of
      an uprising on the model of 1917 or 1945 rather than of a people's war along the lines of the Chinese Civil
      War or the recent War of Resistance against the French. But it did leave open the possibility that the struggle
      to complete the unification of the two zones might require the resumption of revolutionary war.
    


    
      Le Duan's short treatise was taken up at the Eleventh Plenum of the Central Committee held in December, and
      it undoubtedly provoked lively discussion. In view of the high regard in which the pamphlet is currently held in
      Hanoi—it is frequently described as a document of "pivotal importance" in the history of the Vietnamese
      revolutionary movement—it seems probable that his proposal, which in any event seemed to coincide with the
      inclination of the Politburo at the time of the October conference, served as the basis for a new consensus
      within the Party leadership on the need for a more aggressive policy in the South. The plenum apparently did not
      approve a major shift in the Party line. An article published in the Party's theoretical
      journal, Hoc tap, and reprinted in Nhan dan a few days
      after the conference said that the consolidation of the North was still the primary task. "We must not allow
      the winning over of the South," it said, "to detract from the requirements of consolidating the
      North."20 But the
      plenum did approve a new policy of punishing selected enemies of the revolution in South Vietnam. According to a
      Communist defector, the purpose of the new approach was to protect the Party's southern apparatus by throwing
      fear into the ranks of the enemy and creating confidence among the masses that the revolutionary movement was
      able to take care of its own.
    


    
      The decisions reached at the Eleventh Plenum were transmitted to the Committee for the South. That committee had
      already met in the same month to consider a directive entitled "The situation and missions of the revolution
      in the South," which the Politburo had addressed to them the previous June. In that directive, the Politburo
      had concluded that although the problem in South Vietnam was primarily political rather than military, "that
      does not preclude armed self-defense under certain circumstances," and stressed the need to consolidate
      existing revolutionary forces and bases in the South to meet any future contingency. At its meeting in December,
      the committee responded:
    


    
      Due to the needs of the revolutionary movement in the South, to a certain extent it is necessary to have
      self-defense and armed propaganda forces in order to support the political struggle and use them eventually to
      overthrow U.S.-Diem . . . The path of advance of the revolution in the South is to use a violent general uprising
      to win political power.
    


    
      This policy, of course, reflected the view of chairman Le Duan as expressed in his recently written pamphlet
      The Path of Revolution in the South. Evidently, however, it was only now that he won
      the approval for that approach from some members of the Regional Committee. According to one secret Party
      history, many members of the southern leadership were reluctant to abandon their conviction of the validity of
      the line of peaceful struggle and the possibility of reunification elections and "did not clearly set forth
      the essential role of the armed struggle in respect to the revolutionary line." In consequence, they had
      undertaken inadequate efforts to train and arm the masses and to build up the revolutionary armed forces in
      preparation for a resumption of armed struggle. Only in late 1956, "through central's guidance"
      (perhaps a reference to the June directive from the Politburo), did the Committee correctly reassess the
      situation and recognize clearly "that revolution was the only correct way to lead the South Vietnamese
      people toward taking over the administration."21
    


    
      If this interpretation is correct, Le Duan's criticism of cadres who had failed to understand the strength of
      the revolutionary masses may have been directed at fellow members of the southern leadership, and his decision to
      present his case to the Central Committee may have been a means of appealing over the heads
      of the Committee members to the Party leadership in Hanoi. Fortunately for him, as we have seen, key Party
      leaders were themselves coming to similar conclusions.
    


    
      The results of the new policy in the South began to appear early in 1957, when observers noted a significant
      increase in terrorist activities directed at government officials or other key personnel in rural areas of South
      Vietnam. Hanoi sources claimed that those targeted for punishment were normally corrupt officials, "cruel
      tyrants," "wicked landlords," and "traitors." Critics charged that many of those
      eliminated were people considered more dangerous to the movement: honest village officials and popular teachers
      who might lead the masses astray. Corrupt elements, considered by the Party as their best (if unwitting) allies,
      were frequently left alone. Whether or not that was official policy is not easy to say. Internal Party documents
      frequently criticized arbitrary terrorism while recognizing the value of a carefully planned policy of
      "elimination of traitors" as a means of promoting the growth of the movement.22
    


    
      Hanoi's growing preoccupation with the possibility of a return to armed struggle was underscored in March
      1957 when the Twelfth Plenum approved a program to modernize the armed forces.23 The work of consolidating national defense and
      building the people's army, to be known formally as the Peopled Army of Vietnam, or PAVN, announced the
      official communiqué, "is one of the main tasks of the whole party and people." In what may have been a
      gesture to the peace faction, it also appealed to the two cochairs of the Geneva Conference to call once again on
      Ngo Dinh Diem to hold consultations and agree to a normalization of relations between the two zones. The DRV, it
      said, would be willing if necessary to delay unification by ten to fifteen years.24
    


    
      Active consideration of a change of strategy in Hanoi highlighted the need for much organizational work in the
      South before a resumption of revolutionary war could be seriously considered. First and foremost, the Party had
      to rebuild its apparatus in the countryside. Diem's repressive efforts had seriously depleted the movement,
      particularly in provinces in the Mekong delta and along the central coast that had traditionally been sympathetic
      to the revolution. Now conditions in rural areas had to be surveyed, and provinces pinpointed where the presence
      of the government was weak or particularly resented. In villages sympathetic to the revolution, local cadres had
      to initiate the painstaking process of organization and recruitment in preparation for a possible revolutionary
      upsurge.
    


    
      Thanks to Diem, in many areas they had a receptive audience. In those villages where the Vietminh had been active
      in the war against the French, land had been distributed among the poor and the landlords driven off. By 1952,
      400,000 acres had already been divided among more than 250,000 peasants in Cochin China
      alone. After 1954, the landlords had returned and with government assistance had reclaimed their property. Some
      attempted to collect back rents from their tenants or raised the current level to exorbitant rates, sometimes to
      more than 50 percent of the annual harvest. Corruption, official arrogance, and abuse in the application of the
      "Denounce the Communists" campaign added fuel to peasant resentment.
    


    
      The RVN was not totally inactive in attempting to fill the vacuum at the local level. In order to strengthen
      Saigon's influence in the villages, Diem replaced elected administrative councils (first established by the
      Bao Dai regime in 1953) with appointed village heads. To provide evidence that the government was interested in
      providing services to the people, Saigon set up the Civic Action Program to send idealistic young cadres to the
      rural villages to encourage local development and self-help projects. Finally, in October 1956, the government
      passed a land reform program to establish a more equitable distribution of land in rural areas.
    


    
      None of these programs had the desired results. The imposition of government-appointed village heads was resented
      as an effort to reduce village autonomy. The Civic Action Program was plagued from the start by corruption,
      inefficiency, and a lack of adequate financial support. Although the land reform program arguably represented a
      step forward, it suffered by comparison with the reforms previously instituted by the Vietminh. Under the latter
      poor peasants had received land without charge; under the government program they were compelled to compensate
      the previous owner. Moreover, the amount of land ticketed for possible transfer was simply inadequate: Landowners
      were allowed to retain up to 250 acres of cultivated land for their own use. Two years after the program had been
      put in operation, less than 10 percent of the eligible peasants in South Vietnam had received land.
    


    
      Although the Communists had little reason to fear that the new government regulations would rally the rural
      population to the side of the RVN, they did face a dilemma with their own program. The return of the landlord
      class to liberated areas after 1954 had led to rent increases and the seizure of land previously distributed by
      the Vietminh to the poor. The Party wished to defend the interests of the poor villagers but, as had been the
      case during the struggle against the French, they hoped to avoid alienating patriotic elements among the landed
      gentry or frightening urban moderates. They therefore approached the issue with caution. The Party's new
      rural program in the South was directed not at reducing rents, but at maintaining them at existing levels. As for
      the land seizures, cadres were instructed to inform the peasants that although land transfers completed during
      the pre-Geneva period were valid, this was not equivalent to granting permanent title to the new landholder, and
      peasants who had received such land were encouraged to make private arrangements for purchases from the previous
      owner.25 Party documents acknowledged that it might be difficult to explain the new policy to poor
      villagers. As during the previous conflict, the Party was having problems in setting up a program that could win
      support from both the patriotic gentry and the poorer peasants in the countryside.
    


    The International
    Situation


    
      Apparently the attitude of the Soviet Union was one major reason for Hanoi's hesitation in embarking on a
      more active path in the South. For despite Le Duan's optimism about the favorable international situation,
      Moscow's new global strategy still presented a serious dilemma to the party leadership. Without Soviet
      military aid and diplomatic support Hanoi could hardly hope to achieve its major objectives, in the South or in
      the North. To guarantee the stability of the Moscow connection, the DRV had publicly adhered to a policy of close
      alliance with the USSR. Yet the Soviet leadership appeared firmly opposed to any exacerbation of the situation in
      Vietnam that could heighten world tensions and disturb the current emphasis on peaceful coexistence. In January,
      the Soviet Union had made a surprise announcement, proposing the admission of both Vietnamese states into the
      United Nations. Hanoi had apparently not been consulted. This may have been the reason for visits by several
      high-ranking Party figures to Moscow during 1957. Le Duan (who had been recalled to Hanoi sometime in early 1957
      to become acting general secretary of the Party) visited Moscow shortly after the proposal was made, and it was
      subsequently dropped. In July, Ho Chi Minh himself embarked on an extended state visit to the USSR and other
      Eastern European countries. On his return at the end of the August, he claimed that he had achieved "unity
      of views" with fraternal countries in the socialist camp. Then, in October, he departed again in the company
      of Le Duan for Moscow to attend the fortieth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution and the Conference of
      Communist and Workers' Parties in Socialist Countries. According to one Communist source, the visit was
      "one of the pivotal events" in the modern history of Vietnam.26
    


    
      Hanoi's basic objective was evidently to win bloc support for a possible renewal of revolutionary war in the
      South and to obtain the promise of increased aid for that purpose from Moscow. In the first instance, the Party
      was at least partly successful, for the conference communiqué, while emphasizing the possibility of a peaceful
      transition to socialism, added: "In conditions in which the exploiting classes resort to violence against
      the people, it is necessary to bear in mind another possibility—the non-peaceful transition to socialism.
      Leninism teaches and history confirms that the ruling classes never relinquish power voluntarily."
    


    
      The statement may have been drafted and inserted into the communiqué at the behest of Ho Chi Minh, since it
      closely resembled a declaration he had made at the Ninth Plenum of the VWP in April 1956. In
      any event, there seems little doubt that it had been included at the insistence of the Vietnamese delegation at
      the conference, which had reportedly pointed out that although the possibility of a peaceful road to socialism
      did exist, the use of revolutionary violence to crush the administrative apparatus of the bourgeoisie was
      "the general rule," even in the capitalist countries of the West.27
    


    
      Such quotes suggest strongly that a majority in the Party leadership had now come around to the belief that a
      policy of armed struggle might ultimately be necessary to achieve victory in the revolution in the South. The
      rise of Le Duan, an outspoken advocate of an activist policy to achieve national reunification, to the position
      of acting general secretary of the Party— replacing the recently demoted Truong Chinh—adds evidence to the
      supposition.
    


    
      How effective Vietnamese representations were in persuading the Soviet leadership to accede to these views,
      however, is another matter. After Ho Chi Minh's visit in late 1957, although Soviet aid levels to the DRV
      rose, Moscow continued to withhold any formal endorsement of a strategy of revolutionary violence in South
      Vietnam.
    


    
      Hanoi's relations with China were apparently equally fragile. Khrushchev's de-Stalinization speech in
      January, Soviet intervention in Hungary and Poland, and Moscow's new emphasis on peaceful coexistence with
      the West, all aroused concern in Beijing. In November Zhou Enlai made a short visit to the DRV, in part to
      solicit Hanoi's support for China's criticism of "great nation chauvinism" (an oblique swipe at
      Moscow). In turn, Vietnamese leaders hoped to use the trip to persuade the PRC to support an effort to reconvene
      the Geneva Conference. In the end, neither side was satisfied. Hanoi, wary of angering Moscow, sidestepped
      China's bid for support against the USSR, while Zhou in turn avoided his hosts' efforts to win
      China's support on the issue of national reunification. Chinese leaders had already made it clear that they
      opposed a return to revolutionary war in South Vietnam. According to Vietnamese sources, in November 1956 Mao
      Zedong told Vietnamese leaders: "The problem of a divided Vietnam cannot be resolved in a brief period of
      time, but will be protracted. If ten years is not enough, it may take one hundred . . ."28
    


    
      By the end of 1957, then, the shape of Hanoi's dilemma was beginning to come into clear focus. In South
      Vietnam, the Diem regime, to the surprise of Party leaders, was beginning to stabilize, resulting in increased
      pressure on the beleaguered revolutionary movement there. Yet the Party leadership in the North was in a poor
      position to respond. The peace process set in place by the Geneva Conference had broken down, and Hanoi's
      chief allies were in no mood to take up the cause. The North was just about to embark on the difficult road to
      socialist transformation and had precious few resources to allocate to a strengthening of its armed forces. Under
      the circumstances, as General Vo Nguyen Giap pointed out to a unit of southern regroupees stationed in Hanoi in a speech in late December, the struggle for national reunification would be
      "protracted and arduous."29
    


    The Darkest Hour


    
      The historian, searching for the roots of what would later be called the "Second Indochina War," could
      make a persuasive case that the first two steps in the escalation of the conflict occurred in 1955, when Diem
      launched his "Denounce the Communists" campaign, and in 1956, when Hanoi responded by permitting its
      followers in the South to take limited measures in self-defense. From this limited "challenge and
      response" the more dangerous armed confrontation gradually emerged. Before the end of 1957, several hundred
      RVN officials had been assassinated by revolutionary activists. The Saigon regime was quick to react, and during
      1957 it intensified its campaign against the Communists and other groups hostile to the Diem regime. More than
      2,000 suspected Communists had been killed and another 65,000 arrested before the end of the year. For the first
      time, ARVN military units attacked Communist base areas in the Plain of Reeds, on the Ca Mau peninsula, and in
      Zone D, one of the Party's major base areas, north of Saigon, causing severe losses to the revolutionary
      infrastructure. In contested villages, carefully constructed self-defense units were broken up and the sect
      armies were reduced to a mere token force. Party membership in the South, which had stood at about 5,000 in
      mid-1957, had fallen to one-third that level by the end of the year. Party histories concede the difficulties
      faced during this period, admitting that RVN efforts reduced the prestige as well as the real strength of the
      revolutionary movement and "significantly weakened its ability to carry on the struggle." It was, in
      the words of one historian in Hanoi, "the darkest period" for the revolution in the South.30
    


    
      In desperation, local leaders in many areas began to act on their own initiative. Organized armed units were
      formed, even though this violated the Party line. Such was the case in Quang Ngai Province, long a stronghold of
      revolutionary sentiment and a frequent target of ARVN military sweeps. At the other end of the country, several
      units at company strength began to operate in the U Minh forest in response to Saigon's attacks. By mid-1958
      a battalion had been established in Zone D. And by the end of the year, a "command of the People's Armed
      Forces in Western Nam Bo" was set up to coordinate activities with the General Staff of the remaining sect
      armed forces who, with two battalions of their own, were still operating in several provinces of the Mekong
      delta. Tran Van Giau, in the article cited above, described this period as the "embryonic stage" of
      revolutionary war, characterized by unarmed, partially armed, or armed self-defense actions in overt legal struggle of the masses. The primary focus of revolutionary activity was north of
      Saigon, in the Communist redoubt of Zone D. This area had several advantages for an insurgency movement. It was
      heavily forested and therefore difficult for the government to penetrate; it was close to the Cambodian border, a
      classical advantage in Maoist people's war; and it was relatively accessible to the two major potential focal
      regions of Communist activity, the lower delta provinces and the Central Highlands. Hereafter it would become a
      key base area for the revolution.
    


    
      For the most part, the fledgling revolutionary armed forces, soon to become known to the world as the Viet Cong
      (a derogatory term used by the Saigon government and translated as "Vietnamese Communists"), at first
      limited their operations to defensive activities. But occasionally they took offensive actions in selected areas,
      using guerrilla techniques to launch ambushes on ARVN units and on remote Saigon-controlled villages or military
      outposts. Much of this activity took place in the Central I lighlands, a region that until now had been
      relatively uninvolved in the Vietnamese revolution. Communist units had been active in the area since the
      mid-1930s, when revolts by the local minority tribesmen had led to the formation of a few resistance bases in the
      northern provinces. And in 1945, rebel hill peoples in the mountainous Western half of Quang Ngai Province had
      actively supported the uprising in Ba To District near the coast.
    


    
      But the Vietminh did not attempt to exploit the area systematically until 1953, when Communist military leaders
      in the coastal provinces south of Da Nang (the famous Interzone V) were ordered to coordinate their activities
      with the main battlefield in the North. In the Central Highlands, the Party made some effort to integrate the
      disparate tribal groups into the National Union Front and set up a series of small liberated bases along the
      ridge of the Annamite Mountains, which cut through the heart of the area. But the minority peoples of the region,
      racially more distinct from the lowland Vietnamese than their counterparts in the North, were harder to organize
      and the area remained a backwater of the revolution during the war against the French.
    


    
      The end of the war brought change to the peoples of the highlands. The Diem regime settled many Catholic refugees
      from the North in so-called rural development centers in relatively unpopulated areas in the highland provinces.
      In many cases these centers transgressed upon the traditional land rights of minority peoples, who were
      frequently compelled by the low fertility of the land to move their fields. Arrogant attitudes by the RVN's
      civil and military representatives exacerbated the natural suspicions between the minorities in the area and the
      Vietnamese government in Saigon, which made little effort to respond to minority susceptibilities. By 1958, the
      situation had deteriorated so badly that some minority groups revolted and demanded autonomy from the central
      government.
    


    
      By contrast, Communist strategy was carefully crafted to avoid arousing the suspicion of
      local minorities. Since the 1930s, ICP policies had stressed a cautious approach that emphasized respect for
      local customs, equality of treatment, and political autonomy, and avoided any references to communism. After
      Geneva, more than 1,000 minority cadres were sent north for training at the Central Minority School in Hanoi.
      Soon they began to be infiltrated back into the Central Highlands where, with the aid of local peoples, they set
      up several small revolutionary bases in remote mountain areas.31 One Communist report claims that during the late 1950s more than 100
      villages in the highlands came under revolutionary administration.
    


    
      At first the Party's forces in the area avoided armed struggle, in accordance with instructions from Hanoi.
      Revolutionary elements were forced to operate in secret in order to avoid government repression and to retain
      their revolutionary bases in the mountainous western sectors of the region. Self-defense units were formed in
      villages sympathetic to the cause, but, in order to avoid arousing suspicion by the authorities, their mission
      was described as protection against bandits.
    


    
      By the summer of 1956, however, the area once again began to stir with unrest. In lowland districts in Quang Ngai
      Province, demonstrations organized by Party agitators broke out against the RVN presidential elections. In the
      turmoil, a few government officials were assassinated. When Saigon struck back and tried to destroy the
      revolutionary bases, the local revolutionary forces attempted to retaliate and then retreated into the mountains,
      where they began to make plans to expand their activities.
    


    
      With the receipt of a copy of Le Duan's The Path of Revolution in the South,
      which suggested that a more vigorous approach would be required to overthrow the reactionary Diem regime, Vo Chi
      Cong, one of the top Party leaders in the area, sent two cadres to the higher echelons to report the situation in
      Quang Ngai Province and request directives. According to Communist accounts, Tran Nam Trung, head of the Regional
      Committee for Central Vietnam and himself a veteran of the Ba To uprising in 1945, approved on his own initiative
      Cong's request to make preparations for armed struggle in the area "pending the establishment of a new
      line."32 But he
      cautioned the Quang Ngai leadership to act with discretion in order to avoid government reprisals and to obtain
      approval from higher echelons before launching an actual revolt. In July 1958, a meeting of representatives of
      various ethnic groups in the area was convened under Party leadership in upland Tra Bong District to draw up
      tentative plans for an armed uprising. In the meantime, three large base areas were to be set up in both lowland
      and upland districts of the province so that resistance elements in the lowland areas could retreat to the
      mountains when necessary. Radical youths were to be recruited and sent to Tra Bong to train and to help form
      combat villages and armed units in upland areas. In March 1959, a forty-five-man provincial
      platoon composed of minority tribesmen was set up, the first in the area since 1954. There was a strong
      temptation to launch armed attacks on local villages, but orders from higher levels were to await the
      promulgation of a new military line.33
    


    The Year of Decision,
    1959


    
      Up to now, the Party leadership in Hanoi had resisted a decision to escalate the conflict to a higher level of
      violence, despite appeals from some quarters in the South. Not only had Beijing advised strongly against it, but
      the DRV had just launched the first stages of a program to carry out socialist transformation in the North. A
      plan to collectivize the countryside had just gotten under way, and a three-year program to begin the process of
      socialist industrialization had been announced. Sometime in 1958, a directive entitled "Situation and Tasks
      for '59," presumably drawn up by Party strategists in Hanoi for transmission to the southern leadership,
      conceded the difficulties faced by the revolutionary movement in South Vietnam, but did not approve a change in
      policy. From the context it seems clear that Hanoi continued to question the revolutionary consciousness of the
      masses and the ability and readiness of the Party's organization in the South to lead them. According to the
      directive, the struggle movement against the Diem administration was beginning to develop strongly, but it was
      still scattered and lacked a strong sense of political awareness. Unrest was widespread, but it was often
      spontaneous and rarely under Party leadership. Moreover, many members of the Party organization in the South
      still lacked a clear sense of the current Party line. Although that situation had improved since 1956, when the
      Eleventh Plenum had approved the new more activist line, many cadres were still too pessimistic in their
      evaluation of the situation and leaned toward a "reformist" policy rather than one of leading the
      masses in the political struggle. Others (from the context it appears that this was considered to be a lesser
      problem) were guilty of a "leftist deviation," that is, of emphasizing the need for armed
      struggle.34
    


    
      Sometime in late 1958, Le Duan made a secret inspection trip to South Vietnam, presumably to evaluate the
      situation there in preparation for a major policy review by the Central Committee in Hanoi. Le Duan's report
      on his return to the DRV was presented at the Fifteenth Plenum of the Central Committee in January; it had
      fateful consequences.35
    


    
      Curiously, for many years there were few published references to this conference in the official press. The
      Outline History, for example, described it simply as "an important
      conference."36 Even
      today, excerpts from documents approved at the plenum rarely appear in collections of source materials related to
      the war. Yet, as sources in Hanoi now concede, the meeting was "an extremely important
      milestone" in the history of modern Vietnam because it marked the decision to resort to a policy of
      revolutionary war to bring about the reunification of the country. As the Conference resolution states:
    


    
      The fundamental path of development for the revolution in South Vietnam is that of violent struggle. Based on the
      concrete conditions and existing requirements of revolution, then, the road of violent struggle is: use the
      strength of the masses, with the political strength as the main factor, combined with military strength to a
      greater or lesser degree depending on the situation, in order to overthrow the ruling power of the imperialist
      and feudalist forces and build the revolutionary power of the people.
    


    
      The resolution affirmed that final victory in the South would be a protracted and a difficult one, but it clearly
      appeared to be uncertain on how to achieve it:
    


    
      In the process of difficult and complicated struggle, political struggle will be the main form, but because the
      enemy is determined to drown the revolution in blood, and because of the . . . revolutionary mood in the South,
      it will be necessary to a certain extent to adopt methods of self-defense and armed propaganda activities to
      assist the political struggle . . . But in the process of using self-defense and armed propaganda units, it is
      necessary to grasp thoroughly the principle of emphasizing political strength.37
    


    
      Why was the decision made at this time? Hanoi sources imply that there were two main reasons. On the one hand,
      popular resentment against the Diem regime had reached significant proportions, creating a potential
      revolutionary situation. At the same time, Saigon's policy of terrorizing the opposition had seriously
      weakened the revolutionary organization in the South and threatened its very survival. According to the
      Outline History:
    


    
      The US imperialists' policy of enslavement and war-provocation, the Ngo Dinh Diem clique's acts or [sic]
      terrorism and national treachery had caused utter suffering and tensions in the people's life in the South.
      As 1959 began, the people's life was seriously in danger. The people from various walks of life were seething
      with anger. Workers and peasants were especially excited and eager to struggle. They felt they could no longer
      live under the US-Diem regime but should rise up in a life and death struggle with the enemy.38
    


    
      In fact, knowledgeable sources in Vietnam now agree that a prime reason for the decision to shift to a strategy
      of revolutionary war was the anguished appeals from leading members of the movement in the South to provide them
      with the means to defend themselves. Some of the delegates in attendance at the Fifteenth Plenum were southern
      cadres who had been brought to Hanoi for the occasion. Others were regroupees who had left the South after the
      Geneva Conference. They argued that if the insurgent forces in the South were not allowed to
      make use of armed struggle in conjunction with political activities, the revolutionary movement might be
      destroyed.39
    


    
      Despite the pleas from southern delegates for an escalation of the struggle in the South, there were apparently
      (in the words of one captured document) "many opinions and hesitancies" within the conference over how
      to respond to the situation. Undoubtedly, some leading Party members in the North were reluctant to embark on a
      perilous road in the South in the face of disapproval from Moscow and Beijing and just at the time when the DRV
      was beginning its own fateful march to socialism. Others may have feared the possibility of U.S. intervention.
    


    
      Even so, it is probably misleading to portray the debate at the Fifteenth Plenum, as some do, as one between
      cautious northerners and militant southerners, and to contend that the former preferred a peaceful political
      solution and were compelled against their better judgment to accept a military one. As we have seen, there were
      advocates of a purely political approach in the South, while at the same time a number of leading Party figures
      in the North (probably including Le Duan, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Ho Chi Minh himself) had clearly been aware for
      years that revolutionary violence might eventually be required to bring about reunification. In that sense, the
      debate at the Fifteenth Plenum was more a matter of timing and the proper balance of political and military forms
      of struggle than about whether to shift to a more aggressive approach. To militant southerners like Tran Van Tra,
      Party leaders in the North may have seemed like timid bureaucrats; to experienced revolutionary veterans in
      Hanoi, headstrong young commanders in the South were unaware of the need to balance the needs of the
      revolutionary movement in South Vietnam with the requirements of the domestic and the international
      situations.40
    


    
      The decision reached at the Fifteenth Plenum in January 1959, cautious and uncertain as it was, was indeed a
      fateful step in the history of modern Vietnam. By giving approval to a policy of revolutionary violence to bring
      about reunification between the North and the South, even at the price of friction with its allies and a possible
      delay in socialist transformation, Hanoi was embarking on a journey from which there would be no turning back
      until the moment of triumph in April 1975.
    


    The Period of Spontaneous
    Uprisings


    
      The decision to turn to a strategy of revolutionary war in the South reflected a growing consensus in Hanoi that
      although Diem's growing political weakness was still a major factor—indeed, it was the trump card of the
      insur gency—a purely political effort would be insufficient to overthrow the Saigon regime. The appointment of Le
      Duan as acting general secretary and Hanoi's efforts to persuade the Soviet Union to consider Vietnam as a
      possible exception to the worldwide application of "peaceful roads to power"
      suggest that key figures in the Politburo, at least, had by now come to that conclusion. If that was the case,
      the primarily political armed propaganda units that had characterized the Party's military effort during the
      August Revolution and that were once again the predominant form of insurgency organization in the South would be
      unable to counter ARVN forces, which were being armed and trained for conventional combat by the United States.
      More would be required. How much more would become a matter of debate.
    


    
      For the moment, then, it is probable that Party strategists in Hanoi were compelled to improvise a response to
      the needs of their compatriots in the South. It seems clear that by now senior Party strategists had come to
      recognize that neither the August Revolution nor the Maoist three-stage model that had been applied during the
      early stages of the war against the French would be appropriate in new conditions. What remained was a broad
      informal approach sometimes called simply "revolutionary war." As described by Le Duan, who may indeed
      have been the primary architect and advocate of the new approach, the revolutionary forces in the South should
      for the moment continue to rely primarily on political struggle to move toward a general insurrection while at
      the same time enlarging base areas and actively building up military strength in order to push the movement
      forward.41
    


    
      It is also likely that the Party leadership had a different scenario in mind for the final leap to victory than
      had been applied during the previous conflict. There was apparently considerable optimism that victory could be
      achieved without resort to a final stage of large-scale military offensive. The underlying weakness of the Diem
      regime was becoming more apparent day by day. This weakness was the Communists' strength. If the various
      opportunities for legal and illegal struggle could be effectively utilized, the "political force of the
      masses" could be mobilized and, in conjunction with the armed strength of revolutionary forces in the South,
      bring the Saigon regime to its knees through a general uprising launched both in the cities and in the
      countryside. Alternatively, a progressive disintegration of the Diem regime could lead to negotiations and the
      formation of a coalition government with active participation by the Communists.
    


    
      The apparent effort to avoid an open militarization of the struggle in the South was not simply a reflection of
      Hanoi's desire to limit the costs of the conflict or to accede to Moscow's desire to prevent the
      Vietnamese revolution from becoming a major issue in East-West relations. More importantly, it probably reflected
      a desire to dissuade the United States from becoming more openly involved, an occurrence that would change the
      character of the conflict and possibly lead to a repetition of the high-level military confrontation that had
      taken place in the struggle against the French. At a minimum, the Fifteenth Plenum had recognized that the
      existing U.S. presence in the South made a protracted struggle probable. If the civil struggle in the South could be kept from escalating into a major military conflict, the likelihood of increased
      U.S. involvement could be minimized.
    


    
      By May, the Politburo had drawn up operational directives based on the decisions taken at the January plenum and
      communicated them to the Party leadership in the South. During the remainder of the year, preparations were
      undertaken to move to the new stage. To assist in the process, regroupees began returning from the North to
      provide the southern insurgency with a nucleus of experienced and loyal cadres. Of the approximately 90,000 who
      had gone North in 1954, some of the most dedicated had received training at the Xuan Mai Training School near
      Hanoi in preparation for a possible resumption of revolution in the South. Now they were infiltrated back into
      South Vietnam in groups of forty to fifty or more, normally travelling by truck to Laos and then continuing on
      foot into South Vietnam. On their arrival, they were placed in leading positions within the insurgency appara
      tus.42
    


    
      Throughout 1959 the level of conflict in South Vietnam intensified. According to Communist statistics, during the
      first six months of the year, there were 2,134 "struggles" in South Vietnam, with more than 500,000
      participants. A few involved raids by combat units on ARVN posts, mostly north and northwest of Saigon, but most
      consisted simply of mass demonstrations instigated and led by Party cadres. A Communist historian claims that by
      the end of the year the insurgents had inflicted 4,000 casualties on the enemy while capturing 2,000
      weapons.43
    


    
      The rise in revolutionary activity elicited a quick response from Saigon. Under a new law entitled 10-59, the
      government launched a new effort to round up Communists and break the back of the insurgency. The new regulations
      increased the penalties for subversive activity and allowed anyone convicted of acts of sabotage or infringement
      of national security to be tried and sentenced to death by special roving military tribunals. ARVN forces also
      struck hard against Communist base areas in the Plain of Reeds and the terre rouge
      areas northwest of Saigon. Finally, in an effort to achieve better control over the rural areas and to isolate
      villages from revolutionary influence, Diem ordered the establishment of so-called rural community development
      centers, or "agrovilles," at strategic locations throughout the country. In theory, the new
      organizations, consisting of some 300 to 500 rural families each, would provide both the benefits of urban
      civilization (such as education, health, and sanitation) and security from outside attack. In actuality, the
      agrovilles fell victim to the general incompetence of the Saigon regime. They were widely disliked by peasants,
      who were compelled to leave their ancestral villages and were herded, often by force, into a sterile new
      environment where they were compelled to use their own labor without compensation to build the new
      agrovilles.44 By 1960,
      rural protests against the new organizations had reached a crescendo and construction slowed to a virtual halt.
    


    
      Communist historians date the beginning of the new stage (described by some as the first
      stage of revolutionary war, since no main force units were used) as late 1959 and early 1960, when a series of
      "partial and spontaneous uprisings" broke out in selected areas in the lower Mekong delta and the
      Central Highlands. As described in Party journals, the primary characteristic of these uprisings was the attempt
      to make use of the "political forces of the masses" in the revolutionary struggle. The uprisings were
      launched in one or more villages within a contested district, with the objectives of dispersing governmental
      authority and establishing revolutionary power at the local level. As a rule, the attacking forces were composed
      of two elements: unarmed or partially armed civilians, organized and directed by the Party, and organized
      guerrilla units operating in the vicinity. Once power had been seized in a given hamlet or village, the
      guerrillas would move on to another to spread the movement. In the meantime, additional paramilitary units would
      be formed among radical youths in the newly liberated areas to help defend the revolutionary conquests.
    


    
      The two "partial and spontaneous uprisings" most often cited in the Party literature took place in
      areas long sympathetic to the revolution—in Ben Tre Province (renamed Kien Hoa by the Diem regime) in the heart
      of the lower Mekong delta, and in Tra Bong District in Quang Ngai Province, where Party leaders had been
      preparing for an uprising for several months. The uprising in Ben Tre began on January 17, 1960, with attacks on
      isolated government outposts in several districts in the province. Ben Tre had a long tradition of rebellion
      against central government authority. In the nineteenth century, it had been one of the few areas in the South to
      resist the establishment of French control. In 1930, it had again erupted briefly as local peasants demonstrated
      in support of their compatriots in Nghe An and Ha Tinh. During the Franco-Vietminh conflict, it had come briefly
      under the control of revolutionary forces, at which time the area underwent land redistribution, but after Geneva
      the landlords returned and repossessed their property. According to one Communist source, reprisals were exacted
      and many landlords, with official support, attempted to collect retroactive rents for the period prior to their
      return.45 Peasant
      hostility occasionally broke out against landlord exactions in the mid-1950s but was suppressed with some loss of
      life. The government retaliated by attempting to root out the revolutionary infrastructure. According to one
      Communist estimate, by 1959 more than 2,000 Communists or sympathizers had been killed in the province, and 85
      percent of the local revolutionary apparatus had been destroyed.46
    


    
      Hanoi's decision to switch to a policy of limited armed struggle reached the area in mid-1959, and the
      remnants of the provincial leadership immediately began to prepare for a local seizure of power. In early January
      1960, under the chairmanship of a prominent female revolutionary, Nguyen Thi Dinh (later to become vice-minister
      of defense of the Provisional Revolutionary Government), local cadres met in conference and
      decided to launch an uprising. Lacking weapons, they decided to use the classical model of the August Revolution.
      Civilian demonstrators were armed with bamboo sticks or fake weapons and trained to use subterfuge to seize
      government outposts.
    


    
      The opening attack on January 17 was launched on Cu Lao Minh island, but the main focus of the uprising was
      located in Mo Cay District. Local youths disguised as main force troops attacked government posts in several
      hamlets. The defenders fled in panic, and within a few days the insurgents had managed to seize more than a
      hundred military posts and watchtowers and had liberated more than 72 of the 100 villages in the
      district.47 With
      revolutionary power established throughout the area, revolutionary tribunals were formed and began to execute
      traitors, while landlord property was confiscated and once again distributed to poor peasants supporting the
      revolution.
    


    
      The period of revolutionary triumph was short-lived. On the twenty-fourth, ARVN forces arrived in strength and
      gradually subdued the rebels, who were forced to flee into the mangrove swamps along the coast or into the Plain
      of Reeds to the northwest. But the agitation did not subside immediately. Demonstrators (often predominantly
      women) from local villages marched to the district capital of Mo Cay to protest government atrocities and demand
      compensation for damages caused by government troops.
    


    
      The uprising in Quang Ngai Province broke out on August 28, 1959, in response to a provincial Party directive. It
      began in sixteen villages in mountainous Tra Bong District and was sparked by protests against RVN parliamentary
      elections. As in Ben Tre, the Party made a maximum effort to use the political force of the masses. Civilian
      demonstrators marched to the district headquarters and complained about the scheduled RVN elections. Soon the
      riots escalated into violence, and villages and hamlets in upland areas were seized by local military units. When
      government troops responded, the insurgents set up guerrilla forces to protect their territorial base. In
      contrast to the uprising in Ben Tre, the insurgents in Quang Ngai were able to hold their positions and by the
      end of the year had set up a liberated zone consisting of nearly fifty villages and a total population of several
      thousand people.48
      Headquarters of the zone was in northern Tra Bong and Son Tay districts, where links were established with
      existing base areas in Kontum and Quang Nam provinces. Another smaller base area was established in the lowland
      districts of Ba To and Minh Long consisting of eighteen villages. During the year these areas were gradually
      consolidated and expanded, and a revolutionary administrative apparatus was set up at the provincial level.
    


    
      There is persuasive evidence that in some instances—as was probably the case at Ben Tre—local activists were
      ignoring the guidelines established by the Party leadership at the Fifteenth Plenum. Sometime in March 1960, a
      group of so-called former resistance fighters issued a declaration calling openly for the
      masses to rise up to overthrow the corrupt Diem regime. In what may have been a response to that declaration, on
      March 28 the Regional Committee for the South sent a circular to lower echelons criticizing adventurous elements
      within the movement who were attempting to seize power at the local level, on the grounds that such action was
      premature and could provoke a brutal response from the Saigon regime. It was also critical of the tendency of
      some cadres to resort to terrorism and excessive violence against local citizens, thus frightening moderates and
      damaging the policy of seeking broad support among the masses. In some cases, for example, all landlords were
      viewed as enemies of the revolution without respect to their political standpoint or their treatment of their
      tenants. We have not yet reached the stage of direct revolution, the committee warned. Primary emphasis, it
      insisted, should be on organization, propaganda, and the development of political struggle in preparation for the
      future general uprising.45
    


    
      About three weeks later, Le Duan referred to the issue in a major speech in Hanoi. In his opening comments, the
      speaker contended that the revolution in South Vietnam must be restricted to the South. Le Duan frankly conceded
      that the need to maintain peace in the world and carry out the socialist revolution in North Vietnam created
      "complications" for the revolution in the South, but he maintained that in the long run, these factors
      could work to the advantage of the cause of national reunification: "If peace can be maintained, the
      aggressive schemes of the United States-Diem clique will rapidly fail, and their totalitarian fascist regime will
      rapidly decay. If peace is maintained, the revolutionary forces will enjoy necessary conditions to develop
      strongly. Hence to maintain peace is a revolutionary slogan."50
    


    
      To some Western observers, Le Duan's speech, combined with the March 28 circular of the Regional Committee
      for the South, suggests that Party leaders continued to advocate a policy of peaceful reunification of the two
      zones. In my judgment, this view represents a misreading of Hanoi's evolving strategy in the South as well as
      of the underlying meaning of Le Duan's April speech in Hanoi. As he maintained in a February 1961 letter to
      Nguyen Van Linh (still chairman of the Regional Committee for the South), Le Duan had become convinced as early
      as 1956 that political struggle had to be supplemented by armed activities to resist the suppressive efforts of
      the Diem regime and bring about its collapse. The goal must be achieved, he pointed out, "in the Vietnamese way, that is, by partial insurrections, the formation of revolutionary bases,
      launching guerrilla warfare and then culminating in a general insurrection, mainly through the use of
      political forces combined with armed forces to seize power for the people." Although political activities
      would play a primary role in the process, they would clearly be supplemented by revolutionary violence. The
      question for Le Duan, then, was not whether to adopt a political or a military approach to
      the problem, but rather how to combine them most effectively and when to unleash the final struggle for power.
      Like Ho Chi Minh in 1944, Le Duan was anxious to avoid a premature uprising that could end in bloody defeat.
    


    
      As for the April speech in Hanoi, Le Duan's comments were clearly directed in part to ease concerns in Moscow
      that a renewal of war in Indochina could lead to U.S. intervention and a Great Power conflict. His reference to
      the maintenance of peace in the passage cited above is meant to refer to world conditions and not necessarily to
      the situation inside Vietnam, where some form of armed struggle would clearly be required to bring about a
      revolutionary triumph.51
    


    
      By March 1960, the situation in South Vietnam had grown sufficiently serious to come to the attention of the U.S.
      Embassy. In a report to Secretary of State Christian Herter, Ambassador Eldridge Durbrow noted the rising
      incidence of Viet Cong activities in various provinces around the country and a marked rise in the size and
      aggressiveness of insurgency forces. Part of the problem, Durbrow noted, resulted from the behavior of government
      officials and the short-sighted policies of the Diem regime.52
    


    The Third Party Congress,
    1960


    
      In September 1960, the Third National Congress of the VWP, the first to be held since the Resistance Congress of
      1951, met in Hanoi. The meeting took place in the lengthening shadow of the increasingly bitter Sino-Soviet
      dispute over the course of the Cold War. Although Moscow held to its strategy of peaceful coexistence, Beijing
      was in the process of enunciating a more radical revolutionary line in opposition to the forces allied with U.S.
      imperialism. At the Rumanian Party Congress in June, DRV delegates had remained silent in the face of Soviet
      attacks on Chinese views regarding imperialism and global war, but Le Duan in a brief statement did support the
      Chinese line that the U.S. imperialists were attempting to foment a new world war.53
    


    
      Hanoi, however, was not ready to take sides in the dispute, and official statements stressed the need for unity
      within the socialist camp. In August, Ho Chi Minh made a quiet visit to Moscow, where he undoubtedly attempted to
      reassure Soviet leaders regarding Vietnamese intentions in South Vietnam while soliciting financial support for
      DRV plans to embark on the road to socialist industrialization. Shortly after his return, the Third Congress
      convened in Hanoi. The meeting, attended by 576 delegates representing more than 500,000 Party members throughout
      the country, was apparently called to ratify the crucial decisions adopted in both the domestic and foreign
      policy arenas during the preceding year. In his political report to the congress, Le Duan
      avoided specifics on the Party's strategy in the South. It would be, he said, "a long and arduous
      struggle, not simple but complex, combining many forms of struggle." It would require flexibility and a move
      from lower to higher forms and from legal to illegal forms of struggle. The starting point would be the
      stimulation and development of the revolutionary power of the masses. There was no mention of active involvement
      on the part of the DRV. That the Party leadership did not expect that it would be required, at least for the
      immediate future, was suggested by the fact that the congress was asked to approve a five-year plan for socialist
      industrialization in the North.
    


    
      There were signs at the congress that disagreements over the strategy to be followed in the South persisted. In
      his own address to the delegates, Minister of Defense Vo Nguyen Giap commented: "A number of our comrades
      are not fully aware of the plots of . . . United States imperialism and their lackeys. They do not understand
      that while our policy is to preserve peace and to achieve peaceful reunification, we should always be prepared to
      cope with any maneuver of the enemy."54
    


    
      Whether Giap was referring to the advocates of a peaceful policy within the Politburo or the southern leadership
      is not clear. In any event, the fact that the Third Congress had approved an ambitious program of industrial
      development in the North suggested that in Hanoi domestic concerns continued to hold a high priority. It seems
      clear that the decision to renew the struggle in South Vietnam did not yet represent an abrupt reversal of
      priorities in the Vietnamese revolution, but an attempt to establish an even balance between them. The resolution
      issued at the close of the conference clearly reflected this strategy, stating that the Vietnamese revolution now
      had two major strategic tasks: to complete the socialist revolution in the North and to liberate the South and
      complete the reunification of the country. Obviously, the goal of national reunification had now reached parity
      and the two tasks were viewed as interrelated and reinforcing.
    


    
      The Party leadership did send one clear signal as to the nature of its thinking when it formally elected Le Duan
      as first secretary (following the name change in the USSR) of the VWP. Among knowledgeable sources in Hanoi, Le
      Duan was clearly identified with the struggle in South Vietnam, and his appointment as the senior figure in the
      Party left no doubt that the issue of national reunification would receive favorable attention within the
      Politburo during the new decade. As a further indication of the growing importance of the southern revolution in
      Hanoi, there were now four native South Vietnamese in the new Politburo: Le Duan, Pham Hung, Le Duc Tho, and a
      military figure of rising prominence within both the army and the Party, Nguyen Chi Thanh.55
    


    
      The shift to a more activist policy in the South formally announced at the Third Party Congress coincided with
      the Conference of Communist and Workers' Parties held in Moscow in November. With the split between Moscow and Beijing threatening to break into the open, the question of support for national wars
      of liberation was a major issue at the conference, and the Vietnamese representatives undoubtedly lobbied to win
      the support of the socialist camp for their new strategy. The Soviet leadership, pressed from the left by the
      radical views of the PRC, was driven to give more vocal support to revolutionary struggles in the Third World,
      and this was reflected in the conference statement issued at the close of the meeting. While stressing the need
      to preserve peace, the statement also pointed out that in order to win freedom and independence the oppressed
      peoples would be forced "to rise up to wage a revolutionary struggle against colonialism, to strive to build
      and develop their own revolutionary forces, and to use appropriate forms of struggle, armed and non-military
      struggle, according to the concrete conditions in each country."56
    


    
      In early January Nikita Khrushchev underlined this point in a militant speech in which he said that although
      world wars could be prevented, popular wars of national liberation would continue as long as imperialism existed.
      Such wars—and here he referred specifically to the conflict in South Vietnam—"are not only admissible but
      inevitable," and the Communists would "support just wars of this kind whole-heartedly and without
      reservation."57
    


    
      There is little doubt that Khrushchev's speech and the conference statement in Moscow that had preceded it
      were inspired primarily by the rising level of polemicals sparring with Beijing. But it is likely that they were
      shaped also by the personal persuasiveness of Ho Chi Minh, who had led the DRV delegation at the conference. On
      the return of the delegation to Hanoi, the Third Plenum of the new Central Committee convened in early January
      and unanimously endorsed the new statement. There is also evidence that this plenum ironed out some lingering
      confusion over strategy in the South. One Party document commented that there had been at the time of the
      original decision in 1959 "an initial hesitation" in the Party which caused "a short period of
      time" to be lost, but that the problem had been resolved in January 1961 when the Party leadership set forth
      a clear statement of the requirements of the situation. Unfortunately, the resolution published at the close of
      the meeting was brief and relatively unenlightening, making only a passing reference to the Moscow statement and
      its allusion to the need for oppressed people to wage a revolutionary struggle against the forces of colonialism.
      A recent Party history has been a little more forthcoming about the situation. According to this source the
      Politburo met in January 1961 to evaluate the situation in the South following the spontaneous uprisings of 1959
      and 1960 and to establish guidelines for the future direction of the revolution. Predicting that the short period
      of stability in the South was now at an end, the Party leadership called for an intensification of both armed and
      political struggle to bring about a general uprising which, in the view of the Politburo, could occur at any
      time. The general uprising (tong khoi nghia) might be
      accompanied by a general offensive (tong cong kich) to bring about the overthrow of
      the Diem regime and the liberation of the South. There was no longer any possibility of a peaceful development of
      the revolution. From now on, according to the resolution, the Party's military forces were to be strengthened
      and liberated base areas expanded so that armed violence could play a role equal in size and importance to that
      of political struggle. The South was divided into three major combat zones: the mountains, the lowland plains,
      and the cities. In the mountains (notably the Central Highlands), military struggle would play the major role. In
      the plains (especially in the Mekong delta), political and military activities would assume equal importance, and
      in the cities, political struggle would predominate. The Central Military Party Committee in Hanoi was assigned
      the task of helping the Central Committee develop guidelines for this expansion of military activity in South
      Vietnam. There was one note of caution, as the Politburo predicted that the United States might decide to send
      troops to stem the rising tide of revolution in South Vietnam.58
    


    
      In his February 1961 letter to Nguyen Van Linh cited above, Le Duan elaborated on the sketchy analysis provided
      in the January Politburo resolution. It was vitally important, he stressed, to recognize that it was going to be
      a protracted war, involving patience and careful preparation. Criticizing those who were calling for an immediate
      general uprising, he emphasized the importance of base areas and the launching of a general offensive to
      supplement the popular uprising. If Saigon's military forces were not defeated, he warned, the United States
      might decide to intervene to prop up its puppet.59
    


    The National Liberation
    Front


    
      The escalation of struggle in the South made a reinvigoration of the revolutionary apparatus and the formation of
      a new united front doubly important. In the months following the Third Congress, the Party decided to return to
      the operational arrangements used in the war against France. COSVN, the old southern branch of the Central
      Committee that had been abolished in 1954, was reconstituted with General Nguyen Van Linh remaining as chairman.
      Beneath COSVN were placed five regional Party committees and a sixth for the Saigon metropolitan area. Below the
      regions, provincial and district committees were created to supervise Party chapters in hamlets and villages.
      Military units were merged with the aim of forming a revolutionary armed force. At a conference held in Zone D in
      February under the direction of Tran Nam Trung, military units in the delta and the Western Highlands were merged
      into the new People's Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) under unified command, which, in
      the minds of Party leaders, were probably expected to bear the brunt of the coming struggle against the Saigon
      regime. Before the end of the month new units, sometimes in coordination with sect forces, had begun to make
      contact with the enemy.60
    


    
      The revitalization or the mass movement in the South was a more complicated but equally important operation. If
      indeed the Party hoped to achieve victory by a fairly low level of military activity combined with the active
      involvement of the revolutionary masses, then the reconstitution of the national front was a crucial element in
      the process. What was needed above all was a new and dynamic front that could, in the Party's words,
      "rally all patriotic classes and sections of the people" in the South against the Diem regime. Since
      1954, the Party had lacked a front organization in the South with such qualifications. The Saigon-Cholon Peace
      Movement formed in 1954 had been restricted to urban intellectuals and limited its activities to the promotion of
      national elections. The Fatherland Front, set up in Hanoi in 1955, was too closely identified with the North and
      therefore with the Communists. The new alliance should not appear simply as an urban nationalist phenomenon or as
      a mere appendage of mass organizations in the DRV, but as a dynamic organization indigenous to the South that
      could serve as a magnet for all dissident elements, urban and rural, opposed to the Diem regime.
    


    
      The character of this projected front was described to the Third Party Congress by Party elder statesman Ton Due
      Thang: It would be based on the Leninist concept of the four-class alliance, but in deference to the complexity
      of South Vietnamese society would also encompass the various religious and ethnic minorities, as well as all
      patriotic parties and individuals in South Vietnam.61 The aims of the organization, he pointed out, should be kept
      correspondingly general in order to appeal to the widest possible range of the population. It would emphasize
      nationalist and social reformist themes and have as its final objective the creation of a peaceful, unified,
      democratic, and prosperous Vietnam, beginning with the formation of a national democratic coalition government
      that would discuss peaceful unification with the North. There would obviously be no mention of communism.
    


    
      The absence of such a front was remedied on December 20, 1960, with the formation of the National Front for the
      Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF, or Mat tran Dan toe Giai phong mien Nam Viet Nam). As described in the
      Outline History, the new organization was founded at a secret conference of
      representatives of various classes, parties, religious groups, and nationalities "somewhere in the liberated
      area of South Vietnam." Included in its Central Committee were members of virtually every major segment and
      class in southern society—the religious sects, Buddhist and Catholic organizations, women's groups, and two
      puppet political parties created by the Communists, the Radical Socialist Party (Dang Xa hoi Cap tien) and the
      South Vietnam Democratic party (Dang Dan chu mien Nam), both counterparts of existing
      parties in the North.62
      Like its famous predecessor, the Vietminh Front, the NLF was set up administratively at various levels up to its
      central Presidium but functioned primarily at the village level, where it operated through the familiar mass
      organizations.
    


    
      The aims of the new front were set forth in a ten-point program issued at the conference and reflected the
      objectives previously emphasized by Ton Due Thang at the Party congress in Hanoi. Repeating the contention of the
      Third Congress that there were two major enemy forces in South Vietnam, imperialism and feudalism, it asserted
      that at the moment the sharpest contradiction in the South was between the mass of the population and the U.S.
      imperialists and their henchmen in Saigon. The operational implication of this belief was that the major emphasis
      of the new front was to be nationalist rather than revolutionary, aimed at the national democratic rather than
      the social revolution. To avoid alienating patriotic elements, the front's land policy in liberated areas
      would be restricted to rent reduction and the confiscation of the land of traitors and cruel landlords. There
      was, of course, no suggestion that the front was controlled by the Party, or that it had any intimate connections
      with organizations in the DRV. The executive leadership of the front was composed of individuals who were not,
      for the most part, publicly identified as Communists although some, like Chairman Nguyen Huu Tho, had been
      closely linked to the Vietminh cause in the South since the 1940s. Most of the top officials were professionals,
      although there were several representatives of various social or minority groups, such as Nguyen Thi Dinh,
      heroine of the Ben Tre uprising, and Y Bih Aleo, chairman of the Communist-sponsored Western Highlands Autonomy
      Movement. To limit identification of the front with the Party, the number of open Party members in leading
      positions at all levels was strictly limited.63
    


    
      The Party's success in establishing a new united front with no obvious links with the regime in Hanoi had
      momentous effects on the worldwide image of the insurgent movement. Although most sophisticated foreign observers
      had little doubt that there were close ties between the leadership of the new front and the Party in the DRV,
      there was a pervasive impression that the NLF possessed at least a modicum of autonomy and thus represented a
      legitimate alternative to the RVN in expressing the aspirations of the population of South Vietnam. This
      impression lent substance to the widely held view that the insurgency in the South had its roots in the
      indigenous population and was not simply a creature of the Party leadership in Hanoi. So long as this view
      prevailed, Washington's insistence that the rising struggle in South Vietnam was an armed attack from the
      North would appear of dubious validity.
    


    
      How valid was this impression? As in the case of so many aspects of the Vietnam conflict, the answer all too
      often depended on the political preference of the individual observer. Today it is possible to obtain a somewhat
      clearer view. Unquestionably, hostility to the Diem regime among wide strata of the local
      population was a significant factor in the rising level of insurgency in South Vietnam. The revolutionary
      movement could hardly have grown and prospered without a solid base of support in both the cities and the
      countryside. It is also true that the vast majority of cadres sent south in the months following the Fifteenth
      Plenum were regroupees native to the South. On the other hand, it is also apparent that from the beginning the
      movement was organized and directed from the North. The fact that all the leading cadres of the organization were
      veteran members appointed by Hanoi and were given careful instructions on strategy and tactics is a clear
      indication of the Party's hegemony over the movement. Although discontent was widespread throughout the
      South, it is highly unlikely that the unrest would have achieved enough coherence and dynamic force to challenge
      the power of the Saigon regime without the organizational genius provided by the Party leadership in Hanoi. In
      that sense, the insurgency was a genuine revolt based in the South, but it was organized and directed from the
      North.
    


    
      That does not mean that the southern insurgents were simply puppets dancing to the tune of their handlers in the
      North. As we have seen, many southerners became restive under the policies established in Hanoi after the Geneva
      Conference and by the end of the decade began to take matters into their own hands. It is not unlikely that
      pressure from desperate southerners played a significant role in the 1959 decision to return to the strategy of
      revolutionary war. By the early 1960s, however, Party leaders in Hanoi had regained control over the situation
      and began to put into effect a new program and a new strategy to accomplish the next stage of the Vietnamese
      revolution. It remained to be seen whether it fit the requirements of the new situation.
    


    
      Did Hanoi, as some claim, deliberately set out to destroy the Saigon regime by force? The evidence here suggests
      that this was not the case. Party strategy had originally hoped that reunification could take place by peaceful,
      or at least quasi-peaceful means. Only with reluctance was Hanoi compelled to reassess the situation as a result
      of the repressive policies put into effect by the Diem government, policies that prevented the revolutionary
      leaders in South Vietnam from organizing and carrying out a political struggle to achieve the overthrow of the
      existing government. To say that, of course, is not to deny that Hanoi had every intention of securing control of
      the South eventually, by whatever means proved necessary. To many outside observers, convinced that the South
      Vietnamese people deserved the opportunity to control their own destiny, Hanoi's attitude was tantamount to
      naked aggression. To Party leaders, South Vietnam would not fulfill its national destiny until the reactionary
      regime in Saigon had been overthrown and a new unified Vietnam established in both zones. Between these two
      contrasting views, a common understanding of the political and moral realities of the Vietnamese revolution would
      be virtually impossible to attain.
    


    
      By the beginning of 1961, the southern insurgents, stimulated from the North, were on the
      march. Several provinces, including a number in the delta and along the central coast, had come under the partial
      control of the revolutionary forces. In Hanoi, the initial confusion over policy had been at least temporarily
      resolved and the foundations of a coherent revolutionary strategy were beginning to emerge. In the world at
      large, the insurgents now appeared to possess the vocal support of the socialist countries and the sympathy of
      many others. A new stage of the Vietnamese revolution was about to begin.
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    The Dialectics of Escalation (1961–1965)


    
      The new administration of John F. Kennedy came into office just as the rising level of violence in South Vietnam
      was beginning to attract the attention of worried policymakers in Washington. Until late in 1960, the major area
      of crisis had been in Laos, where the hard-line anti-Communist position of the Eisenhower administration had
      resulted in the fall of the neutralist Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma and the defeat of his efforts to establish
      a coalition government with the Communist Pathet Lao. With the rise to power of the U.S.-supported General Phoumi
      Nosavan—of whom troubleshooting diplomat Averell Harriman was to remark, "If he's our strongman,
      we're in trouble"—the smoldering crisis in Laos threatened to erupt into full-scale war.
    


    
      By contrast, until the final days of the Eisenhower administration, Washington had viewed the situation in South
      Vietnam as generally under control. For several years Ngo Dinh Diem had been able to draw upon a reservoir of
      U.S. goodwill stemming from his surprising success in consolidating his rule in Saigon during the months
      following the Geneva Agreement. As Diem's weaknesses became more apparent in the final years of the decade,
      Washington did not immediately take note and continued to slumber in the illusion that all was reasonably well in
      Saigon. By mid-1960, with the rapid escalation of violence in the countryside, such illusions could no longer be
      held, and Vietnam was among the major problems that President Eisenhower bequeathed to his successor.
    


    
      Southeast Asia was not the only area of the world where U.S. foreign policy appeared to be unraveling. Before the
      new leadership in Washington had had adequate time to prepare its own foreign policy initiatives, it was faced
      with a confrontation in Berlin, the Bay of Pigs disaster in Cuba, and an unsatisfactory meeting between President
      Kennedy and Soviet Party chief Khrushchev in Vienna, where the Soviet leader confirmed the suspicions aroused by
      his speech in January that Moscow was about to give more open
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      support to national liberation struggles in the Third World. Khrushchev's challenge,
      coming on the heels of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, could be viewed as an indication that Moscow sensed a lack of
      toughness on the part of the new president. When, later in the year, the administration decided to pursue a
      compromise settlement in Laos, a decision by Washington to take a stand in South Vietnam was almost inevitable.
    


    
      Caught in the rhetoric so lyrically expressed in his inaugural address, Kennedy seemed driven to demonstrate U.S.
      willingness to defend governments under pressure from Communist-inspired rebellions. Molded in the activist
      tradition of recent Democratic administrations and convinced that one of the greatest weaknesses of
      Eisenhower's foreign policy had been the failure to take the initiative in the struggle against international
      communism, the new president approached the Vietnam crisis with the conviction that a positive and resourceful
      attitude could turn the tide.
    


    
      The situation in South Vietnam when Kennedy took office was hardly promising. Throughout 1960 signs of the
      continuing growth of the insurgent forces aroused concern in U.S. intelligence circles that the RVN military
      forces would be unable to cope with the situation. In April 1961, a task force on the Vietnam situation formed at
      the request of the White House reported that the situation was "critical but not hopeless" and
      recommended a significant increase in U.S. military aid to the Diem regime.1
    


    
      By now, the broad shape of Communist strategy in South Vietnam was beginning to emerge. In its last year in
      office, the Eisenhower administration had grudgingly begun to revise its assumptions that the primary threat to
      peace in Vietnam would come in the form of a conventional military attack across the demilitarized zone and had
      developed plans to counter the insurgents' guerrilla strategy. But it was left to the new administration to
      draw up a comprehensive approach to the problem. The essence of the Kennedy strategy consisted of the recognition
      that the problem was as much political as military. To destroy the insurgency, it would be necessary to break
      Communist control at its source—in the rural village. And the war at the village level had both political and
      military components: to "win the hearts and minds" of the South Vietnamese peasants by providing them
      with persuasive economic and social reasons to support the Saigon government and to provide them with security
      from attack by guerrilla forces outside the village. If the Communists could be isolated from the village—if, to
      use the lively metaphor popularized by Mao Zedong, the fish could be removed from the sea—then their access to
      recruits and provisions would be severely restricted and the rebellion would wither and die.
    


    
      The political side of the new strategy called for increased efforts to persuade and assist the Diem regime to
      improve economic conditions in the countryside, to provide increased access to land, education, and upward social
      mobility. The military problem was to transform the RVN's army from one primarily
      concerned with the threat of external attack to one designed to counter internal subversion. This would entail
      the breakdown of many of the ARVN's larger conventional units into smaller ones and the development of
      security forces capable of rapid deployment and effective counterinsurgency activities at the local level.
    


    
      The centerpiece of the new counterinsurgency strategy in the countryside would be the new organization called the
      strategic hamlet (ap chien luoc). Smaller than the agrovilles set up earlier by the
      Diem regime, the strategic hamlets were to be built, where possible, on existing social administrative
      organizations in the countryside. A total of 14,000 hamlets and villages in South Vietnam was to be consolidated
      into more than 11,000 strategic hamlets. The new hamlets would have their own houses, schools, wells, and
      watchtowers and were to provide for their own security. A major advocate of the new program, R. K. Thompson, a
      former British defense secretary and the official who had designed the antiterrorist campaign in Malaya, was
      brought in by the Diem regime as an adviser.
    


    
      The new strategy was undoubtedly a step forward from the rigidities of the former approach, but, in the last
      analysis, it could be no stronger than the performance of the government in Saigon. Unless the Diem regime could
      successfully reverse the political and social decline that had begun to accelerate during the late 1950s, the
      innovations suggested by Washington would be no more than castles in the sand. Awareness in the White House of
      the crucial importance of Saigon's performance led to several fact-finding visits to South Vietnam by
      high-level U.S. officials in 1961 and 1962 and a new and tougher stance by the Kennedy administration toward the
      RVN. Beyond such pressure, of course, lay the ultimate and heretofore unanswered question: What if the Diem
      regime was unable to improve itself?
    


    
      Bureaucracies do not easily tolerate innovation, and it is not surprising that the new strategy led to intense
      debate and controversy in Washington. Military planners in the Pentagon did not necessarily oppose the Strategic
      Hamlet Program, but some feared that tying down a large proportion of Saigon's military forces in static
      defensive positions would diminish the ARVN's ability to launch aggressive operations against revolutionary
      combat units. Diplomats grumbled over the presidential order that all foreign service officers must attend a
      course on guerrilla warfare prior to departing on an overseas assignment. In some cases the issues were indeed
      crucial. Should U.S. combat troops be injected into South Vietnam to provide military support for the ARVN and a
      morale boost for the population? General Maxwell Taylor visited Saigon in October 1961 and returned with the
      recommendation that a token force of U.S. combat troops be dispatched to South Vietnam. The president, however,
      nervous that such an action would open the door to further involvement, rejected the proposal. He did agree to a
      compromise, approving an increase in U.S. advisers and the introduction of a small number of combat support
      troops.2
    


    Countering
    the "Special War"


    
      The decision by the Kennedy administration to increase U.S. involvement in South Vietnam may not have been a
      complete surprise to Hanoi, but it was undoubtedly unwelcome news, for it added a new dimension to the already
      complicated situation in the South. Since the Fifteenth Plenum had decided to escalate the struggle, the
      consensus within the Party leadership had apparently been that victory could be achieved without a massive
      military effort along the lines of the final years of the Franco-Vietminh conflict. The Politburo resolution of
      January 1961—which, according to Party sources, was now the guiding document for revolutionary strategy in the
      South—had recognized the crucial importance of armed struggle to bring about the overthrow of the Saigon regime,
      but it had still seen the key to victory in the political struggle of the masses to bring about the final
      victory. How were the southern insurgents now to react when the Kennedy administration had made a clear
      commitment to strengthen the RVN through a program designed to "win hearts and minds" while setting out
      the possibility that U.S. military forces might be added to the equation?
    


    
      In October 1961, COSVN leaders convened a meeting to evaluate the new situation and draft a response. The
      conference resolution noted that increased U.S. involvement raised the danger that the conflict in the South
      could evolve into a "total war," as had been the case during the War of Resistance against the French.
      This, it predicted, could happen under two circumstances—either because U.S. intervention made it impossible for
      revolutionary forces to triumph by political means, or because the Party itself "strayed from the path
      leading to the general uprising in its leadership."3
    


    
      To prevent the first scenario, COSVN argued that insurgent leaders must
    


    
      always maintain high vigilance and prepare our thinking in the Party and among the people, and try to establish
      real strength, not regarding lightly the building of armed strength, and simultaneously prepare for the general
      uprising and be ready to take the initiative in any eventuality, while following the situation closely and
      seeking by all means to control it.
    


    
      To avoid an outbreak of total war because of miscalculations by the Party leadership, the conference emphasized
      the necessity of following the situation closely and correcting "deviations in the implementation of the
      line and policy of the Party." Such deviations could include an overemphasis on either political or military
      struggle, a problem that occurred on previous occasions.
    


    
      With regard to the current situation and proposed course of action, the conference declared that conditions in
      South Vietnam had reached a "high tide" when the temporary stabilization of the Diem regime had given
      way to a period of "continuous crisis and serious decline." From now on, COSVN predicted, the
      enemy's forces and government would progressively disintegrate while revolutionary
      forces carried out "partial uprisings" leading to the appearance of new forms of revolutionary
      government in localities throughout the country. As the crisis in the South intensified, a general offensive and
      uprising would eventually break out. There was always the possibility of a military coup or revolt, in which case
      the southern leadership must be prepared to seize the opportunity and turn it to advantage. The possibility of
      U.S. armed intervention was "a complex problem which we must follow and find ways to limit, guard against
      and be prepared to cope with in a timely fashion."4
    


    
      The following February, the Politburo met in Hanoi and reached its own analysis of the situation for transmission
      to insurgent commanders in the South. The Politburo conceded that the revolution had encountered difficulties in
      recent months, but it concluded that in general the movement was continuing to develop in a favorable fashion.
      Since the decision to return to revolutionary war in 1959, a systematic leadership in COSVN had been put in
      place, a broad united front had been created, and the new PLAF was growing in size and building base areas in the
      mountains and the plains. The enemy was confused and divided and feared the danger of limited war (for instance,
      the direct involvement of U.S. combat troops). Although the recent U.S. decision to increase its military
      presence in the South created difficulties, the comparative balance of forces had not fundamentally changed, so
      there was no need to alter the current strategy. The primary task remained to carry out a combined political and
      military struggle to defeat the enemy on a gradual basis through the strategy of protracted war.5
    


    
      The February resolution did not refer directly to the conclusions reached at the COSVN conference the previous
      October, but Hanoi's reaction is suggested by a captured document probably written in Hanoi and sent to the
      southern leadership sometime in 1962. The document concluded that the tasks and actions prescribed at the
      conference were "basically appropriate," but it vigorously rejected COSVN's contention that there
      was a rigid dividing line between a strategy leading to a general uprising and a protracted military struggle
      resembling the war against the French. The goal, it pointed out, was to triumph by means of a general uprising,
      but conditions for such an uprising could not appear without careful military preparation such as the buildup of
      armed forces and the creation of secure liberated bases. These were tasks, it warned, that had not always been
      fully appreciated.
    


    
      On the other hand, the document continued, the Party should not change the course of its struggle, "i.e.,
      shift to an all-out war to achieve our revolutionary task," just because the United States was waging war
      against it. Such a change, the document stated,
    


    
      would not be advantageous to us because we would not be able to make full use of our people's strength and
      capacity for struggle. . . . Thus, underestimating the importance of political struggle would be very dangerous;
      it would mean giving up a very efficient weapon and an extremely important force. Political
      struggle will have long-lasting effects; as the result of the strength of the revolution, the role of the
      political struggle will be transcendent (for instance, in case of negotiations, a cease-fire etc.). Even in the
      event the U.S. sent troops in large numbers to the South, it would not mean that we would no longer be able to
      carry out political struggle, but political struggle alone would not be enough to decide our victory and the
      enemy's defeat.6
    


    
      The Politburo was equally critical of the October resolution for its reference to a revolutionary "high
      tide" and its apparent conviction that victory in the South could be achieved in a relatively short time.
      This, it claimed, seriously underestimated the difficulties faced by the revolution. The Party's military and
      political strength was still inadequate, and its liberated areas too small, to cope with the power of the Saigon
      regime backed by the United States. This phase could be best described, it concluded, as "a phase of
      intensification of political and military struggle to defeat the enemy gradually, to gain advantage step by step,
      to progress towards final victory."
    


    
      In the months since the inauguration of the new U.S. counterinsurgency program, Party documents had periodically
      referred to the possibility that as the costs of intervention in South Vietnam escalated, the Kennedy
      administration might become willing to negotiate a withdrawal. During the spring and summer of 1962, this
      scenario suddenly appeared to hold promise, when the White House moved toward recognition of the neutrality of
      Laos.
    


    
      The crisis in Laos had been provoked by the collapse of the peace process created by the Geneva Conference. When
      the anti-Communist elements headed by Phoumi Nousavan seized power from the neutralist coalition government of
      Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma and besieged Pathet Lao units outside the capital of Vientiane, the latter reacted
      by attacking government installations, thus bringing the Eisenhower administration to the brink of military
      intervention.
    


    
      During the first several months of 1961, the crisis in Laos attracted more attention in Washington than the
      bitter civil conflict in South Vietnam. In April, President Kennedy placed U.S. Special Forces units on the
      island of Okinawa on alert and dispatched the Seventh Fleet to the Gulf of Thailand. But the White House was
      reluctant to approve U.S. military intervention in Laos. Landlocked, heavily forested, and with a primitive
      transportation system, Laos threatened to become a logistical nightmare. Kennedy ultimately rejected an appeal by
      senior Pentagon officials for U.S. intervention and signalled his willingness to pursue a diplomatic settlement.
    


    
      The U.S. decision to reconvene the Geneva Conference for the purpose of bringing the Laotian crisis to the
      negotiating table was gratifying to Party leaders in Hanoi, who viewed it as an augury that, under proper
      conditions, the United States might be induced to withdraw from all of Indochina. To First Secretary Le Duan, the
      historical record of recent U.S. foreign policy behavior provided grounds for optimism. In a
      letter to Nguyen Van Linh written just prior to the signing of the Geneva Agreement in July 1962, he pointed out
      that the United States had not intervened directly in the Franco-Vietminh conflict or in the Chinese Civil War,
      and in the summer of 1953 it had accepted a compromise settlement in Korea. Despite its aggressive public
      posture, in a difficult situation Washington often backed down without a fight.7
    


    
      To Le Duan, it was crucial to persuade Washington to view the peace agreement on Laos as a possible model for a
      settlement in Vietnam. A settlement would satisfy the interests of the entire socialist camp and respond to the
      need to maintain peaceful coexistence with the West. Excessive military success by the revolutionary forces in
      South Vietnam, he warned, could have some "bad consequences" because it could provoke the United States
      into direct involvement in the war. The Kennedy administration had been reluctant to introduce U.S. troops into
      Laos because Laos shares a common border with China, but South Vietnam was a different matter because it shared a
      frontier with North Vietnam, which, in Washington's view, was not as much of a threat as the PRC.
    


    
      The key to victory, then, was to implement a combined political and military struggle that could be contained
      inside South Vietnam and lead eventually to a negotiated settlement and a U.S. withdrawal. It was important to
      calculate carefully how much military success the insurgent forces could afford to achieve in the South without
      provoking the United States into direct intervention. That strategy had succeeded in Laos. "How far We win,
      how far they lose," he said, "must be calculated and measured precisely." Le Duan criticized
      unnamed "comrades" who still tended to ignore the importance of political struggle and wanted to push
      the revolutionary movement to unreasonable limits. Pointing to the example of Laos, where the Pathet Lao had
      achieved a decisive but not a complete victory and therefore had been able to persuade the United States to
      accept a compromise agreement, he advised southern commanders to keep the conflict in South Vietnam at the level
      of a protracted war: to defeat the enemy, but not to such an extent that he would find the cost intolerable; to
      strengthen the revolutionary base areas in the mountains and the plains, but to refrain from attacking the cities
      directly, a move that could trigger a direct U.S. role in the war. In the meantime, he promised, the North would
      do all in its power to help.
    


    
      The end result of such an approach would be to isolate the Diem regime from the remainder of the population in
      the South and to drive a wedge between the United States and its allies in the world arena. In the end,
      Washington might decide to replace Diem as a means of setting the stage for peace talks. In preparation for that
      contingency, Le Duan instructed Party officials in the South to heighten their efforts to win the sympathy of
      neutralist and "progressive forces" in the RVN so that they could be relied upon
      to adopt a sympathetic attitude in case a negotiated settlement resulted in the formation of a coalition
      government. Southern cadres were instructed to rally support among urban intellectuals, government functionaries,
      and members of various religious organizations, even if they were anti-Communist in their political persuasion.
      Hanoi had already begun to cultivate an "under the blanket" group among exile elements living in France
      who, in case of a peace settlement, would be neutralist in name but pro-Hanoi in actuality.8
    


    
      While the Party's forces in the South were directed to lead the United States and its client state in Saigon
      into a cul-de-sac, Hanoi began to put out diplomatic feelers on a possible negotiated settlement of the conflict.
      As a token of its serious attitude, it replaced its previous demand for the abolition of the Diem regime with a
      simple call for a coalition government including "all political parties, cliques, groups, all political
      tendencies, social strata, members of all religions," a phrase that implicitly included members of the Diem
      regime itself. Simultaneously, DRV representatives in Paris sounded out neutralist Vietnamese politicians living
      in exile on their interest in joining a future coalition government with the NLF.9
    


    
      How the Party viewed the nature of this possible coalition government was disclosed in the secret instructions to
      COSVN noted above. According to this directive, Party sources would approach prominent Vietnamese personalities
      who were considered acceptable by the United States but were secretly in sympathy with Hanoi's aims in South
      Vietnam. Once a coalition government had been established, these figures could be added to the government with
      Washington's concurrence, along with others openly identified with the NLF. This government, now operating
      under de facto Party control, could then hold talks with the DRV about a reunification of the entire country by
      peaceful means.10
    


    
      For a brief period, Hanoi's interest in a negotiated settlement was paralleled in Washington. According to
      Allan Goodman, whose 1978 study, The Lost Peace, is one of the more perceptive
      studies on the Vietnam negotiations, President Kennedy authorized Averell Harriman to approach DRV delegates at
      the Geneva conference with an offer of secret talks and to suggest that the Laotian settlement could be a model
      for Vietnamese neutrality. Washington, however, was approaching the problem from a different perspective than
      Hanoi. In the summer of 1962 the Kennedy administration was momentarily optimistic about the general situation in
      Vietnam and gave serious consideration to establishing a limit on U.S. involvement in South Vietnam. As an
      initial step to launch the process, the secretary of defense was directed to draw up plans for a phased
      withdrawal of U.S. aid and advisers.11
    


    
      The NLF made the first move on July 20, when it announced a four-point proposal calling for the withdrawal of
      U.S. forces and the formation of a coalition government in a neutralized South Vietnam. Two
      days later, Ambassador Harriman met briefly with Foreign Minister Ung Van Khiem and other DRV officials in
      Geneva. According to the U.S. record of the encounter, however, the two sides limited themselves to a reiteration
      of their standard charges, and Flarriman reported to Washington that the North Vietnamese apparently had no
      interest in a negotiated settlement. By the late summer, when it became clear in Washington that Hanoi was
      violating the terms of the 1962 Geneva Agreement by continuing to infiltrate personnel and supplies into South
      Vietnam through Laos, the White House decided against pursuing further talks on the issue.
    


    
      There is considerable confusion over the meaning of this flurry of diplomatic exchanges. Allan Goodman suggested
      that Hanoi rebuffed U.S. overtures for a compromise settlement in the conviction that the United States would not
      stand firm in South Vietnam and the Diem regime would soon collapse of its own accord. Gareth Porter, in his
      study of the negotiations, contended that Hanoi was truly interested in a settlement along Laotian lines and
      implied as much in a Νhan dan editorial welcoming the agreement on Laos in
      July.12 Perhaps the most
      that can be said on the basis of present evidence is that Hanoi was interested in pursuing the possibility of a
      negotiated settlement leading to a coalition government, but only on strongly favorable terms. When it became
      clear that Washington did not seem to be negotiating out of a sense of weakness, Hanoi lost interest.
    


    
      The failure to make progress toward a political settlement, the adoption by Saigon of the Strategic Hamlet
      Program, and the growing U.S. presence in South Vietnam probably strengthened the conviction among top Party
      strategists that a substantial role for armed struggle would be required. According to an official history of the
      war published in Hanoi, the Politburo met to evaluate the situation in December 1962 and concluded that "the
      struggle between ourselves and the enemy in the South has become a war. The role, the form, and the requirements
      of armed struggle must be strengthened even more." Although conceding that the conflict had some of the
      characteristics of a civil war, the Politburo contended that in fact it was an anti-imperialist war. It called
      for an intensification of both political and military struggle to mobilize the population, expand base areas, and
      defeat the strategic hamlets.
    


    
      Documentation from the December meeting is not currently available, but an apparent indication of Hanoi's
      thinking came from a captured document that was probably written sometime in the winter or early spring of 1963.
      According to the author, who was probably either Le Duan or a high-ranking and knowledgeable Party official in
      the South, the revolutionary war in South Vietnam would inevitably have to be resolved by force, and would have
      to move from a small-scale confrontation to a high-level military conflict. Specifically,
      the document took issue with the assumption that political struggle alone was the trump card of the revolution:
      "While we were only engaged in a simple political struggle the weakness of the enemy becomes [sic] his
      strengths and created severe difficulties for us, but when we launched the revolutionary force to oppose the
      enemy, the enemy's shortcomings were revealed."13
    


    
      The author was careful not to disparage the importance of political factors. Indeed, he described the political
      struggle as "the origin, as the base" for the revolution as a whole. In the war against the French, he
      said, political struggle had been limited "to utilizing propaganda in order to uphold the righteousness of
      our cause" and to mobilize support for the revolutionary struggle from all segments of society. Politics
      would play a larger role in the present stage of the revolution. It would become an active supplement to the
      armed struggle, not simply in the early stages of the conflict, but down to the final victory itself, with the
      "political force of the masses" joining with the Party's armed units in "attacking the enemy
      at the front lines."
    


    
      Nor did he advocate a repeat of the openly military approach taken during the previous war against the French.
      While taking to task "the rightist and hesitant thoughts of people who did not dare to push the armed
      struggle because they had incorrectly appraised the enemy," he also opposed the "dogmatic" view
      that the Party must "follow the style used during the period of the Resistance." That approach, he
      conceded, was not appropriate in the existing situation. Moreover, in an obvious reference to previous statements
      about the current situation in the South, he admitted that force could be applied only in a revolutionary
      situation, when the internal contradictions within society had developed to a decisive degree. In the immediate
      aftermath of Geneva the masses had wanted peace, and the revolutionary apparatus in the South was too weak to
      compete with the Diem regime.
    


    
      Now, however, the revolutionary tide in the South had reached a high wave, and the question of the moment was not
      whether force should be used, but when and how it should be applied. Here the author indicated that although a
      blatant imitation of past strategy was inadvisable, previous experience would be useful in devising an approach
      to the new situation. Specifically, it would necessarily follow the basic principles of people's warfare in
      backward and colonial countries. It would take the form of a protracted conflict, involving the use of the
      familiar three types of forces, and would move from guerrilla war to higher forms of war. The culminating phase
      would represent a synthesis of the August Revolution with the Maoist model of people's war—a general
      offensive by the revolutionary forces in rural areas combined with a popular uprising led by the oppressed masses
      in the cities. His description of the final phase of general offensive and uprising is particularly striking:
    


    
      When the South Vietnam cities, particularly Saigon-Cholon, are able to rise up in
      coordination with the rural areas the South Vietnam revolution will have the capability of overthrowing the enemy
      through the means of a general uprising. At this time we are unable to affirm how the general uprising will
      evolve. But it is certain that it will be an uprising of the rural masses moving into the cities, composed of
      armed forces which have been organized and have been in combat for many years and of political forces of the
      rural and city masses which will at that time rise up in armed revolt with every type of weapon at their
      disposal; it will not explode at the same time at every place but will encompass many periods; perhaps it will
      begin after several large battles have changed the ratio of the enemy military forces in comparison to ours,
      encouraging the masses everywhere, particularly in the cities, and causing disorder in the ranks of the enemy
      after which the masses could immediately rise up everywhere and the liberation army could move in (particularly
      into the enemy military strongholds, the larger cities, and Saigon-Cholon) to continue the mass revolt.
    


    
      From the analysis above, it is clear that one of the major issues facing Party strategists was how to use the
      geographical features of South Vietnam most effectively While the experience gained in the war against the French
      would obviously continue to have relevance, the unique features of the South would require serious consideration.
      This issue was dealt with in some detail in the document cited previously, which elaborated on previous
      directives from high Party councils in Hanoi.14 As the Politburo had determined in January 1961, the South was to be
      divided into three major strategic areas, the mountains, the lowland plains, and the cities. Each area was viewed
      as possessing its own particular importance to the success of the revolution. As was the case during the war
      against the French, the rural areas were considered the key to victory, as they were relatively independent of
      Saigon's rule. For the purposes of the present conflict, the rural areas in South Vietnam were divided into
      two separate strategic areas, the mountains and the lowland plains. The mountains consisted primarily of the
      Central Highlands, which formed the backbone of the country from an area fifty miles north of Saigon up to the
      Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). The importance of mountainous terrain as an ideal liberated base area had been
      established early in the history of the Party when the Viet Bac became the first major liberated zone for the
      Vietminh and the jumping-off point for most of its later operations in North Vietnam during the war against the
      French. In South Vietnam, the Central Highlands were now called upon to play the same role in the struggle
      against the Diem regime and the Americans. The highlands had many of the attractive features that had made the
      Viet Bac crucial during the earlier stage of the revolution: proximity to border regions; inaccessibility to
      enemy operations and obvious advantages for guerrilla operations; a minority population hostile to central
      government authority; and proximity to vital populated areas along the coast. Because of the
      weakness of the RVN apparatus there and the small population, the area was viewed primarily as a military
      problem, even though the revolutionary forces were themselves quite small at the time. Here the revolutionaries
      would construct stable and firm base areas and build up the large-scale military units that would later advance
      to the heartland areas held by the enemy.
    


    
      If, according to the author of the document, the Central Highlands were seen as the logical starting point and
      defensive bastion for the revolutionary forces, the densely populated lowland plains were the real key to
      success. Here the revolution must find its recruits and obtain its provisions. Unless the rich rice-growing
      provinces could be wrested from government control, the prospects for victory would be dim. For whoever
      controlled the delta and the coastal lowlands controlled the vast majority of the population of the country and
      therefore the human and food resources so vital to the war effort. The lowlands were thus the major contested
      area between the RVN and the insurgency. At the moment, neither the Saigon regime nor the revolutionaries were
      dominant. Support for the revolution was strong in the coastal region stretching from Nha Trang up to the port
      city of Da Nang and in a few provinces in the Mekong delta. But much of the delta, particularly where the sects
      were strong, tended to resist the Communists or favor the RVN.
    


    
      But if the importance of the lowlands was generally conceded, there was some disagreement over the suitability of
      the area for military operations. Except for key base areas like the U Minh forest, the Plain of Reeds, and the
      wooded areas north of Saigon, insurgency forces would be relatively exposed and at the mercy of the larger and
      better armed government troops. In the light of such difficulties, some Party figures felt that revolutionary
      activities in the lowlands should be restricted to political techniques and paramilitary operations, with
      military units similar to the armed propaganda units formed in the months prior to the August Revolution. As a
      whole, however, the Party leadership was convinced that this key area could be seized by military force and
      recommended efforts to mobilize the masses in the area to support armed struggle against the ruling authorities.
      Although large and stable liberated zones such as had existed during the war against the French were perhaps not
      feasible, smaller base areas located near strategic communications routes and towns could be established to
      harass the enemy and permit the insurgent forces to operate effectively in the area until a major military effort
      was possible.
    


    
      The cities presented the knottiest problem for the Communists. This was the realm of the enemy, the one area in
      South Vietnam that the revolution, despite efforts for more than a generation, had been unable to crack. It was
      not that the urban social classes were necessarily unsympathetic to the revolution. According to one Communist
      document, there was "a relatively high degree of awareness" among the urban
      population, not only among the workers but also among petty bourgeois intellectuals and even among some of the
      national bourgeoisie. But as Party sources conceded, the urban classes were often vacillating and their attitudes
      had been affected by decades of direct exposure to French and U.S. influence. Moreover, it was in the cities
      where the power of Western imperialism was most firmly established and provided a vital bulwark for the delicate
      stability of the Diem regime. Only if that power could be shaken or withdrawn could the revolution achieve its
      final triumph.
    


    
      Under the circumstances, it would not be easy to transform the urban masses into a major component of the
      antigovernment united front. That Party strategists Were determined to make the attempt despite the obstacles
      before them is a measure of the importance they attached to the role of the cities in the general uprising to
      come. The Party's urban work would take place at two levels: in secret, among the radical proletariat and the
      progressive elements of the petty bourgeoisie, to build up an effective revolutionary apparatus that could
      undertake clandestine operations and then surface at the moment of uprising; and quasi-openly, through the united
      front, to drain away popular support for the Saigon regime from the politically volatile middle class. Through
      its secret organizations, political and military, the radical hard core would be responsible for setting off the
      general uprising. But it would succeed only if the middle classes, at the crucial moment, swung their support to
      the revolution.
    


    Building up the Plaf


    
      While Party leaders groped for a strategy to deal with the growing U.S. presence in South Vietnam, civilian and
      military cadres at the local level struggled to prepare the forces of the revolution for the challenge. Although
      Party directives called for intensive efforts to improve capabilities in both military and political fields, it
      was clear that the immediate objective must be to increase the size and effectiveness of the revolutionary armed
      forces in order to cope with Saigon's repression and, in the words of one Communist historian, to move from
      the stage of "uniform uprisings to seize power at the local level" to a higher stage of "expanded
      guerrilla war against enemy sweeps."15
    


    
      By 1961, this process was already well under way. The size of the PLAF exceeded 15,000, well above the total of
      less than 3,000 two years earlier.16 Most were in guerrilla units under the direction of the regional Party
      committees. There were few organized main force units or self-defense units at the village level (the failure to
      organize at the village level was one of the major criticisms leveled by Party leaders in secret documents). The
      goal was to set up the PLAF on the familiar three-tiered basis. Fully armed regular units
      capable of combat operations against ARVN conventional forces and commanded by COSVN or the regional headquarters
      would form the backbone of the revolutionary army. Below that level would be the full-time guerrillas, usually
      operating at company size under provincial or district command. The guerrillas would normally restrict their
      combat activities to operations against the enemy's local units, but when necessary could coordinate their
      activities with main force units in the area. At the lowest level was the village militia, divided into an armed
      combat militia (du kich chien dau) and the regular village militia [du kich xa). The former was composed of vigorous youth in the village and could take part in
      military operations; the latter usually had older men and was to be used only for defense. The local militia
      could be used to supplement higher-level units operating in the area and was often a recruiting pool for
      higher-level units.17
    


    
      During the early years of the insurgency, the vast majority of PLAF recruits were indigenous South Vietnamese.
      Yet, from the beginning, regroupees trained in North Vietnam provided a nucleus for the movement. According to
      U.S. government sources, infiltration (mainly down the Flo Chi Minh Trail, but sometimes by sea) rose from
      approximately 2,000 annually in 1959 and 1960 to a minimum of 3,700 in 1961 and more than 5,000 in
      1962.18 The return of
      the regroupees did not substantially affect the size of the local forces; by one estimate they made up less than
      20 percent of the entire PLAF. But their numbers were no reflection of their importance, for they often served as
      political cadres or officers, providing an element of experience and ideological steadiness to the young and
      frequently untrained recruits from the rural areas.
    


    
      It is likely that one of Hanoi's major concerns as it attempted to revitalize the movement in the South was
      to guarantee that leadership remained firmly in the hands of Party leaders in the North. Since the 1930s the
      Party's apparatus in Cochin China had faced unique problems and had tended to operate somewhat independently
      from the Central Committee, which was usually located in Tonkin. The isolation and autonomy of the southern
      leadership had created problems, particularly when it was under the control of the ambitious Tran Van Giau, and
      irritation on the part of top Party figures at Giau's independent policies may have been one of the reasons
      for his dismissal from the leadership of the movement in the South in the late 1940s. Then, too, the internal
      debate over the use of military struggle in the South in the late 1950s may have irritated some Party leaders in
      North Vietnam, who feared that zealous southern commanders could be tempted to ignore Party directives drawn up
      in Hanoi.
    


    
      In the new conditions of struggle, when the southern leadership would inevitably be operating somewhat
      independently of Hanoi, the threat of a restoration of southern regionalism undoubtedly concerned Party leaders
      in Hanoi. The danger would be exacerbated by the fact that the NLF, the overall parent
      organization of the movement, would consist of thousands, perhaps millions, of Vietnamese who were not members of
      the Party. For obvious reasons, the NLF leadership itself would be composed primarily of non-Party southerners.
      To reduce the temptations of autonomy, a number of mechanisms were established to provide guidance from the
      North. The top COSVN leaders were all Party veterans with a history of loyalty to the organization. At the end of
      each year a leading COSVN member attended a Politburo meeting in Hanoi to consult with Party leaders and receive
      directions for future strategy in the South. Party figures also played key roles in the administrative structure
      of the NLF. Finally, in early 1962 Hanoi decided to set up a southern branch of the VWP, the People's
      Revolutionary Party, or PRP (Dang Nhan dan Cach mang Viet Nam). The PRP was initially described as an independent
      party with no formal connections with the VWP in the North; this was a fiction designed to avoid identification
      of the southern movement with the Party leadership in the North. In reality the PRP was directly subordinate to
      the parent organization in the DRV through COSVN. There was no attempt to disguise the Marxist-Leninist
      orientation of the organization. It was described as "a revolutionary party of the working class in South
      Vietnam," which would be guided by the principles of Marxism-Leninism.
    


    Fish on the Chopping
    Block


    
      One of the major concerns of Party strategists in the South was the Strategic Hamlet Program, initiated by the
      Diem regime in the early spring of 1962. In defiance of the advice of Robert Thompson and U.S. civilian advisers,
      Diem was anxious to build the strategic hamlets quickly and hoped to complete the program (which was to include
      almost the entire rural population of 10 million) by the end of the year. The first "preparatory" stage
      would normally consist of sweep operations by ARVN units to clear out insurgency forces and establish a stable
      government presence in the area. According to one Communist source, during the height of the program there were
      anywhere from 80 to 3,000 sweeps a month involving 10,000 to 15,000 ARVN troops. After this military stage, ARVN
      forces would remain in the area for several months in order to carry out pacification operations and assist
      villagers in the construction of the hamlets. When this phase was completed, local self-defense forces would
      become responsible for security and government agencies would institute the needed political and economic
      reforms. U.S. advisers had suggested that the program be launched in relatively secure, if vital, areas in the
      key provinces near Saigon and in the Central Highlands province of Kontum. Later the program could expand southward into the populous delta and to other provinces in the highlands. Diem, however, decided
      to initiate the program in troubled Binh Duong Province, near the Communist base areas of zones C and D, where
      RVN pacification operations were already under way. Other programs were soon initiated on the Ca Mau peninsula
      and in the coastal provinces of Phu Yen, Binh Dinh, and Quang Ngai, all areas of substantial revolutionary
      activity.19
    


    
      There is evidence that the new RVN program was viewed with considerable concern in Hanoi. Even a partial success
      would deprive the Party of its vital link with the rural villages in the South and make the guerrillas—in the
      colorful phrase of one Communist writer—"fish on the chopping block." In response, the Party set up
      training programs to advise local units on how to destroy the new organizations. Where possible, the hamlets were
      to be seized by direct attack; where that was impossible, they were to be infiltrated and destroyed from the
      inside.20
    


    
      The campaign against the strategic hamlets did not have immediate effect. In the early stages, many peasants
      welcomed the new hamlets as a means of improving their security and livelihood. Many foreign observers were
      optimistic and claimed to see a visible improvement in the general situation in the countryside during the spring
      and summer of 1962. The improved situation carried over into the military struggle, where Communist casualties
      rose and ARVN troops, apparently bolstered by higher morale and new U.S. helicopters, launched more offensive
      operations. The Kennedy administration was so elated that it briefly considered setting up a schedule to remove
      the U.S. military advisers. By midsummer, however, Communist operations against the hamlets had intensified. Some
      were repeatedly attacked and destroyed.
    


    
      The program also began to suffer from internal weaknesses. Because the hamlets were built so quickly,
      administrative mix-ups resulted and promised facilities were often not provided. In some cases the
      "strategic hamlet" was no more than an existing hamlet with a fence. Training for the new self-defense
      forces was inadequate, and assistance from ARVN units was often lacking. Finally, as with the agrovilles,
      peasants resented often having to work without compensation, and the inevitable corruption and favoritism that
      accompanied all RVN efforts further reduced support for the program. Although as late as the spring of 1963,
      Robert Thompson was able to claim that the program was a qualified success, it was having problems. According to
      Bernard Fall, only 1,500 of the 8,500 strategic hamlets were viable.21
    


    
      Emboldened, the insurgents more and more went on the attack. Having improved their capacity to operate against
      helicopters, they began to strike at battalion force level. Party histories cite the battle of Ap Bac, a village
      in the lower delta near My Tho, as a symbol of the new stage. In December, a PLAF battalion attacked this village
      and drove off the local government forces. When ARVN reinforcements arrived, the attackers, though outnumbered four to one, struck again and inflicted heavy casualties." To Hanoi, it was a significant victory—the first concentrated attack by
      PLAF regular forces in South Vietnam. To the Saigon regime it was a humiliating defeat and an ominous sign for
      the future.
    


    
      While trying to destroy the government's administrative apparatus, the insurgents also attempted to build up
      their own. At the public level, the major effort was to expand and strengthen the NLF. By 1962, the front had
      300,000 members and a passive following of more than a million. It had committees in thirty-eight of forty-one
      provinces and in all regions of South Vietnam and held its First National Congress early the same
      year.25
    


    
      At the same time, the amount of territory under ΝLF control gradually increased. In such liberated areas the most
      crucial problem for the Party, as internal documents confirmed, would be to win the support of the peasants. The
      key issue was land reform, and the program began to be implemented in liberated areas in the early 1960s. In
      general, it closely resembled the one that had been promulgated during the war against the French, leading only
      in gradual stages to comprehensive land reform. The first phase, which usually began soon after liberation, was
      deliberately moderate to avoid unnecessarily alienating anti-Diem elements in the countryside. Only uncultivated
      or commune land, the land of absentee landlords, or land that had been confiscated during the earlier conflict
      was distributed. Even there, the Party attempted to avoid compulsion, and advised peasants to make private
      arrangements wherever possible to compensate the previous owners. Landlords were classified in two types,
      progressive and evil, and only the latter were punished. Those receiving land included middle peasants as well as
      the poor and landless. According to one Rand Corporation Study, the amount of land received depended on the
      individual situation but averaged about one-half hectare (1.2 acres) per
      family.24
    


    
      The original program was completed in liberated areas in 1964. According to Communist statistics, a total of
      1,546,275 hectares (3.8 million acres) of land had been distributed to needy peasants. Virtually all peasants now
      had at least some land, and most were now classified as middle peasants.25 There was no hint of collectivization, but nearly 3 million
      peasants had been enlisted in "rotating chore teams," the first stage in the socialization process in
      the countryside. The program was not without problems. In some cases, the military situation made it difficult to
      carry out. In others, there was too little cultivable land available or there were complaints of favoritism. But
      according to another RAND study, the majority of the peasants in liberated areas approved of the program and such
      satisfaction was presumably a major factor in the ability of the movement to enlist recruits in the countryside.
      The Party was careful to present an image of local initiative and voluntary participation. The first stage used
      the Chinese "three with" system, in which trained cadres lived with, ate with, and worked with poor peasants and encouraged them to carry out the program with the support of the
      movement. In the beginning, taxes were "voluntary contributions" and only gradually did they become
      compulsory.
    


    
      In minority areas, the Party was less concerned with economic issues than with cultural and political autonomy.
      Because of the Saigon government's insensitivity to minority attitudes, a serious rebellion against central
      authority was brewing in the Central Highlands. The Communists moved deliberately into the vacuum. On May 19,
      1961, at a congress chaired by NLF member Ybih Aleo and attended by representatives of thirty different
      nationalities, the Central Highlands Autonomous Movement (Uy ban Dan toe Tu tri Tay Nguyen) was founded. Although
      one American expert described it as a paper organization, by 1962 the NLF had assisted sympathetic tribesmen in
      setting up an autonomous zone in the mountainous area. Communist propaganda, following a practice dating back to
      1930, was careful to stress the right of self-determination and the right of all peoples to retain their culture
      and customs.
    


    
      Perhaps the most challenging task was to develop and expand the movement in the cities. Not only were the urban
      areas under the direct rule of the Saigon government and thus much easier to control, but the cities also felt
      the strongest effects of American cultural and economic influence. The expansion of commerce and manufacturing
      had undoubtedly created strains in Vietnamese society. Cultural dislocation and resentment of social and economic
      inequalities and of perceived foreign economic domination are familiar phenomena in most Third World societies
      today. But Western influence also brought a measure of affluence and artificial well-being to important sectors
      of the urban population and the growth of what the Communists would call the "poisonous weeds" of
      decadent bourgeois culture. In brief, the expansion of Western influence was both an opportunity and a threat to
      the revolution. The escalation of the U.S. presence would exacerbate many of the cultural problems in a
      transitional society, but it also tied many urban Vietnamese to the American economic machine.
    


    
      As stated, the Party's task in the cities would be two-fold: (1) to build up a secret apparatus among radical
      elements to serve as the nucleus for a future general uprising and the seizure of power, and (2) to mobilize
      broad support from moderate elements through the framework of the front. In the first instance, the most crucial
      class would be the proletariat. From its early days, the Party had taken pride in the strength and ideological
      awareness of the Vietnamese proletariat and its active role in the revolution. In particular, the working class
      in Saigon-Cholon had a tradition of revolutionary activism under the French colonial regime. Although the South
      as a whole had fallen behind the rest of the country in revolutionary ferment, the movement in Saigon had far
      surpassed that of Hanoi and other provincial capitals around the country. Thus, the Party had grounds for
      optimism about the possibility of building a strong urban base among the growing proletariat
      in the South, particularly in Saigon-Cholon, where nearly half the South's workers were employed.27
    


    
      During the first few years following the Geneva Agreement, the Party's urban activities were rather limited.
      In part, this may have reflected the prevailing policy of promoting peaceful legal struggle. But it was also a
      product of the competition provided by the progovernment union organized by Tran Quoc Buu, as well as of
      Diem's vigorous efforts to suppress subversive activities throughout South Vietnam. In any case, until 1960
      the urban movement in the South was quiescent, with few strikes and workers' struggles and little indication
      of Party influence among workers. Although unemployment, low salaries, and poor working conditions were fairly
      common, there was little political activism. Where labor strikes did occur, most were primarily concerned with
      economic issues.28
    


    
      Serious attempts to organize the labor union movement began with the formation of the NLF and the establishment
      of its affiliate labor organization, the Workers' Liberation Association of Vietnam (Floi Lao dong Giai phong
      mien Nam), in May 1961. The first efforts were concentrated on setting up labor organizations at the basic level,
      in the individual factory or en terprise.29 As activism among workers grew, the Party began to form secret
      self-defense organizations in preparation for the future revolutionary uprising. Communist sources claim that in
      1961 nearly 300,000 workers participated in the struggle movement, a number that more than doubled within a year.
    


    
      Work within the urban middle class was scarcely less important to the revolutionary cause. Here again, Party
      leaders continued to be reasonably optimistic. Although they regarded South Vietnamese intellectuals as lazy,
      mentally undisciplined, and prone to coffeehouse theorizing (classic Marxist criticisms of petty bourgeois
      intellectuals) and saw some as tainted by collaboration, they were apparently convinced that most could be won
      over, at least temporarily, to the revolutionary cause. According to one captured document, for example, RVN
      officials and ARVN officers, unlike their counterparts under the Bao Dai regime, were not to be classified
      automatically as lackeys of imperialism, but as misguided patriots.30 For the most part, the Party relied on the appeal of nationalism to
      approach urban moderates and Went to considerable lengths to identify Ngo Dinh Diem as a puppet of the United
      States (thus, of course, the constant use of the epithet "My-Diem," or American-Diem, as a label for
      the Saigon regime), a technique facilitated by the growing U.S. presence after 1961.
    


    
      There are numerous indications, however, that the Party had limited success in its efforts to rally support from
      moderates. One of the major problems was its ambiguous attitude toward the leading elements of existing social,
      political, and cultural organizations in South Vietnam. Many of these groups were strongly
      anti-Diemist in their inclinations and would seemingly have made good candidates for cooperation with the
      Communists in a common cause. On the surface, the Party leadership was conscious of this opportunity and
      instructed its urban apparatus in the South to maintain good relations with the leadership of such groups. The
      Party had never been comfortable in dealings with those over whom it had no control, however, and captured
      documents show that this tendency continued to bedevil its urban strategy. While paying lip service to the need
      to cultivate the leadership, Party leaders often indicated that the prime duty was to extend the movement among
      the rank and file.31
    


    
      A good example of this ambivalence can be seen in Communist relations with the Buddhist movement. Out of 14
      million South Vietnamese, at least 10 million were Buddhists. Only about 6 million, however, actively practiced
      the religion. Traditionally, Buddhism had been loosely organized in Vietnam and under the French regime it had
      played little role in politics. Since independence, however, Buddhist monks had formed quasi-political Buddhist
      associations to protect and expand activities among the general population. Most famous was the An Quang Buddhist
      Association under Thich Tri Quang in Hué. How much support such associations had among the faithful is a matter
      of dispute. But in the early 1960s Tri Quang and a number of other Buddhist monks took the lead in building up
      opposition to the Diem government, which they perceived to be pro-Catholic, and briefly led an active movement
      among students, intellectuals, and townspeople throughout South Vietnam. Curiously, the Communists had little
      success in manipulating the movement and internal documents demonstrate that the Party viewed the association
      leadership as composed of petty bourgeois intellectuals preoccupied with Western liberal democratic attitudes and
      not particularly susceptible to Communist leadership. The party preferred to operate through the NLF-sponsored
      Committee for the Safeguarding of Buddhism, which, though safely under the thumb of the movement, did not have
      the appeal of Tri Quang's organization.32
    


    The Fall of the Diem
    Regime


    
      For the moment, however, objective conditions were moving more quickly than the Party leadership, for Diem was
      his own worst enemy. By 1961 his dictatorial tendencies, his intolerance of opposition, and his persecution of
      those considered to be a danger to his rule had created a political crisis in the cities. In the capital, the
      atmosphere became sullen, and moderate politicians warned Diem that he must liberalize or face the prospect of
      open revolt. As is so often the case with an unpopular government, resentment focused on a key figure close to
      the pinnacle of authority who symbolized the reactionary and evil character of the regime.
      In Diem's case, that role was played by his brother and political counselor, Ngo Dinh Nhu. Saturnine in
      appearance and ruthless in behavior, Nhu became the Rasputin of the Saigon regime, the eminence grise who established a number of proto-Leninist political movements and mass
      organizations to mobilize popular support for the Diem government and provide a rival force to the local power of
      the Communists. Nhu's actions to stifle all opposition to the regime and his identification as the source of
      the government's brutal repression of rural discontent had earned him the hatred of thousands—per haps
      millions—of Vietnamese. These feelings affected attitudes toward the president himself.
    


    
      When such pent-up hostility and frustration break out into open opposition, they often do so with an explosive
      force that astonishes the world. And the catalytic force—what is often called the "accelerator" of a
      revolution— frequently originates with a minor incident that electrifies the soul of a society. Often it is an
      example of unnecessary brutality by the armed forces against the unarmed populace—a Bloody Sunday in Moscow in
      1905 or the Kent State massacre in May 1970.
    


    
      In the history of the Diem regime, that event was the harassment of the Buddhist demonstrators by ARVN forces in
      Hué in May 1963. The incident was relatively petty. From the beginning, Diem government policies had appeared to
      discriminate against the Buddhists while favoring the nation's 2 million Catholics, many of whom were
      staunchly anti-Communist refugees from the North. By early 1963, the Buddhist Association in Hué had become
      increasingly vociferous in its criticism of the regime and its policies. In response, government officials
      refused Buddhists the right to carry their flag in a march on a Buddhist holy day. Thousands demonstrated in
      protest and were put down by ARVN troops, with several casualties. When the news spread, protest riots broke out
      in Saigon. Diem refused to make a conciliatory gesture, and, when the protests began to take on a clearly
      antigovernment character, ARVN military forces raided the major pagodas in Saigon and arrested several bonzes in
      a display of brutality. Public opinion was outraged, and, when a Buddhist monk protested by setting himself afire
      on a public street in downtown Saigon, the reaction against the regime's actions reached worldwide
      proportions.
    


    
      In Washington, the crisis in South Vietnam was hardly welcome news. In recent months, there had been some
      qualified optimism that the situation was improving. Some administration officials were convinced that the
      insurgency was losing strength as the Kennedy program gradually took hold. From Saigon, Ambassador Frederick
      Nolting cabled that conditions were not as bad as some news reports suggested, and Army Chief of Staff Earle C.
      Wheeler came back from a brief inspection trip in South Vietnam in January with the view that "we are
      winning slowly on the present thrust." But others argued that the appearance of
      stability in the countryside was misleading, and that the unpopularity of the Diem regime in rural areas was
      being fueled by peasant opposition to the strategic hamlet program.
    


    
      Hanoi appeared to share the views of the doubters. Party leaders had been elated at the success of the battle of
      Ap Bac, which, in Le Duan's phrase, had demonstrated "the coming of age" of the PLAF and its
      growing capacity to cope with the U.S. policy of mobile war. According to one captured document, although ARVN
      still possessed an edge in military terms, the political situation was now tilting strongly toward the military
      cause. The document indicated that 2,600 of the 3,700 strategic hamlets had now been destroyed. Infiltration down
      the Ho Chi Minh Trail had increased substantially since the signing of the Geneva Agreement on Laos in 1962,
      despite assurances by Moscow to U.S. officials that North Vietnam would not take advantage of the agreement to
      strengthen its forces in the South. Now, in the aftermath of Ap Bac, infiltration levels were on the increase,
      including some units at battalion strength, to deliver the coup de grâce. As if to signal Hanoi's intentions,
      in March Le Duan publicly declared that there was "no alternative but to use violence" to overthrow the
      Diem regime and establish a new order in Saigon.33
    


    
      Curiously, however, the response by the southern insurgents to the crisis in Saigon was surprisingly muted.
      During the spring and summer months, PLAF activity in rural areas was relatively light, and there was no sign of
      an imminent general uprising led by the Party's cadres in Saigon. Although documentation is sparse, one
      possible explanation may be found in Le Duan's letter to Nguyen Van Linh in July 1962. In that letter, Le
      Duan had suggested the possibility that the Kennedy administration might decide to discard Ngo Dinh Diem as a
      preliminary step to a negotiated U.S. withdrawal from South Vietnam. If such was the case, Hanoi obviously wished
      to avoid any actions that might compel Washington into further intervention in the war.
    


    
      But there was yet another reason why Hanoi might display a cautious attitude toward the evolving crisis in the
      South. When, during the late spring, Washington began to voice its disapproval of the actions of the Saigon
      regime to quell the popular unrest, Diem responding by threatening to open negotiations with the NLF and to send
      the U.S. advisers home. Rumors circulated throughout the capital that Ngo Dinh Nhu had met with representatives
      of the NLF to discuss a cease-fire and the departure of the United States.34
    


    
      In midsummer, the crisis escalated. As buddnist discontent rose to a tever pitch, unrest began to surface in the
      ranks of the army. Several top Saigon military figures began to discuss a possible coup to overthrow the Ngos and
      bring a military government to power. The Kennedy administration, apprised of the situation, at first hesitated,
      but, as the political situation continued to deteriorate in early fall, it finally flashed
      its approval: If Diem were to be overthrown, Washington would offer its support to a new military government.
    


    
      Diem was deposed in an almost bloodless coup on the night of November 3. Refusing an offer of protection by the
      United States, he took refuge in a church in Cholon. Early the following morning he was arrested and with his
      brother Ngo Dinh Nhu assassinated by his captors en route from Cholon to Saigon. In place of the now universally
      detested Diem regime, a new Military Revolutionary Council, chaired by the charismatic but politically indecisive
      general Duong Van Minh, took power.35
    


    
      The overthrow of Ngo Dinh Diem must have been greeted in Hanoi with mixed feelings. To a certain extent, it was a
      bonus for the revolution. Whatever his weaknesses, Diem had been a staunch anti-Communist and a symbol of South
      Vietnam's fierce determination to resist a Communist victory. His overthrow validated Hanoi's
      long-standing claim that the Diem government was rotten to the core and lacked popular support. It also confirmed
      the existence of a continuing high degree of political factionalism and instability in Saigon.
    


    
      Yet Diem's overthrow also presented problems for the insurgency. For the time being at least, the new
      military government basked in the warmth of national popularity. Ngo Dinh Diem had been a symbol of much that was
      wrong in South Vietnamese society, and now that he had fallen, those who had caused his overthrow were welcomed
      as heroes. As for Duong Van Minh, he was a southerner, and although many suspected that his taciturn and relaxed
      demeanor disguised mediocre talents, he was, at least momentarily, the most popular figure in the South.
    


    
      At first, Hanoi appeared uncertain how to treat the new government. In the first few days following the coup, it
      attempted to test the government's will to resist the revolutionary forces, perhaps in the hope that a
      revolutionary uprising might succeed during the chaos following the coup in Saigon. Around the country,
      Communist-inspired incidents rose by 50 percent compared to the period prior to the coup and Western intelligence
      sources remarked on a rise in the rate of infiltration from the North. At first, the new government seemed to
      lack the will and the resources to respond, leading U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, in a brief stab of
      pessimism, to warn that if current trends were not reversed in two to three months, the Communists might be able
      to seize power in Saigon.36 By December, however, ARVN forces had begun to respond more vigorously
      and the pressure slackened. Hanoi now began to send out peace feelers to the new government. But with the promise
      of continued U.S. support, Minh and his colleagues were determined to continue the fight, and when they turned
      down Hanoi's offers the NLF formally announced that the struggle would go on.
    


    The Ninth
    Plenum of December 1963


    
      In December of 1963, the Ninth Plenum of the VWP Central Committee convened in Hanoi. By all indications, it was
      a stormy meeting. According to Le Duan, it took several days of debates before the committee approved the
      resolution drafted earlier by the Party Politburo. The events in the South had created the need for a new
      perspective on the war. Diem's failures and the massive hostility that he had incurred at home and abroad had
      been the prime source of Saigon's weakness and the greatest source of optimism in Hanoi that victory could be
      achieved without a massive military effort. With his fall and a new government riding the crest of a wave of
      popularity, the vision of a general uprising to bring the revolutionary forces to power inevitably began to fade.
      Worse yet, the conviction in Hanoi that the United States would accept the logic of defeat and withdraw from
      South Vietnam now appeared to be a miscalculation. Indeed, U.S. support for the new government had been
      immediately affirmed, and when President Kennedy was assassinated in November, his successor Lyndon Johnson
      seemed to show even less interest in U.S. disengagement from the conflict.
    


    
      Such factors did not fail to influence the revolutionary movement in South Vietnam. Disillusionment and pessimism
      began to infect the rank and file, and U.S. sources reported a significant rise in the rate of desertions from
      revolutionary units.37
      Support for the NLF and its related organizations also showed a decline. With the Ngos removed from power, much
      of the revolutionary ferment that had been gradually building up in Vietnam began rapidly to dissipate.
    


    
      In the face of these realities, there was an apparent consensus that an escalation of armed struggle in the South
      could not be avoided. But what should be the role of the North in the new situation? Some recommended the use of
      regular units of the PAVN as a means of bringing the war to an end before the United States could decide to
      intervene. Others countered that the presence of North Vietnamese combat troops could provoke the United States
      and anger Hanoi's allies. Eventually, the Central Committee approved a proposal to increase the level of
      military assistance to be provided by the North but not to dispatch combat units to the South to take part in the
      fighting. The role of the two zones, for the moment, would continue to be different.
    


    
      The Ninth Plenum had thus decided to respond to the challenge and escalate the level of armed struggle in the
      South but to postpone any decision for the DRV to play a direct role in the war.
    


    
      According to the resolution approved at the close of the conference, the immediate task was to strengthen the
      PLAF in order to effect a basic change in the balance of forces in the South. The resolution talked in general
      terms of the need to improve the coordination of military and political forms of struggle,
      but it was the need for an expansion of the armed might of the revolution that emerged most clearly:
    


    
      Now [that] we are stronger than the enemy politically, we must continue to strengthen our political forces.
      However, we are still weaker than the enemy militarily. Therefore the key point at the
      present time is to make outstanding efforts to rapidly strengthen our military forces in order to create a basic
      change in the balance of forces between the enemy and us in South Vietnam.
    


    
      The reasoning had been expressed earlier by Vo Nguyen Giap in his own military writings and now was repeated in
      the resolution:
    


    
      If we do not defeat the enemy's military forces, we cannot overthrow his domination and bring the revolution
      to victory. To destroy the enemy's military forces, we should use armed struggle. For
      this reason, armed struggle plays a direct and decisive role.38
    


    
      Only with armed struggle, said the resolution, could the prestige and position of the masses be brought fully
      into play.
    


    
      The committee resolution was quick to declare that the decision to escalate the level of violence in the South
      did not mean that it was discarding existing tactics and strategy in their entirety. The war would continue to be
      protracted in character, with victory to be achieved "step by step." Base areas, the three types of
      military forces, and the concept of the three key regions continued to have immediate relevance to the
      revolution. But there was an increasing conviction that the revolution in the South, like its predecessor, would
      gradually escalate into a military confrontation involving large-scale units. There was no specific reference to
      the three stages of Maoist people's war, which may indicate that the concept was then considered somewhat too
      rigid to reflect the complexities of the Vietnamese revolution, but the new approach nevertheless coincided in
      some respects with the strategy used in the past. Although the new strategy was more flexible than the Maoist
      model it replaced, it still called for a gradual movement from low-level warfare to the use of large mobile
      forces, a clear reflection of Giap's view that only mobile or positional warfare could annihilate the main
      forces of the enemy. The final stage similarly represented a resurrection of Ho Chi Minh's strategy during
      the August Revolution—a military offensive in rural areas combined with a popular uprising in the cities, leading
      to the final seizure of power. There was only one break in the litany of militancy in the resolution: "There
      is the possibility that the South Vietnam Revolution must go through a transitional period which entails complex
      forms and methods of struggling before it attains the final victory," an obvious allusion to the possibility
      of a negotiated settlement.
    


    
      Anticipating comparisons with the strategy used during the war against the French, the
      resolution was at pains to point out that the new situation was different in a number of respects. Then, it said,
      early successes had come only from the insurgents' "burgeoning capabilities." Only after 1949 did
      the Vietminh have a strong rear and favorable international conditions. Now, on the contrary, there were several
      factors assuring success: a strong base in the North, a favorable world situation, and a weak RVN. The Saigon
      government, it pointed out, was not a strong government born of a successful national liberation movement
      (presumably a reference to such Asian governments as Sukarno's in Indonesia, U Nu's in Burma, or that of
      the Congress Party in India), but a reactionary government supported only by feudal and comprador bourgeois
      elements and reliant on U.S. support.
    


    Confrontation with
    Moscow


    
      Behind all of the Party's assumptions about the past and future course of the revolution in the South lay one
      crucial and unanswered question: How would the United States respond? Would it react to the challenge by raising
      the level of its own involvement or, as the Party had hoped before the fall of the Diem regime, would it accept a
      compromise settlement and withdraw its advisers? Hanoi was certainly not unaware of the importance of the
      question and in the resolution referred to two possibilities: Either U.S. involvement in the conflict could be
      contained within the framework of the "special war" (Hanoi's term for the Kennedy
      administration's counter-insurgency strategy) or Washington could decide to change the terms of the conflict
      and send U.S. and possibly third-country troops, thus raising the level of conflict to a limited war. The Party
      obviously hoped for the former and cautiously suggested the possibility that the United States would accept
      defeat, as it had in China, or a compromise settlement, as it had in Korea and, most recently, in Laos. But Hanoi
      conceded that Washington might decide to intervene in strength if it was convinced that escalation would increase
      the likelihood of a successful outcome, or if it was persuaded that the DRV would be unable to react. The
      resolution dismissed this alternative as only a "remote possibility," on the grounds that the United
      States would be unable to evaluate the consequences of such a decision. As Hanoi had only a limited capacity to
      influence U.S. foreign policy, it affected a fatalistic attitude: "Let us strive to deal with the first
      eventuality and prepare for the second." If the United States should decide to intervene, the revolution
      would have another obstacle to surmount, but it would still be victorious.
    


    
      The issue was of double importance because it inevitably involved Hanoi's relations with Moscow. In recent
      years these relations had noticeably cooled as a result of Vietnamese disapproval of Soviet
      foreign policy decisions and Soviet concern over the possibility that the revolution in South Vietnam could
      escalate into a world crisis. The DRV had opposed several of Khrushchev's decisions, including his backdown
      in the Cuban missile crisis, his decision to support India in the border war with China, and the signing of the
      Nuclear Test Ban Treaty with Washington. On issues of relevance to the socialist camp, the Vietnamese
      increasingly supported the Chinese position. Not surprisingly, Soviet aid levels began to drop and Chinese
      military assistance, although still limited in both quality and quantity, began to rise.39
    


    
      The major issue, clearly, was Moscow's lack of support for the Vietnamese revolutionary cause in the South.
      For years Hanoi had carefully tailored its strategy to Soviet susceptibilities. Now, however, it was clearly
      growing restive. In the early summer of 1963, in an article in Hoc tap, General
      Nguyen Chi Thanh had referred pointedly to the issue:
    


    
      We do not have any illusions about the United States. We do not underestimate our opponent—the strong and cunning
      U.S. imperialism. But we are not afraid of the United States. ... If, on the contrary, one is afraid of the
      United States and thinks that to offend it would court failure, and that firm opposition to United States
      imperialism would touch off a nuclear war, then the only course left would be to compromise with and surrender to
      United States imperialism.40
    


    
      An anonymous article in the September issue of the same journal quoted Lenin on the unlikelihood of a peaceful
      accession to power and contended that nuclear weapons did not diminish the importance of wars of national
      liberation, citing China, Cuba, and Vietnam as examples of successful revolutionary struggles since the advent of
      the nuclear age.
    


    
      The decision at the Ninth Plenum to escalate the struggle obviously raised the possibility of further
      antagonizing the Soviet Union. With Moscow's backing so crucial to the success of the Vietnamese effort in
      the South, it is probable that moderate elements within the leadership urged their colleagues to avoid a serious
      rupture with the Party's longest and closest ally and supporter. The care with which the Party reassured
      Soviet leaders emerges clearly from the resolution. The basic goal of the Vietnamese revolution was "to
      restrict the war within the framework of South Vietnam and to defeat the enemy on the main battlefield."
      Even if Washington decided to intervene in the struggle, it said, "The possibility that a limited war in
      South Vietnam would turn into a world war is almost non-existent because the purpose and significance of this war
      cannot generate conditions leading to a world war," an obvious reference to the fact that Vietnam was
      peripheral to U.S. (or Soviet) security interests.
    


    
      Yet Hanoi was clearly conscious that Moscow would find it difficult to agree, and probably for this reason it
      published a treatise entitled "The World Situation and Our Party's International
      Mission," which provided a detailed defense of Hanoi's strategy in the South in terms of its effect on
      the international environment.41 The statement, which was probably distributed to all world Communist
      parties, attempted to assuage Soviet fears that the Vietnamese revolution could lead to a wider war and pleaded
      for heightened support by socialist countries for wars of national liberation in the Third World. Claiming that
      the concept of peaceful coexistence is something that exists between different systems, not between oppressors
      and the oppressed within a given society, the statement asserted that peaceful coexistence and revolutionary
      struggle were interdependent, not contradictory. Experience proves, it said, that it is an illusion to believe
      that power can be seized by peaceful means. It asserted that "the national liberation movement alone— the
      content of which is the people's national democratic revolution—can help the nations achieve complete
      independence."
    


    
      In January Le Duan, accompanied by Le Duc Tho and the poet To Hütt, made a brief visit to the USSR to present
      Hanoi's views on the escalating war in the South. Apparently the talks did not change opinions in Moscow. The
      communiqué issued after the close of the talks was vague and suggested continued disagreement. Although the
      Soviet Union promised "resolute support" for the Vietnamese struggle, the talks were described merely
      as a "frank and useful exchange of views."41 Nor did the Vietnamese show signs of backing down. An article in the
      January issue of Hoc tap reiterated points made in the December statement and called
      on socialist countries to take the offensive against world imperialism.
    


    
      The rift with Moscow, and the magnitude of the decision at the December plenum, undoubtedly exacerbated existing
      tensions within the Party leadership over strategy in the South. In a speech presented at the plenum and
      reprinted in Hoc tap the following February, Le Duan conceded that "a few of our
      Party members, the majority of whom are intellectuals" were doubtful of the ability of their leaders to
      understand complex problems of Marxism-Leninism and international affairs. Presumably this statement referred to
      those who were reluctant to ignore Soviet advice on the global situation. Duan defended the Party leadership
      vigorously on this point and pointedly remarked that "it is the CCP headed by Comrade Mao Tse-tung which has
      carried out most satisfactorily the instructions of the great Lenin," an unmistakable reference to the fact
      that Beijing, not Moscow, had expressed full support for the struggle for national liberation in Vietnam. Duan
      also criticized unnamed "honest Marxists" who disparaged Maoist concepts and ridiculed them as
      populist.43
    


    
      For the time being, then, Hanoi had shifted perceptibly toward China. As later events would show, however, the
      decision was taken for the tactical purposes of maximizing support for the Vietnamese revolution and was not the
      result of a victory of a pro-Chinese faction within the Party leadership. In fact, if recent
      disclosures on the course of Sino-Vietnamese relations can be believed, even as the DRV appeared to shift
      perceptibly toward Beijing, most veteran leaders continued to harbor deep suspicion of China's motives for
      meddling in the region. According to the 1979 White Paper, Party leaders had long suspected that Beijing's
      long-term objective in assisting the Vietnamese liberation movement was to keep Vietnam weak and divided in order
      to restore China's paramount influence in Indochina. Hanoi's own motives in publishing such claims may be
      open to question (they were clearly related to the tensions that emerged from the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese conflict),
      but the White Paper clearly suggests that ideological affinity had not substantially reduced Vietnam's
      historic distrust of Chinese policy in Southeast Asia. Beijing, in turn, did little to allay such fears. While
      granting substantial assistance to Hanoi, it persistently tied its Vietnam policy to the course of the
      Sino-Soviet dispute. In the summer of 1964, Deng Xiaoping offered a massive aid program to Hanoi on the condition
      that the latter reject future assistance from Moscow. Hanoi refused. A year later, when the Soviet Union proposed
      a cooperative effort to assist the DRV, Beijing rebuffed the proposal.44
    


    
      To many observers, Hanoi's decision to escalate was somewhat of a puzzle. Given the risks of U.S.
      intervention and the progressive disintegration of the RVN, why did the Party feel compelled to take the gamble?
      One reason appears to be Hanoi's reading of the American mood and intentions. Recent history suggested that
      the best way to persuade Washington to disengage would be to create a further deterioration in the situation in
      the South. After all, the United States had withdrawn from China in the late 1940s under similar circumstances
      and later had accepted negotiated settlements in Korea and Laos. If Washington could be brought to realize that
      the situation in Saigon was beyond repair, it might be willing to accept a political settlement or a simple
      withdrawal of the U.S. presence. But this must be achieved quickly and forcefully. If the Vietnam crisis were
      allowed to drift without a decisive resolution, the danger of U.S. escalation would increase. Consequently, a
      determined effort to overturn or at least seriously weaken the Saigon regime in a relatively short period was
      vital.
    


    
      A second possible factor leading to the decision was the inherited experience of the Party in leading the
      Vietnamese revolutionary movement. Since the colonial period, the Party had learned by bitter experience the
      truth of Mao Zedong's famous dictum that power grows out of the barrel of a gun. It was the massed power of
      the armed forces, combined with the political violence of the aroused masses, more than peaceful struggle,
      compromise, and negotiations, that had led to the inexorable advance of the revolution. Although there had
      undoubtedly been a period after the Geneva Conference when the Party had hoped for a political solution to the
      crisis, there may well have been an underlying conviction among a number of veteran leaders of the Party, such as Le Duan, Vo Nguyen Giap, Le Duc Tho, and perhaps Ho Chi Minh himself, that
      some form of armed struggle would ultimately be the key to victory. Giap, for one, had expressed this view in
      People's War, People's Army when he had asserted that the escalation of a
      guerrilla war into a mobile war was a "general law" of revolutionary wars, as only when the military
      forces of the enemy had been annihilated could complete victory be achieved. Now, in 1964, he returned to the
      issue. In an article entitled "The South Vietnamese People Will Win," he commented:
    


    
      At the price of their hard-won experiences, our compatriots in the South realized that the fundamental trend of
      imperialism and its lackeys is violence and war; that is why the most correct path to be
      followed by the peoples to liberate themselves is revolutionary violence and revolutionary war. . .. Only
      by revolutionary violence can the masses defeat aggressive imperialism and its lackeys and overthrow the
      reactionary administration to take power.45
    


    
      This sentiment was echoed in an article in the July 1964 issue of Hoc tap, which said
      that the path of negotiations and concessions was not the path to consolidate power. Revolution can and should be
      settled "only by the use of revolutionary acts and the force of the masses to defeat the enemy
      forces."46 Such
      militant views might be passed off as mere revolutionary rhetoric by an advocate of revolutionary violence or as
      a rationalization of the failure to achieve rapid victory through political means, but it is nonetheless likely
      that the Party now viewed a military victory as more clear-cut and thus less subject to complexity than a triumph
      achieved by political means.
    


    The Battlefield
    Solution


    
      Throughout the next several months, the Party's apparatus in the South attempted to carry out the objectives
      established by the Central Committee in Hanoi. According to a resolution issued by COSVN early in 1964, the
      revolutionary forces were to intensify their efforts to change the balance of forces in South Vietnam and prepare
      for a general offensive and uprising to lead to a complete victory. Control over the strategic Central Highlands
      was to be consolidated, and PLAF attacks were to be extended gradually into the crucial lowland areas in order to
      tighten the noose around the neck of the Saigon regime. Main force units should be strengthened so that they
      would be capable of launching attacks at company and battalion level to disperse and wear down the enemy. In
      general, Hanoi's decision to escalate was a glittering success. During 1964 the areas under the control of
      revolutionary forces expanded significantly. A stable liberated zone, extending from the plateau regions of the
      Central Highlands to the fringes of the Mekong delta, gradually began to emerge. According to virtually all
      observers, by the end of the year the Communists controlled half the population and more
      than half the total land area of South Vietnam. The only reasonably secure areas for the RVN—and even that was
      being brought into question—were in and around the major cities.47
    


    
      As the liberated areas expanded, the size of the PLAF also increased rapidly. It was now spearheaded by an
      estimated thirty to forty-five main force battalions, supplemented by 35,000 guerrillas and 80,000 irregulars.
      Part of this expansion came from a rise in the rate of infiltration. Although the precise figure is
      controversial, there was a clear rise in the movement of personnel into South Vietnam during the year,
      facilitated by the improvements in the so-called Ho Chi Minh trail through southern Laos.48 While southerners were recruited
      into the PLAF in increasingly large numbers, the percentage of infiltrators within the movement was on the rise,
      a sign of the increasing commitment of the North to the struggle in South Vietnam. As before, many of the
      disciplined and indoctrinated northerners held leading positions in the PLAF and the NLF, raising the potential
      of regional tensions within the movement.
    


    
      As the level of combat rose, ARVN losses increased from 1,000 a month at the beginning of the year to more than
      3,000 in December. Signs of the disintegration of government authority were everywhere in the countryside. In the
      Central Highlands, despite a U.S. effort to solidify minority support for the RVN, discontent rose to fever pitch
      in the early autumn. The United States had set up special forces camps in the area to train minority tribesmen
      and enroll them in self-defense units called Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG). But when during the summer
      responsibility for the groups was turned over to the ARVN at Saigon's insistence, Vietnamese arrogance led
      immediately to problems, and in September a serious revolt broke out among Rhadé tribesmen in Ban Me Thuot. Only
      with the aid of U.S. advisers was the crisis defused.
    


    
      In the lowland provinces, there were equally ominous developments. With the RVN weakening, the momentum of the
      Strategic Hamlet Program ground to a halt. Attacks on government-controlled villages increased, and the coastal
      provinces south of Da Nang once again became contested areas. There were signs in Saigon of an impending
      offensive on the capital area. According to William Colby, then chief of the Far Eastern Section of the Central
      Intelligence Agency, the Communists now held the initiative throughout South Vietnam. Saigon's morale was
      down, and little progress against the insurgents was being achieved.49
    


    
      General William Westmoreland, the new commander of the U.S. Military Assistance Command in South Vietnam (MACV),
      attempted to strengthen RVN security by assisting ARVN forces in mounting a coordinated offensive to relieve the
      pressure on the capital. Labeled Operation Hop Tac (Cooperation), it involved a concerted military offensive by
      units of the ARVN Fifth Division against Communist-held areas in provinces surrounding
      Saigon. Once an area had been cleared, pacification operations would begin, with U.S. civilian advisers helping
      to provide schools, dispensaries, and other services to the area.
    


    
      In the meantime, Hanoi continued to pursue the negotiations tract. In January 1964, Ho Chi Minh publicly
      supported French President Charles de Gaulle's proposal for the neutralization of South Vietnam. During the
      same month, the NLF expressed interest in a negotiated settlement and the neutralization of all of Indochina.
      Then, in June, Prime Minister Pham Van Dong met with Canadian diplomat J. Blair Seaborn, who was arriving in
      Hanoi as a Canadian representative on the International Control Commission. In conversations with the latter,
      Pham Van Dong outlined Hanoi's conditions for a peace settlement: a U.S. withdrawal, self-determination for
      the people of South Vietnam with participation in the political process by the NLF, and peaceful reunification of
      the two zones by negotiations. In the end, he said, there must be "peace and neutrality for South
      Vietnam—neutrality in the Cambodian manner."50
    


    
      Seaborn had met with Phain Van Dong at the request of the Johnson administration, and after the interview he
      transmitted the results to Washington. But U.S. officials, still smarting from the North Vietnamese failure to
      live up to the terms of the 1962 conference on Laos, had little confidence in Hanoi's interpretation of
      "neutrality" and did not follow up on the contact.
    


    Crisis in Saigon


    
      In the absence of a peace settlement, the Communist leadership began to plan for heightened operations in the
      cities, particularly in Saigon. The Ninth Plenum had called for increased efforts by the Party apparatus in urban
      areas to prepare for a future general uprising to accompany the final surge to victory. One French scholar cited
      information that the Party now attempted to infiltrate numerous cadres from rural areas into Saigon to prepare
      for a "battle of the cities," which would involve "new and complex tactics." A major aspect
      of activity would be to strengthen the Party's secret apparatus and to train assassination and sabotage
      squads to commit acts of individual terrorism against Americans and U.S. installations in the city. According to
      one captured document, Party strategists assumed that such attacks could seriously undermine American morale and
      speed the departure of the United States from South Vietnam.51
    


    
      Adding to the security problems caused by Viet Cong activities was the growing political crisis in Saigon. After
      the brief surge of popular enthusiasm brought about by the fall of Diem, the new government lapsed rapidly into incompetence and the Military Revolutionary Council soon fell apart. Throughout 1964 and into
      1965, a series of coups led by diverse military and civilian figures impeded U.S. efforts to restore orderly
      civilian government. Feeding on the instability at the top, a situation of near-anarchy emerged in Saigon. A
      sense of malaise sparked by growing disenchantment with the war infected all classes of urban society. Bitter
      riots broke out between Catholics and Buddhists in downtown areas of the city. To Hanoi, it must have appeared as
      if the long-awaited opportunity for the general uprising was at hand.
    


    
      In an effort to take advantage of the situation, Party leaders called for an increased effort to expand the
      political base of the movement through alliances with anti-American and anti-RVN political forces and with
      democratic and patriotic personalities not normally inclined to cooperate with the NLF. Clearly a major target of
      this effort would be the Buddhist movement led by Tri Quang, even though his movement was viewed as politically
      reactionary and as infiltrated by enemy agents.52 As before, however, the Party's Saigon apparatus appeared unable to
      put theory into practice. A captured document entitled "Problems of Party Leadership and Party Slogans in
      Urban Centers" provides some insight into this problem. According to the author, the objective conditions
      for a revolution had appeared in Saigon, but the Party's municipal leadership under municipal Party chief Vo
      Van Kiet was accused of having "fuzzy concepts" with regard to the urban struggle. The failure to deal
      effectively with the Buddhist movement was specifically cited. Claiming that it should be possible to rally the
      Buddhist leadership to the side of the revolution, the author complained that, "generally speaking, we have
      not been positive in leading the movement." Whether knowingly or not, he pointed to the source of the
      problem, conceding that the Buddhist elites were bourgeois in their inclinations, compromising by nature, lacked
      a mass base, and were ambivalent about the revolution. The local leadership, he admitted, faced a difficult
      problem in reconciling the divergent revolutionary goals of rallying moderates and mobilizing the popular
      masses.53 To Hanoi's
      consternation, major political forces in Saigon continued to elude the Party's control.
    


    
      Throughout 1964 the Johnson administration attempted to deal with the rising crisis in South Vietnam without
      fundamentally changing the terms of the conflict. Soon after his accession to the presidency, Johnson had made it
      clear that he was not interested in disengagement or in a "Laotian solution" to the war. According to
      one source, Johnson insisted that he was determined to avoid a repetition of the China episode of the
      1940s.54 On the other
      hand, the administration was reluctant to raise its military commitment to its client state in Saigon. With 1964
      a presidential election year, it was a dangerous time for foreign policy initiatives.
    


    
      Johnson did try to take a tough line while avoiding a major escalation of the conflict. During the spring and
      summer of 1964, the Johnson administration devised a program of operations that was designed
      to warn Hanoi against escalating its own role in the South. One of those measures called for a series of
      guerrilla raids carried out by ARVN units along the North Vietnamese panhandle. If necessary, a later phase would
      involve U.S. air and naval attacks on targets inside the DRV. J. Blair Seaborn had been asked to convey the U.S.
      warning to Hanoi.
    


    
      up until now, Hanoi had sought to avoid taKing any actions that might provoke a harsh U.S. response. But when in
      early August U.S. naval patrols in the Tonkin Gulf took place in close proximity to South Vietnamese commando
      raids just south of the city of Thanh Hoa, three North Vietnamese patrol boats intercepted the patrol and
      attacked a U.S. destroyer, the U.S.S. Maddox. When reports of a possible second
      attack arrived in Washington shortly after, President Johnson ordered air strikes against military installations
      in the DRV just north of the Demilitarized Zone. The White House then presented Congress with a draft resolution
      to authorize the president to employ U.S. military forces when necessary to "take all necessary measures to
      repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression."
    


    
      In the immediate aftermath of the Tonkin Gulf incident, diplomatic feelers were put out by several sources in an
      attempt to head off the drift toward a wider war. Both the USSR and UN Secretary General U Thant proposed
      reconvening the Geneva Conference to discuss the situation in Indochina (a move supported by the North Vietnamese
      as well as the PRC), and Canadian diplomat J. Blair Seaborn met again with Pham Van Dong to explain the reasons
      for the recent U.S. actions. During the conversation, the latter indicated that Hanoi remained interested in
      peace talks, but Washington officials were reluctant to appear to be negotiating out of weakness, and nothing
      came out of the proposals.55
    


    
      To Party leaders in Hanoi, Washington's harsh retaliation for the incident in the Tonkin Gulf, combined with
      earlier warnings of possible U.S. escalation and its failure to respond to peace overtures, suggested that the
      Johnson administration was not interested in a negotiated settlement and might even be preparing to shift the
      U.S. role from that of a "special war" to that of a "limited war," with U.S. combat troops
      taking an active part in the fighting. According to Gareth Porter, Party leaders convened an extraordinary
      session of the VWP Central Committee a week after the incident and decided to undertake initial steps to send
      North Vietnamese regular force units down the Ho Chi Minh Trail to the South. PAVN Colonel Bui Tin had been
      dispatched to South Vietnam in December 1963 "to research the situation on the spot, the combat capabilities
      [of the South Vietnamese Liberation Armed Forces], and the possibility of sending larger and larger units in
      order to be ahead of the situation of [U.S.] troops being deployed [and] to prepare the battlefield in case
      American troops were deployed." Training for special PAVN units that might be designated for such duty began
      in April. According to U.S. intelligence sources, the first regular units of the PAVN left
      for the South in September and October and arrived at their destination at the end of the year.56
    


    
      I have been unable to confirm the existence of this meeting, but an official history published in Hanoi after the
      end of the Vietnam War provides us with some partial corroborating evidence. According to this source, the
      Politburo met a few weeks after the Tonkin Gulf incident to consider the implications of recent U.S. actions. The
      meeting concluded that the enemy had suffered heavy political defeats in the South and was now unable to control
      its own armed forces. It therefore called for an accelerated effort to strengthen the military capabilities of
      the revolutionary forces in the South in order to "achieve a decisive victory in the next one or two
      years." Insurgent units were instructed to intensify their efforts to destroy strategic hamlets, expand the
      liberated base areas, and annihilate the enemy's armed forces. Clearly, Party leaders had concluded that the
      Johnson administration was making its own plans to move to the stage of "limited war" in South Vietnam,
      and they hoped to achieve a decisive victory before substantial numbers of U.S. combat troops arrived to shore up
      the staggering Saigon regime.57
    


    
      One consequence of the shift to a more aggressive approach in South Vietnam was the decision to appoint a senior
      military officer of the PAVN to direct the struggle in the South. The choice to command the operation was General
      Nguyen Chi Thanh, one of two military officers to hold the rank of senior general in the PAVN. Elected to the
      Politburo at the Party's Second Congress in 1951, General Thanh was initially assigned to head the army's
      Political Department, but by the early 1960s he became actively involved in the formulation of policy in the
      South. Sometime in 1964 he embarked on an inspection trip to South Vietnam to assess the situation and present a
      plan of operations to the Politburo. General Thanh now believed that a large-scale war with the United States was
      virtually inevitable, and that the revolutionary forces in the South would require direct assistance from the
      DRV. In response to skeptics (possibly including fellow senior general Vo Nguyen Giap) who doubted the capacity
      of the PAVN to challenge U.S. forces on the battlefield, he countered that revolutionary spirit would enable the
      insurgent forces to overcome the technological superiority of the enemy. At the end of the year, he returned to
      the South to put his plan into effect. Tran Van Tra headed the PLAF.58
    


    The Fall of Khrushchev


    
      In the months since the Ninth Plenum in December 1963, Soviet relations with the DRV had continued to
      deteriorate. Soviet leaders hoped for Hanoi's support in the increasingly bitter Sino-Soviet dispute and were
      well aware that any flagging of Soviet assistance to the DRV in its struggle to complete
      national reunification would be labeled a betrayal of proletarian internationalism by Beijing. Yet the steady
      escalation of the conflict in Indochina seriously undercut Khrushchev's policy of peaceful coexistence and
      threatened to embroil the USSR in a direct confrontation with the United States. Caught in the web of these
      contradictions, Moscow procrastinated. When a delegation from the NLF arrived in the USSR in July to seek
      military assistance and formal recognition, the Soviet government gave a vague answer. In the meantime, Party
      leaders in Hanoi continued to lambast "revisionism," and in private talks with Soviet officials
      criticized Moscow's attempt to isolate the PRC.
    


    
      The Tonkin Gulf incident only served to exacerbate the situation. While Beijing responded to the U.S. air attacks
      by voicing firm support for the Vietnamese people, Moscow's reaction was surprisingly mild. When Le Duan
      visited the USSR briefly in August to seek support, Soviet leaders, pointing out that the revolutionary forces
      were in a strong position in the South, emphasized the need for a negotiated settlement. It was at least partly
      in an attempt to obtain Moscow's commitment to heightened military assistance that Hanoi accepted the Soviet
      proposal to convene a new Geneva Conference.
    


    
      Moscow's weak response to the Tonkin Gulf incident undoubtedly angered Party leaders in Hanoi, but some key
      figures in the Politburo wanted to maintain an amicable relationship with the Soviet Union in order to avoid
      total dependence on China. Such individuals were undoubtedly delighted when Nikita Khrushchev was removed from
      office in late October, and in the weeks following his ouster, the official press in Hanoi adopted a more
      favorable tone toward Soviet policies. A few weeks after the accession to power of the new joint leadership of
      Leonid Brezhnev and Alexei Kosygin, Pham Van Dong went to Moscow, ostensibly to attend the forty-seventh
      anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution, but actually to assess the situation.59
    


    
      Moscow's dilemma was not resolved by Nikita Khrushchev's fall from power in Moscow. But the new Soviet
      leadership, apparently less fearful of offending the United States and anxious to prevent a closer Vietnamese
      relationship with Beijing, promised to increase its military assistance to Hanoi and pledged to support the DRV
      if it were attacked by the United States. One source notes that Moscow agreed to support a general offensive in
      the South if the United States continued to refuse meaningful negotiations. For its part, Hanoi apparently agreed
      to stop its criticism of Soviet foreign policy and to make every effort to keep the war from spreading beyond
      South Vietnam. In the words of one captured document, Hanoi promised Moscow that it would "harmonize"
      the interests of the Vietnamese revolution "with those of the international proletariat."60 The NLF set up a permanent
      mission in Moscow (China had opened one in September), and plans were made for a formal visit by Prime Minister
      Kosygin to Hanoi early in 1965. At least for the moment, the Party had won firm support of
      its policies in South Vietnam from the most powerful country in the socialist camp.
    


    
      By the end of 1964, the crisis in South Vietnam was rapidly approaching what the Party frequently called "a
      mature revolutionary situation." In the capital, political anarchy marked the virtual demise of the RVN. In
      rural areas, the strength of insurgency forces was reflected in the change in the nature of combat with
      government units. In the final days of the year, a Viet Cong main force unit at regimental strength, armed with
      Soviet AK-47 automatic rifles, assaulted an ARVN ranger battalion in sustained combat near Binh Già, a Catholic
      village about forty miles east of Saigon. In a week-long battle, the attackers inflicted heavy casualties on the
      government troops. Similar attacks took place near the Cambodian border and in the Central Highlands. The
      disintegration of ARVN forces appeared to accelerate, and there were reports that local commanders were making
      "live and let live" agreements with Viet Cong forces in the vicinity. To the Party leadership in Hanoi,
      the "battle of Binh Gia" was conclusive proof that the U.S. "special war" had gone down to
      ignominious defeat; it also symbolized the rising strength of the revolutionary forces. Operation Hop Tac,
      designed to clear out insurgency forces in the capital area, had been a severe disappointment and failed to stem
      the rising tide of revolutionary activities in the villages around Saigon. In a postmortem, General Westmoreland
      offered a variety of explanations: The government units lacked troops and aggressive leadership, local forces
      were too weak, and funding was lacking for pacification improvements.61
    


    
      For the Communists, the situation in the South was evolving so rapidly that the Party was clearly having
      difficulty making the necessary adjustments. A year-end assessment issued by COSVN military headquarters,
      although generally optimistic about the situation, noted that the PLAF was not sufficiently prepared and did not
      possess adequate military strength to impose a direct defeat on the enemy. This cautious estimate was confirmed a
      year later in a letter written by a top Party official in early 1966 and later captured. This letter stated
      categorically that the Saigon regime had reached near-collapse so quickly that the southern movement "had
      not yet acquired adequate conditions to cope with the rapid development of the situation, and to make the puppet
      army disintegrate in a basic and irretrievable manner."62 For once, despite its efforts, the Party had been unable to rise to the
      challenge. In a later moment of reflection, Le Duan confessed that the war had developed even more rapidly than
      Hanoi had anticipated.
    


    Conclusion


    
      By the end of 1964, Hanoi and Washington were both embarked on the road to a larger war. Each proclaimed a desire
      for peace and a willingness to make compromises to achieve it, but efforts by outsiders to
      bring the two sides together had foundered. In the meantime, both were prepared to turn to the military option as
      a means of achieving their political objectives.
    


    
      Was there, as some observers have contended, a "lost chance" for peace? Was there a compromise position
      that both sides could have agreed upon, had they only been willing to sit down at the negotiating table with a
      sincere desire to reach a solution? This is not the place for an extended discussion of U.S. objectives in South
      Vietnam. It is clear, however, that in 1964 the Johnson administration would not have been willing to sign any
      peace agreement that did not provide reasonable guarantees for the survival of an independent and non-Communist
      South Vietnam. This was a condition that Hanoi was willing to accept in January 1973, after a long and bloody war
      that had exacted high costs on both sides. It is not likely that North Vietnamese leaders would have been
      inclined to sign such an agreement in 1964. Given the political and military situation in South Vietnam at the
      time, it was obviously preferable to await probable further deterioration of the RVN, which could lead, at most,
      to an outright victory through a general offensive and uprising or, at the least, to a negotiated settlement
      highly advantageous to the DRV.
    


    
      The fact is, during that ominous winter of 1964-1965, the Communists, for the second time in less than twenty
      years, approached the portals of victory There was always the risk of U.S. military escalation but, as we have
      seen, Party leaders had already taken that factor into consideration and appeared willing to pay the price. To
      optimistic minds in Hanoi, there appeared to be no obstacle threatening enough to arrest the seemingly inexorable
      march of the South toward communism.
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    War of Attrition (1965–1968)


    
      Until early in 1965, a succession of U.S. presidents had maneuvered successfully to avoid being faced with the
      ultimate question in U.S. Vietnam policy: What was to be done if the RVN could not hold? It was Lyndon
      Johnson's misfortune that under his presidency it became clear that the crisis could no longer be contained
      without substantially increased U.S. involvement. With near-chaos in Saigon and the specter of military collapse
      in the countryside, Maxwell Taylor, the new U.S. ambassador in Saigon, reported that unless Washington took some
      action, South Vietnam would meet defeat "in the fairly near future."1
    


    
      The Party leadership had hoped that when the severity of the crisis in South Vietnam had reached this point
      Washington would withdraw or opt for negotiations and a compromise settlement. But as Hanoi had feared, such
      hopes were seriously misplaced. Unlike his predecessor, Lyndon Johnson was not plagued by doubts about the wisdom
      of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Haunted by memories of the Chinese Civil War, Johnson was determined that there
      be no repetition of that defeat under his presidency. To prevent the further decay of the security of the free
      world in Southeast Asia, the United States must act to defeat the insurgency in South Vietnam.
    


    
      Lyndon Johnson's tough attitude was shared by many of the advisers he inherited from the Kennedy
      administration, including Secretary of State Dean Rusk, who was convinced that the United States should respond
      tit-for-tat to any Communist challenge in Southeast Asia. Although there were still figures within the
      administration who harbored doubts about the advisability of committing U.S. prestige irrevocably to the survival
      of the Saigon regime, Johnson was not tolerant of dissenting views among his foreign policy advisers, and after
      1965 their voices were rarely heard at the top levels of power.2
    


    
      It was easier to agree on the need to respond than on how to respond. There was, in fact, no clear consensus
      within the administration over how to deal with the rapidly deteriorating situation in Southeast Asia. Some,
      concerned with the adverse trends in force levels between the RVN and the NLF, felt that
      increased U.S. involvement should take the form of the introduction of combat troops. Al though statistics were
      lacking, it was firmly believed in Washington that infiltration from the North was rapidly rising and that for
      the first time fully armed units of the PAVN were included in the number. ARVN forces were still superior in
      numbers, but the recruitment of additional troops would be increasingly difficult because of the high level of
      draft evasion and the twenty-year-old age limitation. Moreover, the vast majority of ARVN forces were tied down
      in static defense positions connected with the pacification program. Some counterinsurgency experts maintained
      that it would require a ratio of ten to one in favor of the government forces to control the insurgency, and the
      RVN simply did not possess the manpower to establish such a superiority.3 The addition of U.S. troops would both stiffen the backbone
      of the Saigon regime and release the ARVN for more effective pacification operations in the countryside. Among
      those in Washington who advocated such a course was the president himself. Others, including Ambassador Taylor
      and MACV commander Westmoreland in Saigon, were initially reluctant to introduce U.S. fighting units into South
      Vietnam in the belief that such a move might stimulate antiforeign sentiment and a tendency to let the United
      States "carry the ball."4
    


    
      One alternative to the injection of U.S. combat forces into South Vietnam was a policy of sustained air strikes
      against military and industrial targets in the DRV. According to advocates of such a course, there were a variety
      of possible benefits: It would reduce the infiltration of personnel and supplies into the South; it would raise
      morale in Saigon; it would punish Hanoi and demonstrate that the North could not hope to support the insurgency
      effort in the South cost-free.5 Another possibility was the creation of an international force to be
      stationed along the Demilitarized Zone and westward into Laos in order to prevent infiltration. The subject was
      raised by the president in December 1964, but because it would take considerable time to implement, it was not
      followed up.
    


    
      Early in February 1965 a U.S. military installation at Pleiku in the Central Highlands was attacked by Viet Cong
      artillery, killing 8 Americans and wounding 100 others. The incident took place while National Security Adviser
      McGeorge Bundy was on a brief visit to South Vietnam, and he phoned the White House from Saigon to recommend that
      the attack be used as a pretext for a firm reprisal. Johnson approved, and, on the same day, U.S. fighter-bombers
      launched an air strike against military barracks at Dong Hoi in the North Vietnamese panhandle. When insurgent
      units retaliated with the bombing of a U.S. noncommisioned officers' billet at Qui Nhon, killing 23 American
      servicemen, additional air strikes followed. On February 13, the president announced Operation Rolling Thunder,
      described as "a program of measured and limited air actions" against military targets in the DRV south of the 19th parallel. Beginning with three or four strikes per week, the
      operation gradually developed into a series of sustained attacks launched without announcement.
    


    
      In South Vietnam, ARVN losses continued at a dangerously high level. According to General Westmoreland, South
      Vietnamese forces were suffering casualties at a rate of almost an infantry battalion a week. Air strikes by U.S.
      B-52s against enemy areas in Zone D had some effect but were "not sufficient to reverse the course of the
      war." The situation was particularly bad in northern I Corps and in the Central Highlands, where there were
      signs of a possible Communist offensive to cut the country in two, reminiscent of the Vietminh attacks against
      French forces in 1953 and 1954. The situation was nearly as fragile in Saigon, where one government followed
      another in an almost farcical game of political musical chairs.
    


    
      At MACV headquarters in Saigon, General Westmoreland was increasingly pessimistic. He had felt that air strikes
      against the DRV could not resolve the crisis in the South but had acquiesced in the policy for lack of an
      alternative. By March he concluded that the RVN could not survive the enemy's mounting military and political
      offensive for more than six months unless the United States increased its military commitment. In a blunt report
      to Washington, he declared that, if present trends continued, "We are headed for a VC takeover of the
      country," probably within a year.6 Westmoreland concluded that there was no alternative to the introduction
      of U.S. combat units.
    


    Westmoreland's
    Strategy


    
      Westmoreland's immediate hope was to break the tide of Communist advance and provide a minimum of security to
      highly populated areas. To do this he had to bolster shaky ARVN defenses in the north and in the Central
      Highlands and to prevent a possible Communist assault on Saigon. A secondary but ultimately vital concern was to
      stem the flow of infiltration into South Vietnam from the North. To meet these objectives, in March he requested
      two battalions of marines to protect the airfield at Da Nang, on the central coast. Shortly thereafter he
      requested that a U.S. army unit be stationed at Bien Hoa, north of Saigon, and that a second at division strength
      bolster the RVN position in the Central Highlands.
    


    
      Westmoreland was not content to restrict U.S. efforts to shoring up ARVN defenses. In late spring he devised a
      three-stage plan to reverse the Communist advance and lead to complete victory in South Vietnam. During the first
      stage, which was to last through the end of 1965, the objective was to secure populated areas, stifle the
      enemy's initiative, and halt the downward trend in the war. Then, during the dry season
      in early 1966, U.S. forces, assisted by ARVN units, would launch major "search and destroy" offensives
      in high-priority areas to break the hold of the Viet Cong in the countryside. If the enemy persisted after that
      point, a final stage would be required to destroy the enemy within one or one and one-half years after completion
      of the second stage.7 In
      the early stages, the basic objective would be to cut off enemy sources of food, men, and weapons. Marines would
      be responsible for offensive operations in the northern provinces (in RVN military parlance, I Corps), while army
      units would take the lead in the Central Highlands and along the central coast (II Corps) and in the provinces
      around Saigon (III Corps). No U.S. forces would be stationed in the Mekong delta (IV Corps), partly because enemy
      operations were limited in that area, and partly because of RVN reluctance to station U.S. forces in heavily
      populated provinces.
    


    
      The first detachment of marines, a total of about 3,500 men, landed on the beaches of Central Vietnam north of Da
      Nang in early March. Although their basic mission was to protect U.S. installations at the air base in Da Nang,
      they were gradually drawn into a more active role in the countryside. Shortly afterwards, the First Cavalry
      (Airmobile) Division arrived at Qui Nhon, where Westmoreland hoped to use it to stop a predicted Communist effort
      to cut South Vietnam in half. Westmoreland intended to deploy these army units at An Khe, on Route 19 leading to
      the Central Highlands, but this forward strategy did not receive universal approval from U.S. policymakers.
      Ambassador Taylor continued to be reluctant to engage U.S. combat units in overt operations against Communist
      forces and preferred to restrict U.S. activities to the coastal areas. At first, Lyndon Johnson followed
      Taylor's recommendation, but at a meeting in Honolulu with Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara in April,
      Westmoreland was able to obtain approval of a strategy that called for the introduction of more than 75,000 U.S.
      troops to secure base areas, leading to a series of deep probes to disrupt enemy control in the
      countryside.8
    


    
      By summer, the pace of battle had begun to quicken. The revolutionary forces continued to hold the initiative in
      confrontations with the ARVN, particularly in southern I Corps, much of II Corps, and in the districts north of
      Saigon. Several district capitals had been abandoned, and Western sources feared that the entire Central
      Highlands could fall before the onset of the winter dry season. Throughout the country security was increasingly
      tenuous as transportation and communication lines were being cut. But by now, Westmoreland was ready to make his
      move. In June, in response to a series of attacks at Song Be and Dong Xoai in Phuoc Long Province northwest of
      Saigon, a U.S. airborne brigade, assisted by ARVN and Australian units, launched a short thrust into Zone D to
      throw the enemy off balance and provide protection for the U.S. air base at Bien Hoa. As Westmoreland noted later, it was the first assault into that Communist base area in several years.
    


    
      The first open confrontation between U.S. and Viet Cong forces took place south of Da Nang, on the Batagnan
      peninsula on the central coast. Marine units had established a base at Chu Lai, a few miles to the north, and
      soon discovered a Viet Cong regiment in the area, protected by a cluster of combat villages. To remove the
      threat, marine units launched a sweep operation complete with helicopters and an amphibious landing. In a week of
      heavy fighting, labeled by Hanoi the battle of Van Tuong, U.S. forces destroyed the combat villages and extensive
      tunnel complexes and killed more than 500 of the enemy. U.S. casualties were listed as 50 dead, with 150 wounded
      in action.9
    


    
      But Westmoreland's chief area of concern during the summer of 1965 was the Central Highlands, where a major
      Communist offensive to strike to the coast and isolate the northern provinces from Saigon was anticipated.
      Westmoreland planned to use units of the First Cavalry Division at An Khe on Route 19 to anticipate the Viet Cong
      offensive and keep the highway open from the coast to the provincial capital of Pleiku. His plan was criticized
      by Admiral Grant Sharp at CINCPAC headquarters in Honolulu, who feared a repetition of the defeat of the French
      in the area in 1954. Westmoreland, however, was determined to prevent a Communist move onto the coastal plains of
      Binh Dinh and Phu Yen provinces, where government pacification operations were under way, and was not to be
      dissuaded.
    


    
      In October, two PAVN regiments attacked a special forces camp at Plei Me, not far from Pleilcu in the northern
      sector of the Central Highlands, and then ambushed a relief column and put the special forces camp under siege,
      possibly the first step in a plan to destroy the three CIDG camps in the area and capture Pleiku. Westmoreland
      dispatched units of the First Cavalry Division to the area. They helped break the siege at Plei Me and then
      pursued Viet Cong forces into the hills. In November, U.S. units finally located three PAVN regiments in the la
      Drang valley, near the Cambodian border at the base of Chu Pong Mountain. After a week of bloody fighting, U.S.
      forces reported the killing of more than 1,000 of the enemy, while the Americans lost 300.10 The battle at la Drang valley
      demonstrated that the revolutionary forces were not yet able to match U.S. firepower and mobility.
    


    
      By the end of the year, Westmoreland had achieved his basic aim of stabilizing the military situation in South
      Vietnam. The insurgents had failed to maintain the momentum they had established at the beginning of the year,
      and their hold over key areas of the country had perceptibly weakened. The U.S. expeditionary force in South
      Vietnam now numbered nearly 200,000 men. But if security was up, so was infiltration. There was now the
      equivalent of ten PAVN regiments in the South, and they made up about 30 percent of all combat units in the area.
      Although the insurgency forces had suffered heavy casualties, the total strength of the PLAF
      was now estimated at 221,000 men. In Washington questions were already being asked about the value of
      Westmoreland's strategy of aggressive "search and destroy" actions in comparison to the painstaking
      but thorough pacification operations preferred by many civilian advisers. Under the circumstances, Senator Mike
      Mansfield's comment that "defeat has been averted, but victory is nowhere in sight" seemed apt
      indeed.11
    


    Hanoi's Response


    
      Despite the brave front put up by Hanoi, the U.S. decision to escalate the conflict in the South posed a severe
      challenge to the revolution. In effect, Washington had turned Mao's famous dictum against Hanoi. By raising
      the importance of the military factor, the United States had pitted its primary strength—technology and
      firepower—against the major weakness of the Communists. At least for the moment, the importance of politics, the
      Communists' cardinal advantage, would be severely reduced.
    


    
      Hanoi was now raced with a series of almost equally unattractive alternatives, Any effort to match the United
      States in a war of attrition would not only be costly in terms of human casualties and materials; it would also
      seriously risk a spillover of the war into North Vietnam, with the attendant effects on the program of socialist
      construction. The Third Party Congress had kept the two goals of the revolution rigidly separate, indicating that
      elements within the leadership would strongly oppose any measures in the South that might endanger the rate of
      progress toward a socialist society in the DRV. Moreover, further escalation in the South, with the risk of a
      "wider war," would place Hanoi's delicate relations with the Soviet Union and China in serious
      jeopardy.
    


    
      On the other hand, any decision to back away from a confrontation in the South must have seemed equally
      unpalatable. To retreat from the challenge would be to accept a postponement, sine
      die, of the victory of the revolution and the reunification of the two zones. And it would have a serious
      negative effect on the morale of the liberation forces in the South, who had already struggled for several years
      at great sacrifice on the assumption that the North would not let them down.12 Under such circumstances, Hanoi had little choice but to
      respond in one form or another. It had already made a substantial commitment in arms and lives to the revolution
      in the South. It had geared up for a major push for a decisive victory. To downgrade the level of insurgency and
      retreat to the stage of guerrilla warfare would be to lose the initiative on the battlefield and discourage the
      thousands of insurgents fighting in the jungles and rice paddies in the South. If the United States could force
      the Communists to retreat with a show of force, it would doom the revolution to failure.
      Hanoi thus had to respond. It only remained to determine how to respond.
    


    
      The decision by the Johnson administration to increase the stakes in Vietnam took place just as the new Soviet
      Prime Minister Alexei Kosygin made his state visit to Hanoi. Whether or not the American bombing of Dong Hoi
      while Kosygin was in Hanoi had any effect on the talks is not known. In any case, it seems likely that the
      meeting resulted in a bargain. The Soviet Union promised "all necessary support and assistance" to the
      Vietnamese and agreed on a military assistance program that ultimately amounted to several hundred million
      dollars' worth of aid to Hanoi, including surface-to-air missiles (SAM) and antiaircraft equipment. On the
      other hand, Kosygin probably linked Soviet promises of aid to Hanoi's commitment to limit the conflict to the
      South and to pursue the possibility of a negotiated settlement. Shortly after Kosygin's return to Moscow, the
      Soviet government proposed a new international conference on the Indochina crisis, and the DRV quickly indicated
      its willingness to attend.13
    


    
      The fact that the attack on Pleiku, combined with a series of other operations by PLAF units in the South, had
      taken place while Alexei Kosygin was in Hanoi, led some Western analysts to speculate that North Vietnam was
      deliberately raising the ante to pressure Moscow. But a letter written by Le Duan to Nguyen Chi Thanh in the
      latter's command post in the South at about the same time suggests that such may not have been the case. The
      First Secretary reported that the Politburo had already met to discuss plans for the coming year. It had not
      agreed on a new strategy, however, and for the time being would continue the existing one—to apply the tactics of
      protracted war with the ultimate objective of waging a combined general offensive and uprising. Noting the
      success of the battle of Binh Gia the previous December ("a small Dien Bien Phu," Le Duan had called
      it), the author said that as a result of that battle, the enemy had been forced to change his policy. There was
      still a chance, however, to persuade the United States to withdraw without making the transition to limited war.
      The key was to annihilate ARVN—the sole remaining prop of the U.S.-supported Saigon regime—and to find a way to
      get the United States to withdraw without forcing it to suffer a loss of face.
    


    
      Le Duan admitted that the PLAF was still weaker than ARVN, but he pointed out that its spirits were higher and
      its guerrilla forces were effective. Moreover, the political situation was much more favorable than in 1954.
      Still, he admitted that additional troops must be infiltrated from the North to help revolutionary units draw
      ARVN units out of the cities and then destroy them. In the meantime, the Party's forces in the major cities
      must be strengthened to prepare for the coming uprising. Once power was in the hands of the insurgents, he said,
      politics would take command. A government composed of "neutralist" elements would be formed in Saigon,
      but the NLF would be in control behind the scenes. At the appropriate moment, that
      government would call for talks with the NLF, which until then would remain in the countryside.14
    


    
      Le Duan admitted that there was no guarantee the plan would succeed, but even the great Lenin, he pointed out,
      had not waited for total certainty when he launched the Bolshevik Revolution. Let's act, Le Duan quoted
      Napoleon, and then see. If we fail, we can always retreat and try again, because of our strength in the
      countryside.
    


    
      A few weeks after this remarkably frank letter, the Central Committee met for its Eleventh Plenum in Hanoi. By
      now, with the launching of the bombing campaign in the North and the dispatch of the first U.S. combat troops to
      the RVN, the scope of Washington's response to the Pleiku incident was becoming clear. The resolution
      approved at the meeting conceded that the enemy had now made the transition to "a high-level special war
      with some characteristics of limited war" but had not been able to bring about a fundamental change in the
      situation. Perhaps, the plenum concluded, the United States was widening the war in order to negotiate from
      strength. Under the circumstances, there was no need to change the existing strategy, because victory was still
      possible at the level of special war. As the resolution put it:
    


    
      Our basic mission is to positively restrain and defeat the enemy in the "special war" at its highest
      level in the South, endeavor to take advantage of opportunities, concentrate the forces of the entire nation to
      win a decisive victory in the South in a relatively short period of time while also making preparations to cope
      with and defeat the "limited war" if the enemy wages it in the South, continue to build the North,
      while closely combining economic construction with the strengthening of national defense, resolutely protect the
      North, defeat the war of destruction and the blockade by the enemy's air and naval forces, preparing to
      defeat the enemy in the event that he doubles the intensity of his present war of destruction or transforms it
      into a limited war in both the South and the North, seeking to mobilize the strength of the North to assist the
      South, aid the Laotian revolution, using all of our strength to attack the enemy in the South, defending the
      North, and fulfilling the task of national liberation throughout the nation.15
    


    
      Shortly after adjourning the Eleventh Plenum at the end of March, the DRV became active once again on the
      diplomatic front. During the winter months, North Vietnamese sources had not responded to U.S. peace feelers, and
      in March the DRV's commercial representative in Paris, Mai Van Bo, informed the French that as a result of
      U.S. bombing attacks, Hanoi was no longer interested in pursuing negotiations. Canadian ICC representative J.
      Blair Seaborn reported that the North Vietnamese appeared to believe that there was no longer any need to pursue
      peace talks now that victory was in sight.16
    


    
      On April 7, one day after giving his approval to an escalation of U.S. troop strength in the
      RVN, President Johnson presented a major address on the war at Johns Hopkins University. Johnson suggested
      "unconditional negotiations" to end the war and sweetened the offer with a proposal to provide U.S.
      financial assistance for a multinational effort to develop the basin of the Mekong River. Undoubtedly, one motive
      for Johnson's speech was to defuse rising public criticism of the administration's war policies, but the
      White House was also convinced that negotiations would eventually be necessary and hoped to lay the preliminary
      groundwork. After the speech, the president ordered a short pause in the bombing to encourage a positive response
      from North Vietnam.
    


    
      The NLF had already set forth its own conditions for a settlement in a statement that was issued on March 22 and
      broadcast by Liberation Radio the following day. The five-point statement implied that peace negotiations could
      not begin until U.S. forces had already been withdrawn from South Vietnam. When broadcast by Hanoi Radio a few
      days later, however, the statement was slightly modified to imply that prior withdrawal need not take place so
      long as it was pledged beforehand. That subtle but important difference reappeared on April 8, one day after the
      Johns Hopkins speech, when Prime Minister Pham Van Dong announced his own "four points," a set of
      conditions for a diplomatic settlement, calling for the removal of all foreign troops from Vietnam, observation
      of the Geneva Accords, settlement of South Vietnam's internal affairs in accordance with the NLF program, and
      the peaceful reunification of the two zones.
    


    
      Three of these points were familiar ones that had been raised by Hanoi previously. But the final point, which
      declared that the "internal affairs of South Vietnam must be settled by the South Vietnamese people
      themselves in accordance with the program of the South Vietnamese National Front for Liberation without any
      foreign interference" was a departure from previous comments that had implied only that the NLF would demand
      to play an active role in the political process. Finally, the statement was ambiguous on the issue of a prior
      U.S. withdrawal, stating simply that "if this basis for a [settlement] is recognized," favorable
      conditions would be created for a peace settlement. The next day, however, Ho Chi Minh muddied the waters further
      in an interview with a Japanese journalist when he stated that the United States must first of all withdraw to
      create the proper conditions for a conference.17
    


    
      The implied discrepancy between the NLF and DRV conditions for peace has suggested to some observers that there
      were serious differences between the two on the terms for settlement. There is little doubt that such differences
      did exist and that many southerners feared abandonment by their sponsors in the North, as had happened in 1954.
      But—as was the case in 1959—it is not necessary to believe that all the differences were between northerners and southerners, for it is highly likely that disagreement over conditions for a peace
      settlement existed within the Party leadership in Hanoi as well. As we shall see, these differences would sharpen
      at the end of the year, when the full implications of the U.S. escalation in South Vietnam had come clearly into
      focus.
    


    
      Moreover, it is also possible that the apparent differences between the NLF and the DRV were deliberately being
      staged for effect. The clearest exposition of Hanoi's views on a possible peace settlement is contained in a
      letter that First Secretary Le Duan wrote to Nguyen Chi Thanh in May. The author had by now emerged as the chief
      war strategist within the Party leadership. In a recent letter, he remarked, "I suggested the possibility of
      using political struggle to demand the establishment in Saigon of a new government that would advocate an end to
      the war and talks with the [National Liberation] Front." Now, he said, "that is no longer
      necessary," because the United States is bringing combat troops into South Vietnam in order to stabilize the
      situation and create conditions for a political settlement. It is demanding "unconditional
      negotiations" in order to create a neutralized South Vietnam on the Laotian model. Under these conditions,
      he said, "we must fight hard and even harder but we should not talk, not negotiate." That
      determination, he pointed out, had been clearly expressed in the tough NLF statement issued in March. On the
      other hand, Pham Van Dong's four-point statement had been issued to indicate Hanoi's flexibility and
      provide the United States with an opportunity to withdraw without loss of face.
    


    
      The focus of attention at present, Le Duan concluded, must be on creating conditions for a general offensive and
      uprising to achieve a decisive victory. "Only when the general uprising has succeeded will the question of
      establishing a neutralist central government be set forth." That government might be quite broad in its
      political composition and even include some pro-French and pro-U.S. elements, but we will be fully in control and
      will hold key positions such as national defense, public security, and foreign affairs. It would then call for
      negotiations with the NLF to end the war and demand the reconvening of the Geneva Conference to enable the United
      States to withdraw from the South.
    


    
      Le Duan's comments suggest that an element of ambiguity was deliberately injected into the diplomatic debate
      by policymakers in Hanoi as a means of stalling off peace talks while simultaneously offering them as a
      tantalizing possibility to anti-war elements in the West. If such is the case, the distinction between the NLF
      and the DRV statements is an artificial one to permit the Party leadership to postpone negotiations until optimum
      conditions pertained in South Vietnam as well as within the global environment.
    


    
      The bulk of Le Duan's letter to Nguyen Chi Thanh was devoted to providing instructions on how to bring about
      victory in the new situation. By now it was clear that Washington was preparing to dispatch
      a substantial number of U.S. combat troops to South Vietnam to prevent a humiliating defeat. But Le Duan insisted
      that the enemy continued to suffer from the same political and military weaknesses as before. The presence of
      100,000 or more U.S. troops could hurt infiltration and prevent revolutionary forces from inflicting a
      "mortal blow," but it did not require a fundamental change of strategy, because the enemy's policy
      was still essentially defensive as it attempted to create conditions for a Western-style neutrality in South
      Vietnam.
    


    
      Nguyen Chi Thanh was thus instructed to continue to implement the existing strategy of combined military and
      political struggle to bring about a decisive victory. South Vietnamese armed forces must be eliminated before the
      United States had a chance to shift to a policy of limited war. Political work, Le Duan insisted, was
      particularly important in the current situation. Labor unions, student movements, and the Buddhist associations
      must be penetrated to win their support at the moment of uprising. Above all, Le Duan concluded, you should not
      fear the possibility of defeat. Even if the United States decides to increase its troop strength to 250,000 or
      300,000 men, he insisted, we can always retreat to the strategy of protracted war. "We will fight," he
      said, "whatever way the United States wants." The enemy may even decide to attack the North, but we
      will still win, for Party leaders "are already prepared for the worst."18
    


    
      As Le Duan had pointed out in his letter, one of the factors that Hanoi counted on was the support of the
      socialist camp. Its chief allies, the USSR and China, were providing substantial amounts of military and economic
      aid to the DRV. Both also provided a major deterrent for a possible U.S. escalation of the war, the Soviet Union
      because of its nuclear arsenal and China because of the possible intervention of the PLA in case of a U.S.
      invasion of the North.19
    


    
      Hanoi's hope that the danger of Chinese intervention could have a sobering effect on Washington was indeed
      justified, for many U.S. officials, as well as Lyndon Johnson himself, were anxious to avoid a wider general war,
      and the administration had been attempting to signal to Beijing that U.S. objectives in South Vietnam were
      defensive in character and were not intended to threaten the PRC. China's initial response had been carefully
      calibrated to maintain its relationship with the DRV while avoiding the danger of a confrontation with the United
      States. In an article printed in People's Daily in March, Beijing had declared
      that China regarded the struggle of the Vietnamese people as its own and would provide all necessary aid to help
      them repel imperialist attacks. Ambassador Wang Bingnan had repeated these sentiments at ambassadorial talks with
      a U.S. diplomat in Warsaw in late April. We will send aid and manpower, he warned, "when the South
      Vietnamese people want them." An agreement with the DRV signed that same month called
      for the dispatch of Chinese support forces and combat personnel to the DRV.
    


    
      But in an interview with the U.S. journalist Edgar Snow in January, Mao Zedong had declared that China would not
      directly intervene in the Vietnam conflict unless its own territory were attacked first. Pointing to the example
      of the Korean War, Mao indicated that China had responded to the request of an ally at a time when its own
      borders were seriously threatened, but he expressed the confidence that Vietnamese forces could handle the U.S.
      aggressors by themselves. Sometime later that spring, Beijing reportedly notified Washington that it would not
      introduce combat troops into North Vietnam so long as the United States and its Saigon ally did not cross the
      seventeenth parallel.20
    


    
      Debate in Beijing over whether and how to provide direct assistance to the North Vietnamese was apparently
      intense during the summer of 1965. Although some Chinese leaders argued that it was China's
      "internationalist" duty to accept a Soviet offer to coordinate assistance from both countries to the
      Vietnamese struggle for national liberation, the Maoist faction retorted that Moscow's proposal was simply a
      nefarious effort to promote a direct conflict between the PRC and the United States. In the end, the latter
      emerged victorious. In July, Beijing rejected Hanoi's formal request for combat pilots on the grounds that
      such action would not suffice to bring U.S. bombing raids on the DRV to an end. In September, China turned down
      the Soviet offer of "united action" to provide military assistance to the DRV by permitting Soviet
      material to be shipped by rail through the PRC. Beijing's decision was signalled to the North Vietnamese in
      an article by Mao Zedong's ally Lin Biao, which in elliptical terms called on the Vietnamese to practice
      self-reliance and engage in a strategy of protracted war to complete national reunification. In the titanic
      struggle now beginning to unfold in Indochina, China clearly weighed in on the side of caution.21
    


    
      By the late summer of 1965, the situation in South Vietnam had begun to stabilize. With U.S. troop strength about
      to surpass 100,000, the momentum in the countryside was beginning to shift away from the insurgents. In Saigon,
      the emergence of a new government under a military council led by Air Force Colonel Nguyen Cao Ky had brought the
      possibility of a precarious stability to the RVN. Reluctantly, Party leaders in Hanoi began to recognize that
      there would be no general offensive and uprising in 1965. In September, the Politburo concluded that despite
      strenuous efforts to prevent it, the United States had made the transition from special war to limited war. As
      interpreted by Le Duan in a letter to Nguyen Chi Thanh two months later, the heightened U.S. presence created
      problems, but there were still grounds for optimism. Although the United States no longer appeared to fear the
      danger of a wider war, it was still unlikely to attack the North, because that could lead to a conflict with the
      entire socialist camp. Moreover, he reasoned, no amount of U.S. troops could disguise the
      underlying weakness of the Saigon regime.
    


    
      1 here was thus no reason, Le Duan concluded, to abandon the existing strategy of protracted war ending in a
      general offensive and uprising. Insurgent forces should now attack U.S. as well as ARVN units and bases, but
      direct battles with the former should be avoided except in areas where the balance of forces was advantageous.
      Otherwise, attacks on American units should be restricted to flank attacks rather than frontal assaults. It was
      still possible, he insisted, to bring about a decisive victory (for instance, a less than total victory, as at
      Dien Bien Phu in 1954) through a general offensive and uprising in a relatively short period of time.22
    


    
      In a bid to shore up support from its allies, Hanoi sent a delegation led by Le Duan to Moscow and Beijing in
      late October. It is likely that the delegation obtained a commitment from both countries for increased
      assistance, but in China the promise to provide help may have been accompanied by a lecture on the virtues of
      patience and self-reliance. The lesson was not lost on Hanoi.23
    


    
      In December, the Twelfth Plenum of the VWP Central Committee ratified the decision of the Politburo and approved
      its proposal to escalate the role of the DRV in the fighting in the South. The resolution issued at the close of
      the Twelfth Plenum, claiming that the fundamental balance of forces remained unchanged despite the U.S. entry
      into the war and that the revolutionary armed forces would be able to maintain the initiative on the battlefield,
      called upon the Party to mobilize its members, the armed forces, and the entire people, to "foil the war of
      aggression of the US imperialists in any circumstances, so as to defend the North, liberate the South, complete
      the national people's democratic revolution in the whole country, advancing toward the peaceful reunification
      of the country."24
    


    
      One of the clearest expositions of the assumptions behind the decision reached at the Twelfth Plenum came in a
      letter written in March 1966 by Politburo member Le Duc Tho to the PAVN general Hoang Van Thai, who was just
      leaving to take command of troops in the South. Tho, who had been Le Duan's subordinate in South Vietnam
      prior to the Geneva Conference, was known as one of the First Secretary's closest allies and a staunch
      advocate of an aggressive policy in the South.25
    


    
      In his letter, Le Duc Tho conceded that although the Ninth Plenum in December 1963 had foreseen the possibility
      of increased U.S. involvement, Washington's decision to escalate had been somewhat unexpected, adding
      laconically that "things do not always develop in strict accordance with our subjective judgment and
      intentions." Since the previous plenum held in March 1965, the United States had introduced 200,000 troops
      into South Vietnam. The decision of the Twelfth Plenum in December had "emerged from this new
      situation."
    


    
      The author declared, however, that it was important not to overestimate the Americans, It
      was undeniably true that the United States was a major imperialist nation and possessed military power vastly
      superior in quantity and quality to that of the Vietnamese revolutionary forces, but it had major weaknesses as
      well. Buffeted by successive defeats in China, Korea, Cuba, and Laos, the United States was being driven
      gradually onto the defensive and could no longer carry out its will in the global arena. Even within Vietnam,
      U.S. forces, with all their technological superiority, would have only a limited capability to achieve their
      goals. Le Duc Tho predicted that U.S. military commanders, like the French before them, would attempt to realize
      several objectives in Vietnam: to engage and destroy revolutionary main force units, to protect their own bases
      and populated areas, to reduce and if possible eliminate sources of aid from abroad, and to strengthen the ARVN
      and stabilize the Saigon administration. But even if U.S. troop levels in South Vietnam should rise to double
      their present size, claimed the author, the imperialists would be unable to achieve their objectives. In the
      first place, the Saigon regime and its armed forces were on the verge of disintegration, while the military and
      political strength of the revolution in the South was rising to a crescendo. Under such conditions, U.S. units
      would be unable to seize the offensive and would be compelled to disperse in order to defend threatened regions
      of the RVN. Moreover, the United States no longer possessed the military strength to enforce its will anywhere in
      the world. The Johnson administration could not escalate at will in the South, and even if it expanded the war
      into Cambodia, Southern Laos, or North Vietnam itself, it would risk facing the united strength of Vietnam's
      socialist allies.
    


    
      How, then, should the war develop? According to Le Duc Tho, the Twelfth Plenum had correctly described the war as
      a protracted struggle that should be won "bit by bit" within a relatively short time. The revolutionary
      forces must stand firm everywhere and "take the initiative on the entire battlefield" in order to place
      maximum pressure on the United States and irreparably weaken the puppet regime in Saigon. In general,
      revolutionary units must direct their attacks at both U.S. and ARVN troops, but must concentrate their efforts on
      the latter. The Saigon regime and its armed forces were the primary weak links in U.S. strategy, and if they
      could be discredited and defeated the United States would have no means of remaining in South Vietnam, as its
      "neocolonial" strategy depended on its ability to rule through the puppet administration in Saigon.
      Therefore, although revolutionary strategy must be aimed in part at weakening U.S. forces so that they would be
      "unable to protect the puppet army and administration," the primary objective would be to
      "basically annihilate the puppet army" in order to hasten the collapse of the Saigon regime and thus
      frustrate Washington's neocolonial scheme.
    


    
      But could the liberation armed forces sufficiently handle U.S. units so that the main blows
      could be directed at the ARVN? Le Duc Tho's answer was that it was not necessary to defeat the entire
      "gendarme policy" of the United States throughout the globe, but only within the framework of the
      conflict in South Vietnam. As the United States did not possess vital interests in Southeast Asia, once
      Washington was faced with the likelihood of the defeat of its policy in South Vietnam, it would certainly decide
      to withdraw. The defeat of the United States, then, meant "destroying as much of their potential as
      possible, checking their military purpose, crushing their aggressive scheme, thus preventing them from enlarging
      and protracting the war of aggression, and forcing them into submission on specific conditions and finally
      getting them out of South Vietnam."
    


    
      Le Duc Tho's letter was an optimistic and vigorous defense of Hanoi's decision to match U.S. escalation.
      Between the lines, however, it is possible to read signs that there was dissent over the new policy within the
      Party leadership. Some unnamed comrades were criticized for believing that "the revolution in the South
      should be allowed to develop itself." This, said the author, was mistaken. On the contrary, the struggle
      should be actively promoted so that it could make great strides and achieve victory in the shortest possible
      period of time. Others may have doubted the Party leadership's ability to understand the United States; the
      author vigorously countered that argument: "Previously, to understand and evaluate U.S. imperialism, we had
      to discuss it with the fraternal countries. Today, through our collision with the U.S. imperialists . . . we have
      been able to evaluate their schemes and capabilities on our territory."
    


    
      Le Duc Tho's analysis did not quiet the doubters within the Party leadership. There were references in the
      media that "some of our people don't think we can resist." In an article in Hoc tap, Le Duc Tho himself criticized a "small number of comrades" who advocated a
      negotiated settlement. Le Duan responded to such internal criticism, as well as to Lin Biao's unwelcome
      comments in Beijing the previous September, at an army conference in May:
    


    
      
        Creativity is a very important problem. Without a spirit of creativity, we cannot successfully carry out the
        revolution. We cannot automatically apply the revolutionary experience of other countries in our country. Our
        party line is correct, because it was conceived in a creative manner. It has cleverly associated
        Marxism-Leninism with the revolutionary realities in Vietnam. Our party has paid special attention to studying
        the experiences of the fraternal parties, but it has not studied them mechanically. We must have the
        requirements of the Vietnamese revolution in mind while studying these experiences. We must also know how to
        apply these experiences to the concrete conditions of Vietnam. Creativity is a manifestation of the spirit of
        independence and autonomy, patriotism, and a high revolutionary spirit. If we are obsessed with an inferiority
        complex and with a desire to rely on others, we cannot have a spirit of creativity. We are
        not genuine revolutionaries. We do not understand Marxism Leninism.
      


      
        It is not fortuitous that in the history of our country, each time we rose up to oppose foreign aggression, we
        took the offensive and not the defensive . . . Taking the offensive is a strategy, while taking the defensive
        is only a stratagem. Since the day the South Vietnamese people rose up, they have continually taken the
        offensive.26
      

    


    
      During the months following the Twelfth Plenum, several top Party figures commented favorably on the new
      strategy. An article by Vo Nguyen Giap published in the January 1966 issue of Nhan
      dan set the tone. Claiming that the intrinsic weaknesses in the U.S. position would inevitably cause its
      policy of escalation to fail, Giap claimed that the art of people's revolutionary war would ultimately be
      victorious. A second article by General Nguyen Van Vinh, PAVN deputy chief of staff and head of the Central
      Committee's Reunification Department, further elaborated on Giap's main point. Vinh admitted that if only
      economic potential and sophisticated arms and technology were counted, the United States had the advantage. But
      Vinh contended that even if it introduced half a million troops into the struggle, the United States would be
      unable to prevail over the people's war of the Vietnamese masses. Key factors that would undermine the U.S.
      advantage in firepower would be lack of public support for the war in the United States, the weakness of the
      Saigon regime, and geographical distance.27
    


    
      In effect, by the end of 1965 both Washington and Hanoi had decided to exercise the military option to achieve
      their objectives in South Vietnam. In the apt phrase of the late Bernard Fall, 1965 became "the year of the
      hawk." The reasoning of both sides was clear and, ironically, quite similar. Both were convinced that the
      sands were shifting under the feet of the other and were therefore unwilling, for the moment, to make a
      fundamental compromise in their ultimate goals. Although neither was struggling for total and unconditional
      victory, each felt that negotiations could not take place until a favorable situation had been created on the
      battlefield. It remained to be seen whose prognosis of the total situation was the more accurate.
    


    The Strategy of Attrition:
    Washington


    
      As the Party leadership in Hanoi made its momentous decision to match the U.S. challenge, General Westmoreland in
      Saigon made preparations to take the offensive. During the previous summer and fall, the Communists had lost the
      initiative, and U.S. forces were now deployed in strength in strategic areas in South Vietnam. The marines had
      secured key areas along the central coast. The First Cavalry Division, which had fought the bloody battle in
      the la Drang valley the previous autumn, had now been shifted to Binh Dinh Province. The
      First Infantry Division was now located north of Saigon, and the Fourth was in the rubber plantation area
      adjacent to the Cambodian border.
    


    
      With his force levels nearing 200,000 Westmoreland hoped that he would be in a position to launch aggressive
      sweep operations against enemy main forces and guerrilla units in the countryside. Only thus, in his view, could
      the Communist threat to South Vietnam be contained. Of highest priority, because of its proximity to the capital,
      was III Corps, the military region adjacent to Saigon. North of the capital, in the forests of Zones C and D, the
      Viet Cong had constructed a virtually impenetrable base area that had not been invaded since 1962. If Hanoi could
      link this area with the Central Highlands, it could pose a grave threat to the very survival of the RVN. The
      keystone was the province of Binh Dinh, populated by nearly a million Vietnamese, many of them sympathetic to the
      revolution since the War of Resistance against the French. A final crucial region was located just south of the
      Demilitarized Zone. Here the threat was both military and political. The area was obviously vulnerable to
      surprise attacks by North Vietnamese forces from across the border in the DRV and was therefore defended by the
      marines and by ARVN's best unit, the First Division. The political danger came from the traditionally strong
      sense of regionalism in the area. Resentment of Diem's treatment of the Buddhists had been particularly
      strong in Hué, and the new I Corps commander, the charismatic and enigmatic Nguyen Chanh Thi, had recently
      adopted a position of independence from the government in Saigon.
    


    
      Westmoreland's plan was to use U.S. troops to take the offensive in these key areas during the dry season in
      early 1966; ARVN units would follow up with pacification operations. To guarantee success he felt that he would
      need more troops, and in February he presented his case to top U.S. and South Vietnamese civilian and military
      officials at a Honolulu summit conference held to plan the future course of the war. By now President Johnson was
      beginning to feel the pressure of war expenditures and public opinion, and he asked the MACV commander how long
      he anticipated the war would last. Westmoreland, now somewhat more cautious as a result of the heavy fighting the
      previous year, predicted that the conflict could last several years. With some reluctance, Johnson granted the
      commander's request for additional forces.28
    


    
      During the spring and summer of 1966, U.S., Australian, and South Korean forces launched several operations
      designed to throw the enemy on the defensive. For the most part, ARVN troops were used in clear-and-hold
      operations, in garrison duty, or in combat against Viet Cong guerrilla units. The major area of operations was in
      the jungles north and northwest of Saigon, where elements of the U.S. First Division launched a series of
      offensives culminating in September in a major attack, involving over 20,000 U.S. troops,
      against Zone C. For the most part, the Viet Cong avoided contact with the attackers. There were nonetheless
      several bitter battles, after which the defenders withdrew across the Cambodian border.
    


    
      While the First Division attempted to root out Viet Cong strongholds near Saigon, the First Cavalry took the
      offensive along the central coast. During the early part of the year it had launched assaults into the Bong Son
      and An Lao valleys, areas in Binh Dinh Province traditionally sympathetic to the revolution. Other operations
      took place in the district of Tuy Floa and a few miles south of the provincial capital of Quang Ngai. Although
      Viet Cong losses were not significant, by autumn the Communist hold on the central provinces had been weakened.
    


    
      By now, the shape or Westmoreland's strategy was beginning to become clear: big operations, supported by
      massive use of firepower and capable of grinding down all resistance. But questions were beginning to be raised
      about Westmoreland's approach. Critics pointed to the lack of surprise, the increasing damages caused by U.S.
      sweeps to the civilian population, and the relative lack of attention to pacification operations and "the
      other war." Some indicated a preference for the more cautious and thorough approach taken by the marines in
      the northern provinces. There U.S. units avoided the big-unit strategy and concentrated on pacification
      operations through the use of Combined Action Platoons (CAPs). CAP troops lived in the villages and assisted
      local residents in construction activities. The issue of "the other war" came to a head at the Honolulu
      conference in February 1966. By this time a military government under generals Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu
      had finally promised the return of stability in Saigon. The Johnson administration now decided to put pressure on
      the new RVN leadership to move toward a constitutional system and a renewed effort at national development. It is
      noteworthy that the effort to revitalize the pacification program resulted in bitter controversy between the
      military and civilian bureaucracies in Washington and within the U.S. mission in South Vietnam. At issue was
      whether pacification should be considered primarily a political or a military problem, a matter of social
      development or of national security. Eventually, the military view prevailed. At the strong request of
      Westmoreland, the new program, named Civil Operations and Rural Development Support (CORDS), was placed under
      MACV. U.S. advisory teams were stationed in all provinces and most districts, and a revolutionary development
      program was set up by the RVN at Vung Tau to train fifty-nine-man Vietnamese cadre teams who were to be sent to
      strategic hamlets, now renamed new life hamlets, in a new effort to "win the hearts and minds" of the
      rural population. Other programs were set up to encourage desertion (Chieu
      Hoi) and to destroy the Communist infrastructure (the Phoenix program).
    


    The
    Strategy of Attrition: Hanoi


    
      Despite Le Duc Tho's brave words, the U.S. buildup posed severe political and military problems for the
      Communists and threatened to take away the initiative they had possessed since the opening of the conflict in
      1959. Unable to match U.S. firepower and mobility, the revolutionary forces were inexorably driven back from the
      populated provinces into isolated areas in the mountains and along the Cambodian border. Any hopes Party
      strategists had possessed of launching a major offensive to destroy the heart of Saigon's power, at least for
      the moment, would have to be postponed.
    


    
      But as the resolution of the Twelfth Plenum had demonstrated, Hanoi was not yet ready to concede the battlefield
      to the Americans. That, certainly, was the conviction of the commander of the revolutionary forces in the South,
      General Nguyen Chi Thanh. Thanh was convinced that the United States had neither the manpower nor the
      perseverance to accomplish the dual objectives of Westmoreland's strategy—to engage in sweep operations to
      throw the insurgency off balance and ultimately to destroy it, and to provide military security in populated
      areas to permit successful pacification. This dilemma had plagued, and ultimately defeated, the French. To Nguyen
      Chi Thanh, the United States with all its advantage in technology could not avoid the same fate.
    


    
      Thanh thus insisted on the need for an aggressive military strategy that would not only harass U.S. and ARVN
      operations, but also occasionally launch full-scale attacks at regimental size in areas of Hanoi's own
      choosing. Revolutionary units were to stand firm in their positions and even to expand, where possible, into the
      jungles and the lowlands in an effort to maintain the military initiative on the entire battlefield. This policy
      of high-level military confrontation would keep the pressure on the United States and maximize wear and tear on
      ARVN forces. It would also reap a propaganda advantage by keeping the war on the front pages of U.S. newspapers.
      Only by taking the offensive could the Party's armed forces achieve success in the protracted struggle and
      advance toward decisive victory.
    


    
      Whether or not Thanh's analysis of U.S. underlying military and political weaknesses was accurate, the
      strategy he developed as a result of that assessment was costly. To provide the necessary manpower and equipment
      for the front lines, the DRV economy would have to be transformed into a strong rear base for the struggle in the
      South. Peacetime construction efforts would be reduced or abandoned and the entire economy placed on a war
      footing. To protect defense efforts from intense U.S. bombing, vital industries had to be dismantled and moved to
      isolated areas in the interior. In the end, virtually the entire population was mobilized: Young men of draft age
      were conscripted into the armed services while women replaced them in the fields and
      factories and even served in the self-defense militia or in the antiaircraft artillery units that sprang up
      around the country to defend the North against U.S. bombing raids.29
    


    
      Even with the DRV mobilized into an "all for the front lines" posture, the liberation forces would face
      intimidating problems in coping with the enemy's technological superiority on the battlefield. For here, as
      nowhere else, Hanoi would be in a state of permanent disadvantage. Thanh's answer was to combine two aspects
      of people's war: conventional-sized units and guerrilla tactics. Main force units operating up to regimental
      level and armed with light weapons were to use guerrilla techniques of stealth, stratagem, and rapid mobility in
      launching assaults on enemy units and installations. Where weaponry would not suffice, moral superiority would.
      In a view reminiscent of the French faith in the power of élan to repulse German armies in the early stages of
      World War I, Thanh contended that the militant spirit of the revolutionary forces would counter the U.S.
      advantage in firepower.
    


    
      Thanh admitted that it would not be an easy task. In an article published in the July 1966 issue of Hoc tap, he remarked that, to win, "high courage, a strong will, and great patience"
      would be required.30 He
      praised the southern leadership for sensing the dangers inherent in the U.S. military escalation in 1965 and
      launching an ideological campaign to eliminate a sense of inferiority, pessimism, and "rightist conservative
      thought" within the movement.
    


    
      Throughout 1966 and into early 1967, the PLAF attempted to maintain the initiative on the battlefield. In an
      article published in the June 1967 issue of the journal Quan doi Nhan dan, General
      Thanh stated that the primary objective was to keep U.S. forces off balance and blunt their efforts to seek out
      and destroy the insurgency units. A secondary goal was to disrupt and weaken pacification operations and weaken
      ARVN units.31 A
      definitive assessment of the results of that strategy is beyond the scope of this study. What is certain is that
      it led to heavy casualties while realizing few visible results. Although the body count figures provided by MACV
      were probably inflated, it seems undeniable that the battlefield losses suffered by the insurgency forces were
      heavy. To compensate, infiltration from the North was stepped up, and by late 1966 it was running at a total of
      more than 5,000 a month. Some were used as "fillers" for PLAF Units unable to obtain replacements
      through local recruiting. Increasingly, however, main force units of the PAVN were brought down the trail system
      in the Laotian panhandle and began to play a central role in the fighting.
    


    
      To make the situation worse, military escalation appeared to have exerted relatively little impact on the
      enemy's will to resist. While Thanh's aggressive strategy had succeeded in keeping the war on the front
      pages of U.S. newspapers, public hostility to the war in the United States had not measurably affected the
      administration's determination to stick to its hard-line strategy. As U.S. troop levels
      increased, the battlefield situation shifted inexorably to the disadvantage of the liberation forces, who were
      reduced to nipping at the edges of government-held areas in the Central Highlands and along the central coast.
    


    
      Eventually the high costs and limited achievements of Nguyen Chi Thanh's strategy emboldened critics in
      Hanoi. One of the most prominent was evidently Vo Nguyen Giap himself. Giap, of course, had long advocated a high
      level of conflict in the South and had frequently remarked that people's war in Vietnam must necessarily pass
      through a final stage of general offensive. But Giap was also a firm believer in the art of the possible, as well
      as in the rational use of resources, and Thanh's profligate use of Hanoi's precious main force units in
      headlong assaults on enemy positions he considered wasteful. There was a proper time for confrontation with the
      enemy. But that moment needed planning and preparation, as well as a careful husbanding of resources. In an
      article published in 1967 and entitled "Big Victory, Great Task," General Giap stressed the protracted
      character of the people's war in the South and asserted that the revolutionary movement must be willing to
      wait fifteen to twenty years for victory. Turning to recent history for an example, he pointed out that in the
      war against the French, Party strategists had concentrated their main force units for use in carefully selected
      areas where the enemy was vulnerable. Large-scale attacks were launched only in cases where the revolutionary
      forces possessed clear superiority. Giap, it seems, had not forgotten the lessons learned after the failure of
      the Tonkin delta offensive of 1951.32
    


    
      Giap's views found a sympathetic response among some members of the southern military command. One apparently
      high-ranking military leader in the South, writing under the name "Cuu Long" and presenting his views
      on liberation radio in the fall of 1966, took issue with the current big-unit high-cost strategy. Claiming that
      large forces do not guarantee victory, he emphasized the need for more flexible tactics in the South. In a second
      article published in a DRV military newspaper two months later, he praised the role of guerrilla war in the
      revolution and bluntly complained that it was being underutilized in South Vietnam. Asserting that if
      successfully coordinated with other forms of war, guerrilla tactics could achieve substantial destruction, even
      of heavily armed enemy forces, he concluded that "the qualitative aspects of the armed forces must be
      understood in a more thorough and Versatile way."33
    


    
      Thanh did not suffer in silence and struck back harshly at his critics. In the July 1966 Hoc
      tap article cited above, he criticized those who refused to face up to the U.S. challenge and who tended
      to "overestimate the enemy and underestimate ourselves." He castigated an unnamed opponent (quite
      possibly his rival Vo Nguyen Giap) for using "empty, illogical arguments" and an addiction to "old
      customs" that resulted in mechanically copying one's past experiences or those of
      foreign countries and then applying them to live revolutionary realities. Calling concerns over "what phase
      of war we are in" or whether the revolutionary forces had the two-to-one superiority necessary in order to
      take the offensive "a kind of divination," he defended the aggressive strategy currently in use in the
      South.
    


    
      Nguyen Chi Thanh undoubtedly had powerful defenders within the Party leadership in Hanoi, and for a time he was
      able to win continued approval for his politics from the Politburo. But criticism of his approach continued among
      top military figures in the DRV and eventually had their impact. During the dry season campaign of the winter and
      spring of 1966-1967, efforts were undertaken to achieve a higher degree of coordination between regular and
      guerrilla operations and a more cautious expenditure of precious main force units.
    


    
      Although the strategy that had emerged from the decisions reached at the Twelfth Plenum had resulted in the
      further militarization of the war, Party strategists had not abandoned the view that political struggle had an
      important role to play in the Vietnamese revolution. In his own analysis of the situation in the July 1966 issue
      of Hoc tap, Nguyen Chi Thanh had criticized the view of some observers that the
      growing U.S. involvement had rendered political struggle superfluous. He stressed that it would serve to
      exacerbate existing contradictions between the local population and the foreigners and provide new opportunities
      for the NLF to rally political forces behind its banner. Party documents confirm that Hanoi strategists still
      viewed the urban general uprising as an integral component of revolutionary strategy in the South. The cities of
      South Vietnam, now swelled by the presence of hundreds of thousands of refugees from rural villages, were a
      potentially explosive source of discontent against the Saigon regime. Most of these refugees were classified as
      poor peasants or rural proletariat and were considered potentially sympathetic to the revolution. Among the urban
      population in general, Party strategists were optimistic that not only the laboring masses, but also the majority
      of the petty bourgeoisie, now totaling nearly 4 million people, were a "mature force" and a sure ally
      of the proletariat. Although some were influenced by Western decadent culture and were vacillating towards the
      revolution, all were being exploited by imperialism, and most could be brought to favor the revolution.
    


    
      The civil strife that erupted in Da Nang in the spring and summer of 1966 in support of I Corps commander Nguyen
      Chanh Thi demonstrated the volatile nature of the urban population and its susceptibility to revolutionary
      ferment. In March Tri Quang, with apparent support from General Thi, had endeavored to set up a "Buddhist
      force" in opposition to the government in Saigon, now increasingly dominated by Nguyen Van Thieu, a
      Catholic. In response, Thieu dismissed Nguyen Chanh Thi as commander of I Corps and replaced him with a Thieu
      supporter. A popular figure in the North, Thi was supported by many Vietnamese in Hué and Da
      Nang, and a general strike broke out that soon developed separatist overtones. In May, ARVN forces were
      dispatched to the area and helped new I Corps commander Ton That Dinh crush the rebellion with some brutality.
    


    
      The Party's local leadership was conscious of the potential benefits that might accrue from the Da Nang
      crisis and tried to take advantage of it by infiltrating the dissident movement in order to stir up unrest among
      the populace and the local ARVN troops. The Politburo had recognized the vulnerability of the area and had just
      set up a special military region under the direct jurisdiction of the VWP Central Committee to hasten the
      destruction of ARVN forces and cut communications links with Saigon in preparation for the coming general
      offensive and uprising. But although hostility toward the central government attained substantial proportions,
      the Party's local apparatus was unable to seize a leading position in the movement and take advantage of the
      crisis. As one high Party official in Hanoi lamented, the Communists had "missed an opportunity to win a
      bigger victory" and to organize the Party's forces in Da Nang.54
    


    
      But the violence in Da Nang was persuasive evidence that the cities could still play an active and perhaps
      crucial role in the revolution in South Vietnam. Hanoi's attitude toward the role of urban areas was
      elucidated in a letter written by Le Duan (who had adopted the code name "Ba") to the municipal
      leadership in Saigon sometime in 1966. The author stressed the importance of urban areas to the struggle in South
      Vietnam, not only because they were one of the three strategic areas crucial to success, but also because of the
      need to strengthen proletarian leadership over the revolution as a whole. "We are mistaken," the letter
      said, "if we only employ the peasants as the main force" of the revolution.
    


    
      Much of the letter was devoted to an analysis of the situation in urban areas in the South and to the measures
      that should be taken to prepare for the coming general uprising. The Saigon municipal leadership was instructed
      to concentrate on the recruitment of youth, "the most fervent elements ready to die to counter the
      aggressors and traitors," into guerrilla and special action (terrorism and sabotage) units, and of women,
      who were potentially useful agents to send into market areas to agitate and stimulate the formation of a female
      "political army" to demonstrate against living conditions and the injustices of the Saigon regime. A
      third potential source of support, as the uprising in Da Nang had amply demonstrated, might come from the South
      Vietnamese armed forces, who could often be counted on to rally to the masses in the midst of a popular uprising.
    


    
      As usual, Le Duan also called for active efforts to infiltrate and influence moderate political parties and
      religious organizations, and to "create conditions for alliance between the revolutionary force and the
      intermediate class, the progressive elements of the [political] factions and religious groups, the dissidents within the enemy's ranks, or [to] neutralize a definite portion of the puppet army
      and administration and make it easier for the masses to rise at the moment of the general uprising." Where
      possible, left-wing factions were to be formed in such organizations to win over sympathetic elements and
      neutralize the others in a crisis. Action slogans were to be aimed at "the most pressing needs of the
      masses—welfare and democracy—which are apt to attract the large majority of the masses to the struggle." The
      letter conceded that the political consciousness of the urban population was still weak (a PRP pamphlet printed
      in 1965 had lamented that the Party "has not been positive in leading the movement" in the cities) but
      insisted that conditions for a general uprising had appeared and labeled the immediate future as "an
      important transition period" when preparations for the final uprising should be undertaken. Revolutionary
      bases should be created in factories, utilities, and communications enterprises so that, at the proper moment,
      control could be seized by force. Covert organizations should be set up, and Party activists Were told to take
      advantage of any incident to provoke hostility between the masses and the RVN or its U.S. masters—a street
      accident, a police raid on a market, an American soldier who refused to pay a taxi fare.
    


    
      How and when would the general uprising take place? The letter showed that Hanoi was determined to maintain a
      flexible attitude on both questions. In some cases, it said, power could be seized right at the beginning, as in
      the August Revolution. In others, as in February 1917 in Russia, the revolutionary forces would initially have to
      share power with the bourgeoisie. The Party was equally flexible on the question of timing. In general, it felt
      that victory would come at a moment when military victories in rural areas could be combined with an uprising in
      the major cities. Power could be secured only when the nerve centers and command organs of the enemy had been
      destroyed and when the masses were "determined to rise up to free themselves from [the] enemy's rule,
      when the tools of violence in the hands of the rulers, principally the armed forces, are paralyzed or
      disintegrated due to a conflict with a foreign imperialist country or due to an internal war." On the other
      hand, the revolution could not succeed so long as the ruling class was in control of a strong military force.
      Therefore it would be necessary to inflict heavy losses on U.S. troops and simultaneously destroy an important
      part of the puppet army, "thereby driving it to an inevitable collapse." How did the Party feel that
      these two components should be most effectively combined? In general, Le Duan seemed to feel that the urban
      uprising should break out in response to successes already achieved in rural areas. But, obviously conscious of
      the unpredictability of urban unrest, he remarked that although the uprising should not take place without a general offensive, it need not wait until the latter had been substantially completed.
      In effect, an uprising could give a boost to the offensive, as in March 1966 when unrest in
      Da Nang led to revolts in two ARVN divisions and the temporary paralysis of Saigon's armed forces in the
      area: "In the coming period, if while our repeated military successes are driving the enemy into a dangerous
      and confused situation, in a given city, including Saigon-Cholon, the masses, seething with revolutionary zeal,
      want to rise up to overthrow [the] puppet administration, then I think that this uprising can take place without
      waiting for the military offensive to win a basic victory." Such uprisings, he postulated, could be "a
      series of consecutive uprisings similar to those of the February and October revolutions in Russia, one uprising
      paving the way for the next one."35
    


    On the Diplomatic
    Front


    
      With the military situation still somewhat unclear, the Party leadership in the summer of 1966 could not have
      been particularly optimistic about the chances for a major leap forward for the revolution in the near future.
      The presence of large numbers of foreign troops appeared to rule out the possibility of a decisive military
      victory on the battlefield. Party strategy thus focused on maintaining the initiative until a combined general
      offensive and uprising could be launched that in turn would lead to negotiations, followed by the withdrawal of
      the Americans and the formation of a coalition government, including Communist elements, in Saigon. In this
      perspective, a peace conference to end the war was virtually inevitable at some point. The problem was that
      negotiations could not be formally undertaken until the situation on the battlefield was sufficiently favorable.
      In the meantime, the Party's negotiating strategy could be used to serve the needs of the war effort and
      weaken U.S. public support for the war. For that reason, throughout 1966 and 1967 Hanoi flashed its willingness
      to open diplomatic talks but insisted on the prior condition of an unconditional cessation of U.S. bombing of the
      North.
    


    
      Captured documents appear to confirm this assessment of the situation. A letter by Le Duan to Nguyen Chi Thanh,
      probably written sometime in 1966, remarked that political and diplomatic struggle would be of prime importance,
      but that the Party's diplomatic strategy "must be properly used to efficiently serve the political and
      military aims of our strategy of pitting the weak against the strong."36 At the moment, he noted, the situation was complicated
      because of views in other world capitals. The United States wanted to negotiate from a strong position.
      Meanwhile, some of Hanoi's socialist allies "which sincerely support our struggle, but in view of
      diplomatic reasons and their domestic administration and misunderstanding of the situation in our country"
      were attempting to persuade the Vietnamese to take the issue to the conference table. The Party's strategy on
      negotiations, he concluded, must serve its concrete political aims. How to achieve these
      aims would be a matter for the Politburo to decide.
    


    
      General Nguyen Van Vinh elaborated in an April 1966 speech the Party leadership's view as to how negotiations
      should be coordinated with the course of the war in the South. A Central Committee plenum in April 1966, he said,
      had decided that "at present the situation is not yet ripe for negotiations." Clearly, the Politburo
      was convinced that peace talks would not be useful until the situation on the battlefield had become more
      favorable:
    


    
      As long as we have not yet acquired adequate strength, a situation where fighting and negotiations are conducted
      simultaneously does not exist. Fighting continues until the emergence of a situation where both sides are
      fighting indecisively. Then a situation where fighting and negotiations are conducted simultaneously may emerge.
      In fighting while negotiating, the side which fights more strongly will compel the adversary to accept its
      conditions.37
    


    
      Nguyen Van Vinh thus postulated a new version of the old Maoist three-stage process: a fighting stage, a stage of
      fighting and negotiating, and a final stage of negotiations and final agreement. Whether or not the war would
      resume after the conclusion of the agreement, he said, depended upon the comparative balance of forces. If the
      revolutionary forces were capable of dominating the adversary, the war would not resume. How should the decision
      be taken on when to open serious negotiations? Here General Vinh was somewhat ambiguous. While insisting on the
      one hand that if the enemy wants to negotiate, it must accept several conditions, such as stopping the bombing of
      the North, withdrawing its troops, and dismantling its military bases, he added that whether to impose such
      conditions would depend on "the situation prevailing at the time."
    


    
      In any event, Vinh claimed that revolutionary forces must fight even more vigorously after negotiations had
      begun, because "the decisive factor lies in the battlefield." To compel the enemy to accept Hanoi's
      conditions, the revolutionary forces must achieve military victories. If the fighting were halted during the
      negotiations, success could not be achieved. On the other hand, "if we conduct negotiations while fighting
      vigorously, we can also take advantage of the opportunity to step up the political struggle, military
      proselytizing, and activities in the cities."
    


    
      General Vinh confirmed Le Duan's reference to the fact that the Party's stand on negotiations was
      controversial. Some countries, he said, wanted the Party to enter into any form of negotiations, so that a big
      war would not break out. Others were dubious that Hanoi could defeat the Americans, while several socialist
      countries in Eastern Europe were convinced that conditions for successful negotiations already prevailed. China,
      on the contrary, felt that conditions for peace talks were not yet ripe and attempted to persuade the Vietnamese
      Party leadership not to negotiate but also not to take the offensive until the Chinese had acquired adequate
      strength to assist the Vietnamese "to launch a strong, all-out, and rapid offensive,
      using all types of weapons and heeding no borders." Vinh made it clear that the Vietnamese would decide when
      to negotiate. Party policy, he concluded, "is to continue fighting until a certain time when we can fight
      and negotiate at the same time." The time for negotiations would be decided by the Politburo, on the basis
      of the actual situation in the South and the opinions of friendly countries, whose support was vitally important
      to the success of the revolution.
    


    
      Hanoi's determination to go its own way did not cause irreparable problems in its relations with its allies,
      for both Moscow and Beijing—spurred on, no doubt, by competition for Vietnamese support in their ideological
      dispute—continued to provide a fairly high level of military and diplomatic assistance. But Party leaders
      continued to be unhappy about the Sino-Soviet split and were convinced that it was harming the revolutionary
      struggle in the South. For the time being, Hanoi was determined to maintain an independent role and avoid taking
      sides in the dispute. Party leaders made few public criticisms of either Moscow or Beijing, while deploring the
      lack of unity within the socialist camp. According to General Vinh, Party leaders rejected Chinese claims that
      the new Soviet leadership was as revisionist as it had been under Khrushchev and were grateful that military
      assistance from the USSR had increased substantially since 1965. On the other hand, Hanoi periodically praised
      China for its willingness to help the Vietnamese in their struggle. In private, however, there may have been
      considerable irritation in Hanoi over Beijing's unwillingness to cooperate with Moscow to provide massive
      assistance to the Vietnamese. There was also unhappiness over Chinese suggestions that the Vietnamese comrades
      restrict their activities in the South to low-level guerrilla struggle. Such, at any rate, is the claim made by
      Hanoi in the 1979 White Paper. According to this source, it was China's publicly stated unwillingness to
      become involved in the Vietnam conflict that persuaded the Johnson administration to instigate the Gulf of Tonkin
      incident and initiate the bombing of the DRW.38
    


    Shootout at the DMZ


    
      The key to the success of Hanoi's strategy would rest with its ability to attain its military objectives on
      the ground. In public, Nguyen Chi Thanh was optimistic. In an article published in May 1967, he claimed that U.S.
      forces were running into increasing problems in pacifying the South. U.S. units were scattered and had a low
      combat efficiency. They were unable to shield pacification operations undertaken by ARVN troops from Viet Cong
      attacks. To take advantage of such weaknesses, he wanted to retain the initiative by launching simultaneous
      attacks in all three strategic areas in Vietnam with the coordinated strength of main force units, regional
      guerrillas, and political and paramilitary forces at the local level. He did not reiterate
      his earlier calls for large-scale offensive operations against U.S. units, however; this suggests that criticisms
      by other Party leaders in Hanoi may have moderated Thanh's aggressive policy. It was the general's last
      article. He was killed during the summer of 1967, probably as the result of a U.S. bombing raid.39
    


    
      It was out of such conditions that the next major campaign of the war would develop. Beginning in the summer of
      1966, U.S. intelligence sources reported a significant buildup of North Vietnamese units in Quang Tri Province,
      just to the south of the DMZ. Whether this concentration was a feint to divert U.S. forces to the area, the
      prelude to a serious effort to seize the northern provinces, or both, is still a matter of dispute. Given
      Hanoi's now well-established strategy of probing for enemy weaknesses and then striking at vulnerable
      positions, it is probable that the Party's next action would depend on the enemy response. If a substantial
      number of enemy troops were deployed in the north, it would provide heightened opportunities for the PLAF
      elsewhere. If not, the northern provinces presented favorable opportunities for a Communist victory. Close to the
      DMZ and the Laotian border, the north offered the promise of a sanctuary and short supply lines to the DRV.
      Geographically, it was a propitious area for insurgency activities. Except for a narrow strip of coastal plain,
      Quang Tri Province was relatively mountainous and much of it was covered with forest or thick grass, ideal for
      troop movements.
    


    
      In response to reports of enemy troop movements, General Lewis Walt, commander of the Marine Amphibious Task
      Force in I Corps, dispatched a battalion of marines to occupy a special forces camp at Khe Sanh, a rocky
      outgrowth overlooking a key mountain route entering the area from the west. At first, the marines found nothing.
      But by midsummer, patrols began to encounter increasing enemy activity. In Saigon, General Westmoreland was
      convinced that Hanoi intended to strike in the area south of the DMZ as a prelude to an assault on the entire
      province. The bombing of the Ho Chi Minh trail through Laos had reduced its effectiveness as an infiltration
      route into the South, and the best alternative routes went through Khe Sanh and the A Shau valley slightly to the
      south. At first, Westmoreland suggested that an international force be stationed along the border. When this was
      rejected in Washington, he decided to strengthen U.S. forces in the area to head off the expected North
      Vietnamese offensive. In July, several U.S. and ARVN units, supplemented by air and artillery support, launched
      an operation into the area designed to take the enemy by surprise and throw it off balance. The action began with
      a helicopter drop near the Rockpile, a prominent high point just south of the DMZ. The assault units encountered
      a substantial enemy presence, and there was heavy fighting throughout July and August. Marine units were able to
      seize and hold the Rockpile in the face of heavy attacks by North Vietnamese units, but the
      Communist buildup in the area continued.
    


    
      Throughout the remainder of the year, Westmoreland remained convinced that Hanoi was determined to seize the
      area, comparing it to Vietminh operations in the Northwest during the last years of the war against the French.
      To counter Hanoi's plans, he ordered the formation of a strongpoint obstacle system based on a series of fire
      and patrol bases located on high ground just south of the DMZ—at Cam Lo, Dong Ha, Khe Sanh, Camp Carroll, and the
      Rockpile. The bases would be protected by artillery pieces with a range of twenty miles, capable of reaching
      targets above the DMZ.
    


    
      In a sense, Westmoreland's decision to occupy the border zone played into Hanoi's hands, for it turned
      U.S. attention to the unoccupied border regions and away from the more crucial regions along the coast. Moreover,
      there was an obvious resemblance to Dien Bien Phu over a decade earlier: The border zone appeared to be an ideal
      location for the Communists to achieve a spectacular victory that could seriously undermine popular support for
      the war effort in the United States. But to the confident Westmoreland, it offered an opportunity to interdict
      major infiltration routes into South Vietnam and to provoke a large-scale confrontation between U.S. units and
      the elusive North Vietnamese main force divisions.
    


    
      During the winter months, the North Vietnamese began to initiate artillery attacks on U.S. firebases in the area.
      Then, in late April, they launched a major ground assault on the base at Khe Sanh. Hidden by heavy jungle growth
      and elephant grass, the Communist forces were able to occupy the area around Khe Sanh, but in spite of some of
      the heaviest fighting of the war, resulting in heavy casualties on both sides, they were unable to overrun the
      fire base itself, and in early May the attacks were finally broken off. The North Vietnamese units remained in
      the area, however, and kept the base under siege.40
    


    
      What was the purpose of the Communist attack near the DMZ? In an article in Nhan dan,
      Vo Nguyen Giap claimed that the main objective was to draw U.S. forces away from populated areas and frustrate
      the pacification effort. Westmoreland considered Giap's article a "planned deception" and labeled
      the battle of Khe Sanh a "Dien Bien Phu in reverse."41 In this case, Westmoreland may have had a point. The magnitude of
      the attacks, undertaken by some of the PAVN's crack divisions, and the high casualties incurred suggest that
      Hanoi had hoped to achieve a spectacular victory in the area. As we have seen, since the spring of 1966 the Party
      leadership had harbored hopes that the northern provinces of the RVN could be detached from Saigon's control
      in preparation for the final revolutionary surge to power throughout the country. On the other hand, the attacks
      did force the redeployment of U.S. troops and have a perceptible effect on world opinion. Westmoreland's comment was certainly an overstatement. Despite heavy casualties, Communist
      pressure on the Quang Tri Province remained high and nearly 60,000 North Vietnamese troops, the equivalent of
      four divisions, remained in the area.
    


    
      Along the Demilitarized Zone U.S. forces were on the defensive; further south, they went on the attack. The
      Communists were still entrenched in the jungles northwest of Saigon, despite earlier efforts to clear out these
      crucial base areas. Now, in January 1967, troops from two U.S. divisions, supplemented by an airborne brigade, a
      cavalry regiment, and ARVN infantry units, launched a major strike—labeled Operation Cedar Falls—into the Iron
      Triangle, one of the insurgency movement's major base zones. The operation was designed to clear out enemy
      fortifications and clear several hundred square miles of jungle growth and transform it into a free-fire zone.
      Civilians inhabiting the area were rounded up and evacuated, Viet Cong tunnels and bunkers were destroyed, and
      the dense forest was leveled with bulldozers. But in the three-week operation, little contact was made with the
      enemy. Only 700 Viet Cong were reported killed, while U.S. losses were less than 100. It was one of the biggest
      operations of the war, but it had been of questionable value. Civilian casualties were high, and the enemy
      returned in the wake of the allied departure.
    


    
      The following month, the same units returned to the attack and launched the largest operation of the war,
      Operation Junction City. A total of 45,000 troops entered Zone C in Tay Ninh Province, site of an attack the
      previous year. Once again they failed to locate the enemy, but they did manage to destroy Viet Cong
      fortifications in the area and apparently compelled COSVN to move its headquarters across the border into
      Cambodia. In conjunction with Operation Fairfax, launched near Saigon, the attacks temporarily reduced the threat
      to the capital region.
    


    
      Further to the north, U.S. units were engaged in clearing operations to permit the pacification of crucial areas
      along the central coast. In Binh Dinh Province, insurgent forces lacked the strength to launch a major offensive
      to cut the South in two, but they periodically emerged from small base areas in the hills to attack progovernment
      villages along the coast. And they continued to have considerable local strength in some lowland districts,
      particularly in the narrow river valleys near the coast north of Qui Nhon. In the early summer of 1967, the First
      Cavalry Division launched sweeps from Phu My to Bong Son and north to An Lao, areas of consistent support for the
      revolution. U.S. sources claimed that the operations were a success and that nearly half the guerrillas in the
      area had been eliminated. But as always, most of the insurgents had simply melted into the mountains to the west
      and filtered back into the area once the Americans had left.
    


    
      Similar operations were underway in southern Quang Ngai Province, in Due Pho District, just to the east of Ba To
      on the central coast. This was another region historically sympathetic to the revolution and
      it was honeycombed with combat villages. During the spring and summer of 1967 U.S. units raided the area,
      destroying villages and evacuating the population. By the end of the year nearly a quarter of the total
      population of 700,000 in Quang Ngai Province had been turned into refugees.43
    


    
      Only in IV Corps was there relative quiet. There were an estimated 80,000 Viet Cong in the Mekong delta, but more
      than half were local or regional forces, and most young recruits for the PLAF were sent to serve in combat units
      further to the north. Still, less than half of the more than 5,000 villages in the area were firmly under RVN
      control, and with no U.S. military presence in the delta, Communist units were able to operate with relative
      impunity. To provide an element of stability, Westmoreland finally decided to place the U.S. Fourth Division in
      Dinh Tuong Province, with its headquarters on the Dong Tam River near My Tho. The Saigon government raised no
      objection.
    


    
      By the summer of 1967, Westmoreland felt that progress had been achieved in the military effort. According to one
      U.S. estimate, the proportion of the population under revolutionary control had declined to approximately 17
      percent or less than 3 million people. Some of that, of course, was a consequence of the rise in the number of
      refugees, now more than a million, who had fled from rural areas to the cities. Hanoi's loss, however, was
      not always Saigon's gain. Many of the refugees were forced to live in squalid shantytowns in the suburbs of
      the major urban centers and thus became a festering source of potential discontent against the government. Nor
      did the RVN always manage to fill the vacuum left by the forced departure of liberation forces from rural
      villages. The pacification program continued to be plagued by corruption, official arrogance, and ARVN
      misbehavior, and U.S. reports indicated that in many areas pacification efforts had lost ground during the last
      half of 1967.
    


    
      The enemy's high casualty rate was good news to MACV, of course. But according to Pentagon estimates, several
      hundred thousand young males reached draft age in the DRV each year. Unless infiltration routes could be
      effectively plugged, Hanoi would be able to replace its losses in the South for an indefinite period of time.
      General Thanh at the time of his death commanded an army of more than 100,000 main force troops (including more
      than 50,000 in PAVN units) supplemented by nearly 150,000 guerrillas and an untold number of paramilitary
      forces.44 In the
      meantime, manpower needs of the U.S. command in Saigon continued to mount. Although by inid-1967 U.S. troop
      levels had reached nearly half a million, Westmoreland contended that he needed 80,500 additional troops to
      achieve his minimum objectives, bringing the total to 550,000. With a maximum of 670,000, nearly 200,000 more
      than existing levels, he would be able to drive into Cambodia and Laos and establish an amphibious hook north of
      the DMZ. In Washington, however, rising public protest and the higher costs of the war were
      beginning to take their toll, even within the administration. Defense Secretary McNamara, one of the first
      figures within the inner circle to entertain serious doubts over the strategy followed in Vietnam, was reluctant
      to approve the request, and when he asked the general how long the war was likely to last, Westmoreland replied
      three to five years. He eventually received somewhat less than his minimum request, giving him a total of 525,000
      U.S. troops.45
    


    The Strains of
    Escalation


    
      By the summer of 1967, both sides were beginning to feel the pinch of escalation. Although each was able to refer
      to its own indices of the degree of success or failure, it was perhaps difficult at that moment to sense whether
      the tide of war was beginning to run strongly in one direction or the other. From one standpoint, the situation
      was promising for the revolution. Despite U.S.-sponsored efforts to provide an aura of legitimacy to the South
      Vietnamese government by persuading the generals in Saigon to write a new democratic constitution and hold
      presidential elections—elections that resulted in the formalization of military authority through the election of
      Nguyen Van Thieu as president and his colleague and rival, Nguyen Cao Ky, as vice-president—the Saigon regime was
      little closer to establishing the popular acceptance and legitimacy that had eluded its predecessors since the
      Geneva Conference. The performance of the ARVN remained dubious. There were now half a million U.S. troops in
      South Vietnam, but less than 20 percent were in combat units, and they were, in Vo Nguyen Giap's words,
      stretched "taut as a bowstring" from the delta to the DMZ. In the United States, hostility to the war
      was growing and would clearly be a major factor in the 1968 presidential elections. Giap predicted openly that
      the United States "lacked the patience" to wage a protracted war, and signs to that effect were
      beginning to appear in abundance.46
    


    
      But although such similarities with the early 1950s must have been gratifying to the Party leadership in Hanoi,
      there were some disquieting trends also, for the sheer weight of the U.S. presence was beginning to place a
      severe strain on the performance and attitudes of the insurgency forces in the South. The high casualty rate
      imposed by Thanh's strategy had thinned the ranks of the local forces disastrously and forced the Party to
      rely increasingly on troops brought down from the North. This, in turn, had gradually transformed the image of
      the war in the minds of many South Vietnamese from a civil struggle between South Vietnamese of different
      ideological persuasions into a form of armed attack from the north, thus giving increasing credence to American
      and RVN propaganda. After decades of separate existence, many southerners had developed a
      sufficient sense of regional identity to resent the threat of domination from the North, whatever its political
      form. Moreover, the U.S. buildup and the increasing involvement of main force units from the North had
      perceptibly changed the character of the conflict and, as southern Party leaders had feared, made military needs
      more important than political ones. Finally, the continuing increase in the size of the U.S. presence and
      Washington's stubborn refusal to concede defeat raised questions as to the inevitability of a revolutionary
      victory and led to an increasing sense of pessimism within the movement.
    


    
      Studies by American social scientists working in South Vietnam demonstrated that the U.S. escalation had posed
      serious problems for the insurgency movement. The numbers of volunteers for service in the PLAF declined;
      volunteers now made up less than 50 percent of all new recruits. The Party was compelled to institute a draft for
      all males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five years of age. All those not subject to the draft were
      called upon to perform "people's labor" for up to three months each year. Taxes were increased, and
      cadres often had to resort to force or terrorism to achieve compliance from villagers unwilling to pay. With the
      Party's image of success beginning to fray around the edges, peasants became increasingly reluctant to
      contribute to or participate in the movement. Party regulars, in turn, began to lose touch with the masses or
      were infected with corruption, favoritism, or arrogance. Poor discipline was observed among the troops; desertion
      and misbehavior toward villagers became increasinelv common.47
    


    
      Verification of such conclusions came from captured documents. One representative report on the situation in Phu
      Yen Province complained of growing problems caused by U.S. and ARVN pacification efforts. With the growing
      weakness of the local revolutionary forces and the loss of initiative on the battlefield, coordination of mobile
      and guerrilla operations declined, and troops and cadres began to develop "corrupt, easy-going, reckless and
      deceitful" attitudes. The problem apparently had nationwide implications. According to a report issued by
      the Current Affairs Section of COSVN in 1966, relations between Party members and the masses at the local level
      had deteriorated, often in a "very alarming way." Cadres were often "passive and
      pessimistic," and suffered from "friction with the masses." Many no longer lived in the villages
      or served with local armed units. Chapter meetings of local PRP groups were no longer held with regularity, and
      the local revolutionary administration in liberated or contested areas was often loose and uncoordinated. The
      concept of "from the masses, to the masses" was frequently ignored, and indiscriminate terror and
      favoritism were often reported.48 References to such problems in internal documents should not be viewed as
      an indication that the movement's infrastructure was on the verge of collapse, but they do suggest that there
      were definable limits to the Party's ability to mobilize the population in South Vietnam in support of the
      revolutionary cause. For the moment, the movement had lost its image of inevitable success.
      The effects were apparent as heretofore sympathetic Vietnamese began to shift perceptibly toward neutrality in
      the conflict.
    


    Toward the Decisive
    Hour


    
      Since the escalation of the conflict in the early 1960s, Hanoi's military strategy had been based on the
      premise that victory would come as a result of a combined general offensive and uprising. The introduction of
      U.S. combat troops apparently did not change that assumption. While conceding that a total military victory over
      combined U.S. and ARVN forces was improbable, the Party leadership was convinced that severe reverses must be
      imposed on the enemy's military forces before the United States could be compelled to withdraw from South
      Vietnam. One captured notebook made the interesting observation that "experience in world affairs has shown
      that Americans are more impressed by force than by reason" and that, as a result, "no agreement can be
      reached as long as we fail to win on the battlefield." The importance of military struggle in the war
      against the Americans was expressed in more authoritative fashion by Vo Nguyen Giap in an article printed in
      Nhan dan in September 1967. Because the U.S. imperialists have escalated the level of
      military struggle in South Vietnam, he said, the revolutionary forces "must therefore resort to
      revolutionary violence in order to oppose this counterrevolutionary violence and they must use the military
      struggle to oppose the armed aggression of the enemy."49
    


    
      How to achieve this military victory was something else again. The aggressive strategy pursued since early 1966
      had achieved only limited results. Although it would be misleading to label Nguyen Chi Thanh's approach a
      total failure, it had been a costly one, with few immediate benefits, and was clearly toned down in 1967. The
      objective of a "decisive victory in a relatively short period of time," confirmed by the Thirteenth
      Plenum in early January 1967, must still have seemed far away in the summer of 1967.50
    


    
      Sometime during the spring or early summer of 1967, the Party leadership decided that a major offensive and
      uprising should be launched during the following year in order to realize a great leap forward in the revolution
      and a possible total victory. Precisely when or how the decision was reached to launch the campaign in early 1968
      has not been divulged. According to one captured PAVN officer, planning for a major offensive began under Nguyen
      Chi Thanh sometime in the spring of 1967. After General Thanh's death (which, according to internal Party
      sources, took place during his visit to Hanoi to present his plan in July), planning continued under his
      successor and ex-deputy Pham Hung, while General Vo Nguyen Giap was assigned responsibility for the overall
      operation in: Hanoi.51
    


    
      According to a Party history published in Hanoi, the Central Committee had met in special
      session in June to evaluate the situation and had concluded that as a result of a successful winter-spring
      offensive, it was the proper time to levy a "decisive blow" to bring about a major transformation in
      the South and force the United States to accept a military defeat. The final decision was reached by the
      Politburo in December and was approved by the Fourteenth Plenum in January. Party leaders recognized that the
      insurgent forces continued to have shortcomings in the area of urban operations and the shipment of supplies, but
      they felt that such weaknesses could be overcome by the movement's overall strength and strategic initiative.
      The operation would be carefully timed to coincide with the presidential campaign in the United
      States.52
    


    
      The plan called for a general offensive in rural areas combined with a popular uprising in the major cities.
      This, of course, had been the foundation of Hanoi's strategic thinking since at least the Ninth Plenum in
      December of 1963. The general offensive, to take the shape of a series of "violent surges" rather than
      a single blow, would be designed to disperse or destroy a substantial proportion of the enemy's armed forces
      in rural areas. Then a popular revolutionary outbreak would take place in major population centers to undermine
      the stability of the Saigon regime and, all conditions being met, lead to its ultimate collapse. If the uprising
      did not succeed in achieving the total overthrow of enemy power, it would be followed by a series of military
      offensives during succeeding months to wear down the enemy and lead either to victory or to a negotiated
      settlement.
    


    
      Did Hanoi expect total victory? This has been a matter of controversy. Some observers have portrayed the
      Party's decision to launch the offensive as a sign of desperation, a last-ditch gamble to secure the
      overthrow of the Saigon regime. Others have suggested that from the beginning the attacks were designed primarily
      for their propaganda and psychological value and not for any expected major military advantage. In actuality,
      neither view appears justified. In the first place, internal documents indicate that the Party leadership was
      reasonably optimistic that the situation in South Vietnam had reached the point where a revolutionary "great
      leap" along the lines of the Bolshevik Revolution and the August Revolution was possible. By this reasoning,
      the presence of nearly half a million U.S. troops and the corresponding expansion of RVN control in the
      countryside disguised the political weakness of the Thieu regime. The urban unrest during 1966 was a persuasive
      sign of this instability and, according to one captured document, might have led to the collapse of the Saigon
      regime had "the necessary subjective and objective conditions" been present. Presumably the author of
      the document was referring to the inadequacy of the Party's urban leadership and the absence of military
      offensives in rural areas. If this view of the situation was correct, the cities in South Vietnam were ripe for
      revolt, and any kind of incident, or revolutionary "accelerator," combined with an
      offensive in the countryside, could set off a chain reaction that could topple the Thieu regime.53
    


    
      Directives issued by higher echelons just prior to the offensive confirm this optimistic estimate. Although it is
      fair to say that some of the Party's references to impending victory were meant as exhortations to encourage
      the troops, the Party leadership did seem persuaded that the situation in Saigon was "highly
      revolutionary" and that the progressive social classes were "increasing their sympathy for the
      revolution." The key to stimulating this spirit would be military success in rural areas: "If we do not
      use our military force to neutralize the enemy force," said one directive, "the masses will not be able
      to gain victory through political activity alone. There will be little chance of success and much risk of being
      exposed to casualties."54
    


    
      Still, Party leaders recognized that the results could not be predicted. The Politburo had seen three possible
      scenarios: (1) that the revolutionary forces would win a great victory and the enemy would have to negotiate on
      Hanoi's terms, (2) that the insurgents would achieve a partial victory but the enemy would be able to
      continue the war, or (3) that the United States would increase its forces in the South and expand the war. Hanoi
      hoped for the first possibility but was prepared to cope with the second. The third was unlikely, but Party
      leaders would guard against it. What is particularly noteworthy here is the sensitivity of the Party leadership
      to the unpredictability of the revolutionary process and to the explosive character of popular discontent,
      especially in urban areas. As the world has had good reason to recognize in recent years, revolutionary outbreaks
      often seem to occur with little warning, in societies that give the external appearance of political stability.
      For Hanoi, of course, this issue was of more than academic importance and Party leaders, temporarily frustrated
      at their inability to obtain a decisive shift in the balance of power in the countryside, appeared to turn their
      hopes to the volatile situation in urban areas as a means of redressing the situation. Several documents cited
      the example of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and Lenin's "artful, flexible, and opportune"
      tactics to turn the rapidly changing situation in Russia to his advantage.
    


    
      Still, the Party was taking a gamble that the crisis in the cities could be turned to its advantage at a time
      when it lacked the military potential to do serious damage to the enemy's armed forces. And the very
      unpredictability of revolution could be a disadvantage as well, for there was no guarantee of success. As one
      Party document remarked:
    


    
      Concerning the process of the revolution in general, as well as the process of the uprising in particular, the
      leaders cannot anticipate all specific conditions and situations that will develop. There are many conditions and
      factors we already know. However, there still remain many factors we cannot anticipate or that we do not know. The basic problem is that we must fully comprehend the general evolution of
      the situation, the strategy of the revolution and the principles relating to the guidance of the uprising.
      Efforts should be made to create maximum favorable conditions. It is of utmost importance that we are highly
      determined in our actions. In the process of these actions, events will enable us to
      act better.
    


    
      Clearly, the Politburo felt that the chance of success justified the risk involved. Whether or not total victory
      was achieved, some risk had to be undertaken to compel a shift in strategy in Washington, and the existing
      strategy showed little immediate promise of achieving that result. It was not a mark of desperation, because the
      Party was careful to make allowance for failure to achieve its maximum objectives. At a minimum, Hanoi was
      counting on the combined offensive and uprising to weaken the political and military foundations of the Saigon
      regime and to trigger a shift of policy in the United States, thus increasing the likelihood of a negotiated
      settlement favorable to the revolutionary cause.
    


    The Tet Offensive


    
      The first stage of the general offensive was launched in October 1967, with a series of "limited
      uprisings" in relatively isolated or border areas of the South—at Song Be and Loc Ninh near the Cambodian
      frontier; at Dak To, sitting astride a natural infiltration route into the Central Highlands; and at Con Thien, a
      U.S. firebase near the DMZ. No attacks were scheduled in the Mekong delta, where the revolutionary armed forces
      were relatively weak. Here local Party organizations were instructed to form guerrilla groups and suicide squads
      (for the purpose of assassinating "local tyrants") in preparation for the climactic stage of general
      offensive and uprising to come. The probable aim of this first phase was to disperse U.S. and ARVN troops and
      draw them away from populated regions.
    


    
      Rumors of the impending offensive had been circulating in Saigon for weeks, and Westmoreland had ordered the
      reinforcement of a number of special forces camps considered particularly vulnerable to Communist attacks. The
      assaults, when they came, were strong, and casualties were high on both sides, but the Communists were unable to
      seize any of their major objectives and were forced to withdraw when further reinforcements arrived.56 A COSVN resolution described
      this first stage as a "great and unprecedented success" that had forced the enemy into a defensive
      position, but admitted that it had not annihilated the enemy forces or "created favorable conditions for
      motivating the masses to arise in towns and cities."57 The true vulnerability of the enemy had yet to be clearly established.
    


    
      By late fall, the U.S. military command in Saigon was convinced that a major Communist
      offensive was likely to occur early the following year. Information on troop movements showed that the rate of
      infiltration was now running at more than 20,000 a month and that main force units were beginning to move from
      the border toward populated areas. Captured documents alluded to a coming military move of considerable
      magnitude. Westmoreland attempted to prepare for the situation but predicted that the most likely objective of an
      attack would be near the Demilitarized Zone. In the early weeks of 1968 he ordered the strengthening of U.S.
      forces at Khe Sanh and other northern border posts. There was little concern over the situation in the capital
      region and, as a gesture of confidence, responsibility for the military security of the Saigon metropolitan area
      was transferred from U.S. to ARVN units. Early in the new year, signs pointed to a major Communist offensive
      during the Tet holidays at the end of January and Westmoreland suggested that the RVN cancel the cease-fire
      scheduled for the period. Thieu rejected the request but agreed to shorten the cease-fire and maintain ARVN units
      at half strength for the duration. U.S. forces were kept on alert, but intelligence sources did not take warnings
      of an attack particularly seriously.
    


    
      Early in the morning of January 30, a series of small attacks took place in the Central Highlands and along the
      central coast. The following day the Communists launched a heavy nationwide attack on provincial and district
      capitals throughout the country. A total of thirty-six of the forty-four provincial capitals, five of the six
      autonomous cities, and 64 of the 242 district capitals, as well as countless hamlets and villages, were put under
      assault. For the most part, the attackers were local units of the PLAF. The Communists had been moving North
      Vietnamese main force units toward populated areas for more than two months, but most were kept on reserve and
      presumably would be introduced into combat only in the event that a total victory appeared likely.
    


    
      Approximately 80,000 Communist troops were involved in the offensive. The magnitude of the attacks took Saigon
      almost completely by surprise. Most ARVN units were not at full strength as a result of the holiday ceasefire.
      Bolstered by the element of surprise and the strength of the initial attack, Communist forces penetrated into a
      number of major cities, including Quang Tri and Da Nang in the north, Nha Trang and Qui Nhon along the central
      coast, Kontum and Ban Me Thuot in the Central Highlands, and sixteen provincial capitals in the Mekong
      delta.58
    


    
      In most cases, after the initial surprise, the invaders were thrown back after two or three days of heavy
      fighting. For the most part, the brunt of the counterattack was borne by U.S. firepower rather than ARVN units.
      As a result, damage to urban areas was extensive, since in many areas heavy bombardment by
      U.S. planes or artillery had been required to evict the enemy—thus eliciting the well-publicized comment by one
      U.S. military officer that the delta capital of Ben Tre had to be destroyed in order to save it.59
    


    
      The most effective attack took place at Hué. There had been indications of a Communist plan to attack the old
      imperial capital since early in the war. North Vietnamese regular units at division strength had been in the
      mountains since 1966 and had built a logistical base in the A Shau valley on the Laotian border. Because Hué had
      a special historical meaning to many Vietnamese, an attack on the imperial capital would have a maximum
      propaganda effect, not only in Vietnam but throughout the world.
    


    
      On January 30, under cover of a heavy fog, several main force battalions totaling more than 12,000 troops
      infiltrated the city, seized most of the area south of the Perfume River, which ran through the heart of the
      metropolitan area, and then crossed to the north bank and captured the bulk of the northern half of the city. By
      sunrise on the thirty-first, they controlled the city except for the U.S. military compound on the south bank of
      the river and the ARVN First Division headquarters. Evidently the Party hoped to retain control of the city and
      win support from anti-American and anti-Saigon civilian groups for a popular uprising, for a temporary
      revolutionary administration was established that proceeded to exact brutal vengeance on RVN officials,
      foreigners, and prominent local figures considered unsympathetic to the revolution. The scope of the massacre has
      been the subject of intense controversy, but there seems to be no doubt that it took place. According to Guenter
      Lewy, a captured document stated that, during the occupation of the city, the Communists "eliminated 1,892
      administrative personnel, 38 policemen, 790 tyrants." Most of these killings were apparently planned in
      advance.60
    


    
      Within a few hours, local government forces had recovered from their surprise and with the support of U.S.
      Marines began to evict the insurgents from the south bank of the river. But the battle for control of the
      imperial citadel on the north bank was bitter, for the Communists brought in reinforcements from PAVN units
      beyond the suburbs and managed to retain a toehold in the city until February 25, when they were finally driven
      out after a bitter street battle. By U.S. estimate, total enemy casualities were 5,000 killed; allied military
      losses were put at 500 dead.61
    


    
      If the battle of Hué had maximum psychological impact on world public opinion, the assault on Saigon undoubtedly
      represented a greater threat to the Thieu regime. It was kicked off with a series of attacks by suicide squads
      against a number of major installations within the city or its environs—on Independence Palace, on the Saigon
      radio station and racetrack, the new U.S. Embassy compound in the heart of the city, and on Tan Son Nhut airfield
      and the nearby headquarters of the Joint General Staff in the outskirts. Five shock
      battalions had been in training for this purpose since 1965, when Party leaders had briefly hoped to seize power
      through an urban uprising. Captured documents show that the Communists had hoped to seize a number of these key
      points within the city and to paralyze the RVN administration. The suicide squads, composed of from three to
      fifteen members each, had infiltrated the city several days before and had been waiting for the uprising in safe
      houses. If their efforts were successful, assault and propaganda units would surface within the city and begin to
      incite disorder and a mass uprising against the Thieu regime. Should the government show signs of panic and
      incipient disintegration, military units stationed outside the city would prepare to make their presence known.
      Agitation would be concentrated in working-class areas, where sympathy for the revolution was strongest. The
      Party seemed uncertain of the welcome it would receive in Saigon. Although several sources voiced confidence that
      the urban population was ripe for revolution, some also conceded that many townspeople "did not understand
      our policy" and were living in "the false happiness and demagogic culture of the
      enemy."62
    


    
      In the event, the Communist suicide attacks were driven back, but not before they had inflicted considerable
      damage and achieved a gratifying propaganda impact. The major propaganda victory was achieved by slightly more
      than a dozen commandos who managed to penetrate the high outer walls of the U.S. Embassy compound in the heart of
      the city and invade the ground floor of the Embassy chancery, killing five Americans in the process. They were
      able to defend their position, under the eye of television cameras, until finally all were killed in
      counterattacks during the morning.63
    


    
      As the commandos threw Saigon into a turmoil, additional Communist main force troops attacked the city from the
      suburbs, probably hoping to cut Saigon in half. About a thousand were able to penetrate into the city, mainly in
      small units. There were several ARVN battalions in the area, but they displayed little cohesion and only by the
      second day, when they were reinforced by U.S. troops brought in from the outside, did they begin to evict the
      attackers.
    


    
      Meanwhile, the Saigon Uprising Committee was established and local agitation squads circulated throughout the
      city and appealed to the populace to revolt. The formation of a new united front, called the Alliance of National
      Democratic and Peace Forces (Lien mien Dan toc Dan chu va Floa binh o Viet Nam), was announced in Hanoi and a
      four-point platform was issued, calling for the overthrow of the Thieu regime, the withdrawal of U.S. troops, and
      negotiations to set up a democratic, independent, peaceful, and neutral South Vietnam. Although not publicly
      identified with the North or the NLF, the new front was clearly a creature of Hanoi (indeed, Le Duan had
      instructed Nguyen Chi Thanh to lay the foundations for such a front in his letter of May
      1965) and patently designed to appeal to moderates who had withheld their cooperation from previous organizations
      of the NLF.
    


    
      On the second day, the RVN went on the offensive, and ARVN forces and the local police began to root out
      Communists from the capital and its sister city of Cholon. Westmoreland sent U.S. forces into the city and set up
      a ring of U.S. units in the suburbs to prevent an orderly Communist retreat. By February 5, resistance had
      collapsed.
    


    The Results of Tet


    
      The Tet Offensive broke like a clap of thunder on an astonished world. Certainly that was the case in the United
      States. Lulled by government assurances that progress was being made in South Vietnam, most Americans were not
      prepared for the realization that the Communists were capable of launching a major attack into the heart of
      Saigon and other cities in the South. The Johnson administration responded quickly to minimize the damage and,
      once the immediate threat had been averted, echoed the comments of General Westmoreland in Saigon that the Tet
      Offensive had been a major defeat for the Communists. From a strictly military standpoint, Westmoreland was
      correct. The Communists had been unable to hold any major urban center except Hué for more than a few days. The
      hoped-for general uprising had not materialized, and prisoners captured during the offensive admitted that they
      had been disappointed at the relative lack of support for the revolution among the urban population. Even in I
      Corps, where North Vietnamese regulars had taken part in the battle, the Communists were unable to retain control
      of the two northern provinces. In the process, they had suffered the heaviest casualties of the entire war.
      According to U.S. sources, they had lost 32,000 killed and 5,800 captured in the course of the attacks. Allied
      losses were put at a little more than 3,000: 1,000 Americans and 2,028 South Vietnamese.64 Equally important, the revolutionary
      infrastructure, built up carefully in cities, towns, and rural villages, had surfaced during the Tet Offensive in
      an effort to maximize the chances of success and had suffered badly in Saigon's counterattacks. One
      experienced Australian journalist estimated that 40 percent of the Party's political cadres were killed or
      otherwise immobilized during the offensive.65
    


    
      In general, the offensive was more successful in rural areas than in the cities. In several provinces, it
      severely damaged the pacification program and many villages returned to revolutionary control. One Party document
      claimed that revolutionary administrations had been newly set up in more than 600 liberated villages between the
      start of the offensive and the end of March. At least for the moment, the Communists once again had access to
      the vital rural villages. Here, too, however, the gains were in some cases less than
      anticipated. ARVN units as a whole did not break as anticipated, and villagers in many areas did not welcome the
      insurgency forces with the expected enthusiasm.66 On the other hand, informed U.S. sources admitted that the offensive had
      nearly succeeded in several areas, and in some instances defeat was averted only by the timely intervention of
      U.S. forces. There was considerable concern as to whether ARVN could stand up to future attacks.
    


    
      Obviously, however, there was more to the Tet Offensive than its immediate military consequences. From the
      political point of view, it marked a crucial turning point in the war. By now, the war had become above all a
      test of wills between Hanoi and Washington. The Johnson administration, caught on the buzz saw of mounting
      expenditures and rising public discontent with the war, was unwilling to make the commitment necessary to achieve
      a decisive military victory. It had to gamble that half a million U.S. troops could prevent the Communists from
      achieving significant military successes and thus provide Saigon with enough breathing room to improve its own
      capacity to handle the insurgency. Hanoi was convinced that the RVN would be a pushover without U.S. support and
      that the Americans lacked the patience to win a protracted war. In the phrase so familiar to Veteran observers of
      the war, the United States had to win; Hanoi had only to show that it would not lose.
    


    
      Here, of course, was the true significance of Tet. For despite the heavy losses suffered by the revolutionary
      forces, the February offensive showed that the Communists were still capable of shaking the Saigon regime to its
      very foundations. In brief, it showed Washington that the war was un-winnable on any acceptable terms. The result
      is history. In March, President Johnson made the fateful decision to pursue a compromise settlement in the
      Vietnam War. When General Westmoreland requested 200,000 additional U.S. troops for South Vietnam, a presidential
      commission headed by new Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford concluded that the general's request would only
      further Americanize the war and recommended that additional troops be sent only upon condition of a better RVN
      performance. Johnson accepted the report and announced a halt in U.S. bombing raids above the 20th parallel,
      promising a total cessation if Hanoi demonstrated restraint in its own prosecution of the war. The DRV responded
      quickly. While denouncing the partial bombing halt, it declared its willingness to open discussions with U.S.
      representatives on the unconditional cessation of bombing so that other talks could take place.
    


    
      Was the Tet Offensive, as some Western observers have maintained, a political victory but a military defeat for
      the Communists? Tran Van Tra takes vigorous exception to this view. Although conceding that the general offensive
      failed to achieve its objections, and that one reason for that failure was the weakness of
      the revolutionary armed forces as compared with those of the enemy (the ratio, he observes acidly, was only one
      to five), General Tra argues that a political victory could not have been achieved without the successes realized
      by revolutionary units in rural areas, successes that shook the RVN to its foundations. Even though the
      general's identity as the commander of the PLAF makes such an opinion understandable, he nonetheless has a
      point.67
    


    
      A balanced view of Tet, then, must view it in highly qualified terms and not simply as a victory or defeat for
      either side. Hanoi's gamble that South Vietnam was ripe for revolt had been shown to be a miscalculation. The
      mistake was costly and undoubtedly contributed to Hanoi's new willingness to open the door slightly to
      negotiations without an unconditional bombing halt and without a decisive shift in the military balance of
      forces. On the other hand, the Johnson administration had clearly recognized the failure of its strategy of
      achieving victory through military pressure. The door was open to a period of fighting and negotiating in which
      Hanoi's major objective would be to maneuver the United States out of the war.
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    Fighting and Negotiating (1968–1973)


    
      Although the Tet Offensive was frequently described in the Western world as a massive single effort by the
      Vietnamese Communists to achieve a total military victory in the South, it was viewed by the Party leadership in
      Hanoi as simply one phase of an extended military and political operation lasting several months. The first
      stage, begun in the fall of 1967, had been designed to test RVN defenses in key regions in the Central Highlands
      and along the Cambodian border. If successful, it would wear down the enemy's military strength and divert it
      from populated coastal regions. The second stage, involving military attacks on major cities throughout the
      country, was directed at stimulating a revolutionary upsurge by the masses in urban areas. If it achieved optimum
      results, it would lead to the overthrow of the Saigon regime and the formation of a coalition government with the
      Communists as a major or even dominant political force. At a minimum, it would further reduce the morale and the
      military strength of the Saigon regime and lead to a stage of fighting and negotiating.
    


    
      As described in the previous chapter, the bulk of the military forces sent into attack during the Tet Offensive
      were local units of the PLAF. Most of the North Vietnamese divisions and many of the main force units of the PLAF
      were held in reserve. Only in I Corps, where the Communists appeared determined to inflict permanent military
      damage on the RVN in the northern provinces, were reserve units brought into play in order to supplement
      operations by local forces. Had the February offensive shown signs of destroying a significant portion of the
      ARVN forces, or had there been indications of a major breakdown in Saigon's ability to govern, those reserve
      forces might have been moved into urban areas to provide the final surge to victory. But when it became clear
      that the Tet Offensive would achieve only limited military goals, Hanoi's main force units were not
      immediately engaged.
    


    
      The third stage of the 1968 offensive opened in mid-February, with a series of attacks on
      smaller cities, towns, and villages throughout South Vietnam. In some cases actual military assaults took place.
      In others, there were simply rocket or mortar attacks on government-occupied cities and towns. The climax came in
      early March with assaults on about a dozen cities, mostly in the Mekong delta. The delta had not absorbed heavy
      attacks during the earlier stages of the offensive, but a number of ARVN units had been withdrawn from the area
      at the height of the fighting during the Tet holidays, thus probably encouraging the Party leadership in the
      belief that military struggle might achieve beneficial results in the area.
    


    
      According to captured documents, the aim of the new stage was to keep the military pressure on Saigon and expand
      liberated areas in the South. A resolution issued by a COSVN conference in March pointed out that the war had
      entered a new phase, described as "a very fierce, complex phase of strategic offensive attacks aimed at
      securing final victory." The objective was to create "a seething revolutionary atmosphere with
      continuous attacks and continuous uprisings." The resolution emphasized that even political struggle should
      now take on a military character:
    


    
      It is necessary to understand clearly that the substance of the present political struggle is not "to stage
      demonstrations and present petitions" but to make use of violence to overthrow the
      enemy state power and build the people's revolutionary state power.
    


    
      The party's urban apparatus was instructed to do its part by stimulating the popular movement against the
      Saigon regime:
    


    
      In towns, cities, and district seats where our military forces are strong enough to enable conquest, we must
      resolutely motivate the masses to arise and seize the state power; in places where our military forces are not
      strong enough to take control, we must maintain and develop the struggle, quickly strengthen the revolution's
      real strength and create [favorable] conditions for the conquests of these places.1
    


    
      In rural areas, the insurgency leadership was instructed to defeat enemy sweeps, cut off vital communications
      lines to isolated towns, expand and connect major liberated base areas, and exert pressure to encircle and
      destroy enemy towns and cities. Within liberated areas, the revolutionary state power was to be strengthened
      through the holding of popular elections, the construction of combat villages, and the repression of
      counterrevolutionary elements.
    


    The Battle of Khe Sanh


    
      In actuality, this post-Tet phase of the general offensive had only limited success. The urban attacks had
      nuisance value but did not result in any spectacular seizures of power. It now became clear
      that the main focus of Communist concern had shifted to northern I Corps where, according to one American
      journalist, at least seven PAVN and five PLAF divisions were concentrated. And the infiltration rate continued
      high, running at nearly 20,000 per month throughout the spring.2 Khe Sanh, the isolated U.S. firebase selected by the Party leadership
      for an effort to achieve a spectacular victory on the eve of the negotiations, was located in the midst of rugged
      hills just south of the DMZ. The Communists had elements of two PAVN divisions—a total of some 15,000 men—in the
      immediate vicinity, while the U.S. and ARVN forces at the base numbered only about 6,000. Many observers had
      remarked on the similarity to Dien Bien Phu and doubted that Khe Sanh could be adequately defended. Like Dien
      Bien Phu, it was isolated, in the midst of difficult terrain, and surrounded by mountains. Communications with
      the outside world were tenuous at best. In Saigon, General Westmoreland fully expected a major attack at Khe Sanh
      before the end of March. But unlike many of his critics, he did not fear comparison with Dien Bien Phu. Although
      he conceded that there were certain risks, he claimed that Khe Sanh could be held. In contrast to Dien Bien Phu,
      U.S. forces held the high ground, for the firebase was on a small plateau, not in a wide valley. Although the
      North Vietnamese had artillery in the area, overall the Americans would have the advantage in firepower.
      Moreover, the base was closer to populated areas along the coast and would be able to receive much better air
      support. On the other hand, it was also closer to Communist supply lines leading from North Vietnam than had been
      its counterpart in 1954.3
    


    
      The battle of Khe Sanh began in January and lasted for nearly three months, during which the isolated base was
      exposed to almost constant attacks. The attackers hid in the high elephant grass around the base and laid down a
      heavy artillery and mortar barrage. But the defenders were assisted by almost continual air support—three hundred
      tactical air sorties a day dropped 35,000 tons of bombs. And although the airstrip came under heavy fire,
      communications with the outside world were never cut. The biggest Communist success came at Lang Ve, nine miles
      away, where North Vietnamese troops, with the aid of Russian tanks, overran a special forces camp. Finally, in
      early April, U.S. units stationed on the coast launched an attack up Route 9, linked up with Khe Sanh, and
      relieved the siege. Soon thereafter attention shifted to the A Shau valley and the area west of Hué, which was
      now cleared with the help of the ARVN First Division.
    


    
      In the meantime, a new phase of Communist attacks took place in May. The most publicized was an abortive attack
      on Saigon by combat units near Tan Son Nhut airfield and rocket attacks on the city itself. For a brief period, a
      handful of suicide squads managed to infiltrate Cholon in an operation called by the local American community a
      "mini-Tet," but they were eliminated within a few days. Communist sources concede that this final
      stage of the 1968 spring offensive and uprising did not fulfill expectations. With the
      element of surprise lost, the attacking forces suffered heavy casualties and achieved few successes. Moreover,
      there were ominous signs of pessimism and unwillingness to sacrifice within the movement, as well as apathy among
      the masses. A series of further attacks took place in mid-August, but had no better success.
    


    
      Military operations up through the end of August 1968, including the let Offensive at the beginning of the year,
      had cost the Communists more than 75,000 dead and wounded.4 The cost could be justified if it influenced American behavior in the
      opening rounds of the negotiating process then under way in Hanoi and Washington. Throughout the spring and
      summer of 1968, sparring between the two sides continued over the issue of prerequisites to negotiations. Hanoi
      had responded to Johnson's offer in late March but had only agreed to talk about a U.S. bombing halt. In
      early exchanges, it repeated its demand for a total and unconditional cessation of bombing above the
      Demilitarized Zone and U.S. acceptance of the NLF four points. The United States countered by demanding the
      mutual withdrawal of all foreign troops from the South and a pledge by Hanoi that it would not attempt to seize
      South Vietnam by force. For the moment all that had changed was that the two sides were willing to discuss
      negotiations without prior conditions.
    


    
      Finally, in October, came a breakthrough. Against his better judgment, President Johnson took the advice of
      subordinates and announced a total bombing halt of the North and called for the opening of formal talks in
      Paris.5 Hanoi was
      informed that Washington's action did not call for a reciprocal gesture from the DRV. The speech did not
      specifically state that the halt was unconditional, however, and Johnson refused a request by Hanoi to put the
      promise in writing. The DRV at this point dropped its demand for an unconditional bombing halt and tacitly agreed
      to a U.S. demand not to launch artillery attacks on Saigon. Talks could now begin.
    


    Maintaining the
    Offensive


    
      The long and costly offensive launched in the early weeks of 1968 had a perceptible effect on the military and
      political capacities of the revolutionary movement. Most of the fighting had been borne by the local forces,
      which, along with the political infrastructure, had suffered the bulk of the casualties. In the wake of the
      attacks, recruitment was down and desertions were on the rise, Hanoi was increasingly compelled to fill the gap
      with PAVN units infiltrated from the North. This in turn gave rise to unrest among southerners over the
      domination of the movement by northerners and to occasional complaints that Hanoi was attempting to "break
      up" the PLAF or place it under tighter Party control. One prominent member of the NLF
      complained of growing northern dominance of the movement and the excessive militarization of the conflict.
      According to one estimate, by late 1968, of a total of 125,000 main force troops in the South, 85,000 were North
      Vietnamese.6
    


    
      The RVN did its best to compound Hanoi's problems. Taking advantage of the temporary weakness of the
      insurgency forces, the Saigon regime intensified its efforts to uproot the revolutionary infrastructure and
      improve security in the countryside. One knowledgeable observer estimated that more than 2,000 Viet Cong cadres
      were being arrested each month in the new CIA-supported Phoenix Program. An "accelerated pacification
      campaign" was launched to recoup RVN losses at the village level. With the threat from Communist main force
      troops diminished, ARVN and U.S. divisions were broken up into smaller units in order to promote the pacification
      effort.7 In many crucial
      provinces, there were surface indications of progress. But the rise in the number of refugees was alarming. In
      Quang Ngai, nearly one-third of the population of the entire province was now living in refugee camps. And, as
      always, the key question remained: Would the Viet Cong not simply return after the government troops departed?
    


    
      With its force levels depleted by the losses incurred during the Tet Offensive, Hanoi was in no position to
      respond effectively to the challenge from Saigon. But a failure to react could have a significant effect on the
      morale within the movement and lead to a further decline in revolutionary momentum, already damaged by the
      failure of the offensive to achieve total victory. Internal documents dating from the summer and fall of 1968
      clearly reflect the pervasive sense of disillusionment at various levels within the movement. One report conceded
      that many had expected Tet to lead to total victory and that
    


    
      some [of our personnel] have lost confidence in the higher echelon leadership and in the revolutionary capability
      of the people. They think that our assessment of enemy capabilities is inaccurate, our strategic determination is
      erroneous, and we have to lower our requirements and prolong the war. They become doubtful of victory,
      pessimistic, and display a shirking attitude.8
    


    
      Even within the higher echelons, there was evidence of some second-guessing over strategy. Truong Chinh, long
      considered an advocate of cautious policies in South Vietnam, remarked in a speech printed in September that
      "we must know when to go on the defensive." Chinh's view was evidently not an isolated one.
      journalist Robert Shaplen reported a purge of pro-Soviet elements in the Party in late 1968, apparently because
      of Moscow's view that more emphasis should be placed on the political struggle in South Vietnam. And there
      were signs of discontent with events in Vietnam among Hanoi's major allies, leading Party spokesmen to stress
      the virtues of self-reliance and to complain with a degree of defensiveness, "we are
      not beginners at the art of revolution."9
    


    
      Pressure from without often seemed to increase unity within the Party leadership in Hanoi. In any event, although
      there was probably a general recognition that the general offensive and uprising had not achieved all its
      objectives, there was, at least for the moment, a conviction that the existing policy of high-level armed
      struggle must be continued. For years it had been assumed that in order to accelerate the disintegration of the
      South Vietnamese armed forces and compel the United States to withdraw its troops, the revolutionary forces must
      fight even harder after the beginning of the stage of simultaneous fighting and negotiating. Without such
      pressure, Washington would have no incentive to compromise. For the moment, in other words, Hanoi had little
      choice. In its overview of the situation in April 1969, the Politburo concluded that if the insurgent forces in
      the South did not continue to attack with strength, the United States and its ally in Saigon could recover and
      prolong the war. There was a growing recognition, however, that it would be a long war. As one captured document
      stated, "Victory will come to us, not suddenly, but in a complicated and tortuous way. This victory is a
      limited victory, not a complete and clear-cut vic tory."10
    


    
      During the spring and summer of 1969, then, Hanoi attempted to maintain the pressure on the battlefield. Maximum
      results had to be realized at minimum cost. Unlike the previous year, emphasis was placed not on a coordinated
      surge, but on a series of attacks waged throughout the country "simultaneously, continuously, widespreadedly
      [sic]," often undertaken by small-scale and paramilitary units. For the most part, North Vietnamese
      divisions were kept out of combat, as several began to congregate in III Corps in preparation for a possible
      attack on Saigon.11
    


    
      As it turned out, the 1969 military campaign, after a promising beginning, was a serious disappointment. The PLAF
      had some limited success in launching attacks on cities and towns in the delta, but it was largely unsuccessful
      in hindering pacification efforts. Problems of morale, popular apathy and hostility, low combat effectiveness,
      and confusion on objectives among cadres continued. As a result, as one internal document conceded,
      "Generally speaking, our campaign was not strong or continuous." Such difficulties did not immediately
      cause Party leaders in the South to question existing strategy. According to a captured resolution issued at the
      close of a COSVN conference in July, heavy pressure must be maintained on the enemy through a high level of
      political and military struggle. Otherwise, warned the document, the United States could not be compelled to seek
      a negotiated settlement but would attempt to outwait the DRV in a protracted conflict; it might even extend the
      war into neighboring Laos and Cambodia.12
    


    
      Still, the disappointing results of the 1969 campaign must have put further pressure on the
      militants in the Politburo. With a new military stalemate developing in the South, there was evidently a rising
      sentiment for lowering the level of armed struggle and reevaluating priorities. Although the precise terms of the
      debate within the Party leadership are not clear, it seems likely that the controversy was less over long-term
      goals than over tactical responses to the current situation. Some members may have argued that with the large
      U.S. presence still in South Vietnam, it would be advisable for the time being to put greater emphasis on
      economic reconstruction and prepare for a new wave of attacks in the future. As always, Truong Chinh appeared to
      be in the forefront of those advocating caution in the South. There is no indication, however, of any major
      shake-up in the balance of forces within the party leadership. When Ho Chi Minh died in September, First
      Secretary Le Duan, long considered among the most militant of Party leaders, appeared solidly entrenched as the
      most influential figure in the Politburo.13
    


    
      In the end, the debate in Hanoi led to a decision to reduce the level of combat in South Vietnam. The relevant
      Politburo documents have not been made public, but a captured COSVN resolution issued in October described
      guerrilla warfare as "of particular importance" at the time and as the best way to cope with a powerful
      and stubborn enemy. The immediate strategic objective was to combine political and military struggle to wear down
      the enemy gradually and to frustrate the enemy's pacification effort. Particular emphasis was placed on
      rebuilding the Party's political infrastructure.
    


    
      Thus, by late 1969, the thrust of the revolution in the South had at least temporarily abated. A major exposé of
      the new line came in December with the publication of an article by Vo Nguyen Giap, entitled "The
      Party's Military Line Is the Ever-Victorious Banner of People's War in Our Country." More sober than
      his article of late 1967, it stressed the importance of combined political and military struggle as the basic law
      governing revolutionary violence in Vietnam and emphasized the gradual defeat of the enemy. It appealed for a
      spirit of self-reliance and creativity and pointed out that "we cannot copy foreign experiences nor be
      complacent with the experiences we have acquired."14
    


    
      Some foreign observers viewed the new retrenchment strategy as an indication that the Party had entirely
      abandoned the concept of a gradual progression to full-scale military confrontation and now hoped to win the war
      at stage two. Douglas Pike, labeling the new stage one of "neo-revolutionary strategy," remarked that
      it imposed less strain but could not be victorious, since it imposed no pressure on the United States. It is
      possible that some in the Politburo felt that a final stage of main force conflict could be avoided. But
      Giap's article clearly indicates that, in his mind at least, the conservative tactics adopted in late 1969
      were meant to be temporary, for he concluded his analysis with a strong reiteration of his
      frequently voiced belief that revolutionary war in Vietnam must necessarily advance to the stage of regular war.
      At the beginning, he said, the revolutionary forces are small and can only carry out guerrilla tactics. This,
      however, is only a temporary expedient:
    


    
      To keep the offensive, they must ceaselessly develop guerrilla war and partial insurrection. From regional
      forces, they must build increasingly strong main force units, and incessantly develop the guerrilla war into a
      regular war. Only through regular war in which the main force troops fight in a
      concentrated manner and the armed services are combined and fighting in coordination with regional troops,
      militia guerrillas, and the political forces of all the people, can they annihilate important forces of the
      enemy, liberate vast areas of land . . . and create conditions for great strides in the war.15
    


    
      The advance from guerrilla war to regular war was thus "the law for achieving victory in the people's
      war in our country." The key issue was to know how "to transform guerrilla war into regular war at the
      correct time and the correct place."
    


    
      Giap's comments were seconded in an article by Politburo alternate member General Van Tien Dung. Dung
      stressed the need for flexibility and the avoidance of a dogmatic adherence to the concept of "distinct
      phases":
    


    
      Our enemy, the form of his war of aggression, the social, political, economic, and cultural conditions, the
      national characteristics, and the space and time factors of our fight have inherent characteristics which are
      different from those of other countries. These practical conditions require us to be
      constantly creative in learning from the experiences acqtuired by the fraternal countries in fighting the
      aggressors. The practical conditions of our fight also constantly change and, therefore, do not permit us to mechanically utilize our own combat experience which is no longer
      practical.16
    


    
      A crucial aspect of this reexamination of revolutionary strategy was the increasing recognition of the importance
      of advanced technology and weaponry. In the past, most of the Party's military leaders had tended to
      subordinate the role of firepower in revolutionary war to other factors, such as the combined force of
      people's war [Vo Nguyen Giap) and human will (Nguyen Chi
      Thanh). Now, in an implicit recognition that the Americans could not be defeated unless the revolutionary
      forces could achieve military parity on the battlefield, influential military planners called for a heightened
      effort to modernize the PAVN.17
    


    
      Despite such hints that Party leaders might be rethinking their strategic options, the VWP Central Committee
      sounded a familiar theme in its resolution published after the Eighteenth Plenum in January 1970. In its review
      of the situation, the meeting concluded that the struggle in the South would be "long
      and complicated" but was still in a general offensive and uprising phase. The decisive period for heightened
      attacks by revolutionary forces, it predicted, would be in late 1970 and early 1971.18
    


    Prelude to
    Negotiations


    
      Party leaders had contended that negotiations could begin when an indecisive situation had been created on the
      battlefield. Apparently that minimum condition had been created with the Tet Offensive in 1968. But Hanoi viewed
      the opening of negotiations as distinct from a situation in which conditions for a diplomatic settlement had been
      reached. For that, a favorable military situation was a prerequisite. Because that would take time, Hanoi's
      objective would now be to string out the negotiating process by imposing conditions until the United States had
      been driven by military defeat and domestic unrest to make fundamental concessions at the conference table. The
      first condition was a total bombing halt in the North. This became a prerequisite to negotiations for a very
      practical reason: Hanoi would find it difficult to achieve a favorable military position in the South as long as
      the bombing lasted. Once this condition had been granted and peace talks had begun, a second condition for a
      settlement would be imposed—the prior removal of U.S. troops.19
    


    
      Realistically, Hanoi could not expect to obtain total victory at the conference table. The essence of diplomacy
      is compromise. What could reasonably be expected was an agreement calling for a withdrawal of all U.S. forces and
      the formation of a coalition government in South Vietnam under conditions that would permit the Communists
      gradually—and, it was hoped, with a minimum of violence—to move to a position of dominance and unification with
      the DRV. A crucial issue in negotiations would thus be the nature of such a coalition government. Could it
      include members of the existing Thieu government, or at least political elements in South Vietnam unsympathetic
      to the Communists? Or should Hanoi demand a dominant position for the NLF and its followers?
    


    
      The issue was broached in a training document, probably written in late 1967. According to this source, the
      insurgents would fight until the Americans agreed to withdraw and "recognize a broad national democratic
      coalition regime to be established in South Vietnam with the South Vietnam NLF as its core." Acceptance of
      the NLF as a key element in the new government, it said, was a crucial factor, for
    


    
      only such a broad, national democratic regime based on these two conditions can have the capacity to become a
      national, democratic, people's regime for the four revolutionary classes based on the worker-peasant alliance
      led by the workers, to guarantee independence for the nation, land for the tillers, reunification of our country, and a step forward in the task of building socialism for the whole
      country.20
    


    
      Whether this statement represented official policy in Hanoi is unknown. Given the Party's desire to prolong
      the negotiating process it is likely that it represented a position from which Hanoi could retreat at its
      convenience and by miniscule degrees. In any case, for the credibility of Hanoi's demands for a coalition
      government to be firmly established, it must have a political entity in South Vietnam that could claim to
      represent the legitimate interests of the people. For years, sources close to the Party had been hinting at the
      possibility that a provisional revolutionary government might be formed in South Vietnam. Had the Tet Offensive
      achieved a greater degree of success, it is likely that it would have been formed at that time. Now, with the
      opening of negotiations, the creation of a political force with governmental pretensions was clearly in order. In
      May 1969, representatives of the NLF and the new "third force" Alliance of National Democratic and
      Peace Forces (ANDPF) met in a liberated area near Saigon to engage in preliminary discussions on the formation of
      such a government. In early June the Congress of Delegates, comprising eighty-eight representatives and
      seventy-two guests, formed a new "government of anti-U.S. resistance for national salvation." To
      provide the new Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) with an administrative apparatus at the local level,
      people's revolutionary councils were formed at the provincial, district, township, and village levels in
      liberated areas throughout South Vietnam. According to the Liberation Press Agency, by the summer of 1969 such
      councils had been elected in 1,268 townships, 124 districts, and three cities?' By the end of the year, Hanoi claimed that the government had been
      established in forty-three provinces in the South.
    


    
      For the Nixon administration, which came into office in January 1969, the Vietnam crisis presented a number of
      dilemmas. The administration was committed to obtaining "peace with honor," to withdrawing U.S. troops
      without giving the appearance of turning South Vietnam over to the Communists. The uncomfortable reality,
      however, was that its predecessor had been forced to increase U.S. involvement precisely because the Saigon
      regime was unable to survive on its own. Nixon's answer was a combination of diplomacy and Vietnamization.
      The diplomatic card must be played in such a way as to seek an honorable exit from the war while granting
      Communist participation in the political process in the South, but without irreparably damaging the Saigon
      government's chances to survive in head-to-head competition with the NLF. Vietnamization was designed to
      indicate Washington's commitment to strengthen ARVN forces while gradually withdrawing U.S. troops. It would
      be a delicate operation. U.S. forces could not be withdrawn so rapidly as to destabilize the military situation
      in South Vietnam and encourage the Communists to launch a major new offensive. On the other
      hand, the departure of U.S. troops must be sufficiently rapid to mollify critical opinion in the United States
      and to convince the American people that President Nixon had found a way out of the war.
    


    
      The Nixon plan for Vietnam thus did not necessarily call for a negotiated settlement. It accepted the possibility
      of a diplomatic solution if Hanoi could be persuaded that an outright military victory was unlikely. In the
      absence of flexibility from Hanoi, the policy of Vietnamization should strengthen Saigon sufficiently so that the
      insurgency in the South could be contained, if not actually defeated. In the opening exchanges in Paris, the U.S.
      representative presented stiff conditions for a settlement: withdrawal of all foreign troops (including those of
      the DRV) from South Vietnam and insistence that the compromise political settlement include the Thieu regime in
      Saigon. On the first issue, Hanoi stood fast and described the U.S. demand for mutual troop withdrawal as a
      "cunning plot aimed at confusing the aggressors with their victims." A letter from Ho Chi Minh to Nixon
      in the summer of 1969 said that the U.S. withdrawal should be unconditional and on the basis of DRV proposals.
      But Hanoi did indicate that compromise was possible on the second issue. In May the NLF issued a ten-point
      program in Paris that hinted at the possibility that participation by members of the Thieu government might be
      acceptable in a future coalition government.12
    


    
      It must have been clear to Hanoi from the nature of Washington's conditions that a favorable settlement was
      not a likely prospect for the immediate future. Under the circumstances, it made sense to maintain a stiff
      diplomatic posture and await the further removal of U.S. troops from the South, thus improving prospects for
      victory on the battlefield. Indeed, the Nixon administration had already set a date for the final removal of all
      U.S. forces. General Creighton Abrams, Westmoreland's successor at MACV, was informed that the basic
      objective of the new administration was to end the U.S. military commitment to the RVN by June 1972. The drawdown
      of U.S. troops would begin slowly to allow Saigon a breathing space and then accelerate after 1970. At some point
      the declining curve of the U.S. presence would inevitably intersect the rising level of the size of the
      revolutionary forces in the South.
    


    The Invasion of
    Cambodia


    
      One of the major military consequences of the rising U.S. presence in South Vietnam in the mid-1960s had been to
      force the insurgency back from the provinces around Saigon into the border region near Cambodia. In fact, the
      eastern provinces of Cambodia had been used as a base area by the revolutionary armed forces since the mid-1950s.
      After the arrival of U.S. combat troops, the area was increasingly used as a sanctuary from enemy sweeps and a secure area for the location of COSVN headquarters. Vietnamese Communist use of the area had
      received the tacit if reluctant approval of the Cambodian government of Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who hoped
      thereby to maintain amicable relations with Hanoi. By the late 1960s, the city of Sihanoukville on the Gulf of
      Siam had become a major port of entry for provisions and equipment destined for the insurgent forces in South
      Vietnam, particularly after other routes had been closed off by U.S. bombing raids and naval patrols along the
      South Vietnamese coastline.
    


    
      For Hanoi, the situation was one of considerable delicacy. After the separation of the ICP into three separate
      parties in 1951, the Cambodian People's Revolutionary Party (CPRP) had been placed under the tutelage of the
      VWP. The DRV delegation at Geneva had sought without success to obtain recognition of the CPRP-dominated Khmer
      Rouge movement as the legitimate representative of the Cambodian people. In the end, it was not even granted a
      regroupment zone like its counterparts in Laos and Vietnam.
    


    
      During the late 1950s, the revolutionary movement in Cambodia had stagnated under the government of mercurial but
      popular prime minister Prince Norodom Sihanouk. The pro-Hanoi leadership of the CPRP was under strict
      instructions to avoid confrontation with the Cambodian government in order to avoid provoking Sihanouk, whose
      neutrality in the Cold War provided a useful cover to insurgent forces operating in the eastern provinces of
      Cambodia. Sihanouk himself followed a policy of benign neglect toward Viet Cong activity inside Cambodian
      territory as a means of dissuading Hanoi from giving active support to the CPRP.
    


    
      This tacit bargain gradually eroded during the late 1960s. In mid-decade, leadership of the party (now renamed
      the Khmer Communist Party, or KCP) was seized by an extremist faction under the Paris-trained intellectual Pol
      Pot (real name Saloth Sar). Radical in its social orientation and intensely nationalist, the new KCP leadership
      adopted a policy of armed struggle against the Phnom Penh regime, despite growing irritation in Hanoi.
    


    
      The increasing use of Cambodia's eastern provinces by Vietnamese military units (one Hanoi source admits that
      the Vietnamese were "massively present" in the area, while a so-called Black Book issued by the Pol Pot
      regime in 1979 claimed the total number reached 300,000, undoubtedly an exaggeration) created problems, not only
      with Sihanouk's government but with the local Cambodian population. For example, a captured notebook written
      by a Viet Cong cadre in 1969 remarked that the insurgency leadership had encountered serious difficulties in
      relations with the prickly Sihanouk, who had grown increasingly irritated at Vietnamese use of the eastern
      provinces. Suspicion and hostility, a product of centuries of conflict and mutual dislike, characterized
      relations between the PLAF and the local Cambodian population. The higher echelons had directed that the local
      population be treated with consideration, but Vietnamese condescension and contempt for the
      slower and more passive Cambodians was not easily overcome. The captured notebook referred to some of the more
      common problems encountered: lack of respect for Cambodian territory, lack of courtesy in handling civilians,
      and—in an interesting complaint that U.S. troops in South Vietnam could share—Vietnamese troops complained that
      it was difficult to tell the difference between friend and foe.23
    


    
      The Communist presence in the area was of course no secret in Washington. Hanoi's use of Cambodian territory
      as a sanctuary had been a source of serious concern to the U.S. military command in Saigon for years. By the late
      1960s, MACV claimed that there were at least 50,000 insurgency forces in the border area, raiding the South
      Vietnamese border provinces with impunity and then withdrawing to safety in Cambodia. But the Johnson
      administration had never approved Westmoreland's requests for permission to launch air and ground attacks
      into Cambodian territory, in the belief that the political risks outweighed the potential military advantages.
    


    
      Under the Nixon administration, the policy began to change. MACV commander Creighton Abrams, irritated at heavy
      Communist activity along the border and evidently fearful of a predicted Communist offensive on Saigon, requested
      permission to launch selective bombing attacks on the Viet Cong base areas on the Cambodian side of the border.
      The request was approved, but the raids were kept secret in order to avoid alerting the media and antagonizing
      public opinion.24
    


    
      In March 1970, Sihanouk was overthrown and replaced by a new government under General Lon Noi. There was
      considerable speculation at the time about possible direct U.S. involvement in the coup, but evidence to
      substantiate the charge is lacking and it is likely that the coup was planned and carried out by military and
      civilian figures disgruntled by Sihanouk's neutralist foreign policy and his tolerance of Vietnamese
      occupation of the border provinces.25 The coup represented a serious threat to the revolutionary movement in
      South Vietnam. The new government cancelled the trade agreement allowing the DRV to use Sihanoukville and
      demanded that the Viet Cong leave Cambodian territory within three days. COSVN leaders opened negotiations with
      Phnom Penh in an effort to resolve differences, but when Lon Nol refused to be dissuaded, Hanoi decided to throw
      its full support to the Khmer insurgency movement.
    


    
      During the regime of the charismatic Prince Sihanouk, the KCP had been weak and its strategy ineffective. But
      with the invasion of Cambodia in 1970, the significance of the insurgency movement there suddenly became more
      obvious, and Hanoi moved quickly to revitalize it. It seems likely that at this time the Vietnamese agreed to
      sponsor the KCP's new militant strategy in Cambodia and to provide the necessary assistance to promote its
      growth. But Hanoi was no doubt also determined to guarantee that the revitalized Party would
      be receptive to Vietnamese direction. It was probably for this reason, as well as to provide a nucleus of trained
      pro-Vietnamese activists, that several hundred Khmer Communists who had been living in the DRV since 1954 were
      now returned to Cambodia to take part in the movement. In succeeding months, with the active assistance of
      experienced Vietnamese cadres, the KCP began to intensify its organizational efforts at the village level in the
      eastern provinces under Viet Cong control.
    


    
      In April, a conference was convened in South China, where representatives of the three Indochinese parties agreed
      to coordinate their efforts to evict the U.S. imperialists from Indochina and to form an Indochinese
      confederation after victory. A patriotic alliance (the National United Front of Kampuchea, or FUNK) and a shadow
      government (the Royal National United Government of Kampuchea, or GRUNK) were formed, allegedly at Hanoi's
      insistence, under the titular head of Prince Sihanouk, who had sought refuge and support in Beijing. Leadership
      of both, however, was in the hands of the ΚCP.26
    


    
      In Washington, the White House saw the coup as an opportunity to end Communist occupation of the border
      provinces, and for the next few weeks there was intensive discussion within the administration on how to take
      advantage of the crisis to strike at Communist sanctuaries along the border. Some high figures in the Departments
      of State and Defense were reluctant to take any action at all, but others recommended an invasion of the eastern
      provinces, either by ARVN forces only or by a combined force of U.S. and South Vietnamese units. President Nixon
      eventually authorized a plan for a joint operation, in which more than 30,000 troops would strike several miles
      into Cambodian territory to destroy Communist bases in the area and then withdraw. The attack opened on April 28,
      beginning with an advance into the Fishhook and the Parrot's Beak, two areas heavily infested with Viet Cong
      bases, and then, a few days later, into several other base areas along the border. The attack encountered little
      resistance and advanced essentially unmolested, but it did not locate COSVN headquarters, which, according to
      later Vietnamese claims, was located at the village of Xa Mat, in deep bunkers at the northern tip of Tay Ninh
      Province. More important, perhaps, it aroused massive protests in the United States from those who feared that
      the invasion would simply widen the war into an all-Indochina conflict. The shock waves of protest soon reached
      Congress, which passed legislation compelling the administration to remove U.S. troops from Cambodia before the
      end of June.
    


    
      The invasion of Cambodia remains today one of the most controversial steps taken by the United States during the
      entire Indochinese war. The Nixon administration claimed that it had lowered U.S. casualties, diminished the
      military threat to Saigon, and thus accelerated the withdrawal of U.S. troops. Critics took issue with these
      claims. In a 1979 book on the Cambodian crisis, journalist William Shawcross cited U.S.
      government studies to the effect that although the invasion may have briefly disrupted Communist logistics and
      thus reduced the immediate threat to the capital area, it had little effect on U.S. casualties and actually set
      back the pace of Vietnamization.27
    


    
      At the moment, evidence or Communist intentions is still too scanty to permit a firm judgment on the issue. On a
      short-term basis, and from a strictly military point of view, it seems hard to deny that the invasion disrupted
      Communist operations and delayed Hanoi's plans to launch a new offensive in South Vietnam. If that is the
      case, the invasion not only provided a measure of increased security for the capital area, but also additional
      breathing space for the program of Vietnamization to take hold.28
    


    
      A more serious criticism of the Nixon strategy in Cambodia is that it unnecessarily widened the war and initiated
      the process that led to the fall of Cambodia to the Communists and to the tragic civil war and subsequent death
      by starvation or execution of perhaps millions of Cambodians. This is the central thesis of the Shawcross study.
      In his memoirs, Henry Kissinger has vigorously denied that the Nixon administration must bear primary
      responsibility for the Cambodian tragedy and points out that the takeover of the eastern provinces by the
      Vietnamese Communists was already well under way before the invasion took place. Hanoi, not Washington, had
      widened the war into neighboring Cambodia. Kissinger contends that he suggested the neutralization of Cambodia to
      DRV representative Le Duc Tho, but that Tho had summarily rejected the offer, pointing out that the Communists
      would eventually take it over anyway.29
    


    
      Kissinger s argument is not without merit. The course of the war in South Vietnam had inexorably eroded the
      fragile neutrality of Cambodia, and by early 1970 only U.S. reluctance to act against Communist base areas in the
      border provinces had prevented it from becoming openly involved in the conflict. If, as the above chronology
      suggests, Hanoi had already given the signal to escalate the struggle against the new Lon Nol regime, Kissinger
      may well be correct in contending that it was too late to reestablish Cambodian neutrality either through Lon
      Nol, a return of Sihanouk, or some form of bilateral guarantee with Hanoi. The Nixon administration can perhaps
      be faulted for not making a greater effort to explore the possibility, but it is probably true that the dynamics
      of the Vietnam War made an erosion of Cambodian neutrality almost inevitable, despite the efforts of both Hanoi
      and Washington to prevent it.
    


    
      That does not mean that the Nixon administration was blameless in the affair. Based on the evidence at hand, it
      appeared to be virtually ignorant of the potential political dangers inherent in the new situation and to view
      the new circumstances solely from the standpoint of the short-term military advantages involved. For months, if
      not years, U.S. military and civilian officials inside the RVN had been giving surreptitious
      assistance and encouragement to anti-Sihanouk elements in the area, a fact that undoubtedly encouraged potential
      plotters in Phnom Penh to believe that any group that overthrew Sihanouk would certainly earn the approval and
      support of Washington. In this case, it was clear that the Nixon administration reaped what it had sown.
    


    
      For Hanoi, the Cambodian crisis presented both danger and opportunity. It undoubtedly complicated the Party's
      plans in South Vietnam and forced military strategists to divert their efforts to the widening conflict in
      eastern Cambodia, but it also stimulated the growth of the Khmer revolutionary movement and permitted an open
      Vietnamese involvement in the area. Although all the implications were not clear, said one document, "the
      recent coup d'état appears to have given the Revolution a great leap forward, created a revolutionary
      government and laid the ground for an anti-American Front of the Indochinese peoples." The new Lon Noi
      government was viewed as weak, the United States as lacking the capability to wage a long war in Cambodia.
      Communists who had returned from the DRV began to train local cadres and to set up a Khmer revolutionary
      organization. A special effort was made to build up a new political and military infrastructure at the village
      level, including national salvation associations. Most members were poor peasants or workers, but cadres were
      encouraged to include a few progressive members of the Sihanouk government or Buddhist monks, provided that they
      were sufficiently anti-American and anti-Lon Nol.
    


    
      In attempting to direct the course of the Cambodian revolution, Hanoi was clearly running the risk of
      exacerbating Cambodian resentment of possible Vietnamese domination. Captured documents show that the Party was
      sensitive to this danger. The impression that revolutionary organizations had been initiated by Vietnamese troops
      was to be avoided, said one. Cadres were instructed to be tactful and sensitive in dealing with their Cambodian
      counterparts: "They should absolutely avoid manifesting pride of being from a larger country. They should
      not be too enterprising and do everything by themselves instead of giving advice and letting the Cambodian
      revolutionaries do their job. They should not infringe on the Cambodians' customs, disturb their way of
      living, or violate their property."30
    


    
      Over the next few months the revolutionary movement gradually built up a base area between the border and the
      Mekong River, with a radius of almost forty miles in every direction. Hanoi's fear of conflict between
      Vietnamese units and the KCP, however, turned out to be justified. The radical leadership of the KCP under Pol
      Pot and Khieu Samphan showed the traditional Cambodian suspicion of Vietnamese motives and attempted to isolate
      and even eliminate the pro-Hanoi cadres within the Party. It also distrusted Sihanouk and resented Vietnamese
      pressure to accept the prince as the figurehead leader of the new patriotic front. By 1972,
      the KCP had undertaken a purge of suspected disloyal elements within the Party, and conflicts between Cambodian
      and Vietnamese at the local level frequently led to bloodshed.
    


    Bit by Bit


    
      Whether or not the Cambodian operation set back Communist military plans in South Vietnam, it did not
      fundamentally alter the course of the war or the Party leadership's revolutionary strategy in the South. In
      mid-June, two months after the joint U.S.-ARVN invasion, the Politburo met to evaluate the situation. Concluding
      that the U.S. had made a "serious mistake" in widening the war to Cambodia, the Party leadership
      stressed that the new government in Phnom Penh was the "weak link" in Washington's strategy (Le
      Duan would later write that Lon Nol was "the weakest of all puppets") and could become a focal point in
      achieving a revolutionary victory throughout Indochina. COSVN leaders were instructed to actively promote
      guerrilla warfare, annihilate the puppet army, and attempt to surround the capital of Phnom Penh on the grounds
      that a rapid victory in Cambodia could hasten the end of the war in South Vietnam as well.
    


    
      But the Politburo was convinced that the main battlefield remained in South Vietnam. With U.S. and ARVN forces
      distracted in Cambodia, insurgent commanders were directed to intensify their attacks on rural areas in the RVN
      (and especially in the densely populated Mekong delta) and to place revolutionary units in position to threaten
      Saigon. Clearly, the Politburo wanted to ensure that its activities in Cambodia did not detract from the main
      battlefield in South Vietnam.31
    


    
      As always, Le Duan wrote to COSVN leaders to elaborate on the Politburo's decision. Concurring that Cambodia
      represented a great opportunity for a "great leap forward" in revolutionary fortunes, he devoted the
      bulk of his attention to advice on how to defeat the Nixon policy of Vietnamization. With the gradual drawdown of
      the U.S. presence in the RVN, rural areas were now especially vulnerable to attack. With the U.S. shield being
      removed, ARVN was now once again exposed and its annihilation should become an important goal in revolutionary
      strategy. But, he warned, it was also necessary to build up force levels for the coming general offensive and
      uprising, which he predicted could take place at the end of 1971 and into the following year, when the vast
      majority of U.S. combat troops would have departed.32
    


    
      The Party's determination to persist was clearly reflected in the communiqué issued at the end of the
      Nineteenth Plenum, held in January 1971. It referred to the need to mobilize the entire "Party, people and
      army" to make new efforts to wage the revolution in the South and promised that the
      Vietnamese "will do their utmost to fight shoulder to shoulder with the fraternal Laotian and Cambodian
      peoples to drive the U.S. aggressors out of the Indochinese peninsula." While referring to the importance of
      promoting the process of socialist construction in the North, the communiqué left no doubt that the Party
      leadership continued to believe that only military force would bring the revolution in South Vietnam to a
      successful conclusion: "The rich experiences gained during our revolutionary struggle tell us that the
      aggressors will agree to end the war only when they cannot continue to fight and when their hope of victory has
      definitely been checked. The balance of forces on the battlefield determines the way the war develops."
      Although the balance of forces in the war was shifting in the Party's favor, it concluded, the enemy would
      admit defeat only when the ARVN and U.S. forces had suffered "even greater losses." Thus, it admitted,
      "our peopled resistance must continue to progress before we can force the enemy to admit
      defeat."33
    


    
      For the immediate future, then, the Vietnam War was transformed into a small-unit war for control of the
      villages. Revolutionary commanders were told that the emphasis should be placed on a gradual buildup of the
      insurgent forces and on the need for patient and painstaking efforts to defeat the enemy's pacification plan
      so as to expand the liberated areas "bit by bit." Attempts to liberate "entire areas at one
      time" should be avoided, and cadres who were impatient and wanted a "quick victory" were
      criticized for not seeing the "vicious aspects" of the enemy's efforts to destroy the revolutionary
      infrastructure. On the other hand, Party documents warned against pessimism, pointing out that the internal
      weaknesses within enemy ranks would certainly lead to victory in the future.
    


    
      In fact, Saigon's pacification operations were seriously cutting into the areas controlled by the PRG, and
      even some hard-core Communist base areas in the Mekong delta had been cleared out by ARVN sweeps. As always,
      however, the long-term success of RVN efforts was open to question. One of the major techniques used by
      government forces was to evacuate the local population to refugee camps. Some surveys suggested that areas where
      forcible evacuation had taken place were often sympathetic to the NLE One American specialist was quoted as
      saying that in many cases pacification amounted simply to military occupation.34
    


    
      But the Communists, too, continued to have problems. Recruitment was down, and the desertion rate was on the
      rise. According to U.S. sources, the strength of the PLAF dropped from 250,000 in 1968 to less than 200,000 three
      years later. And the strain of the seemingly endless struggle was beginning to affect morale. Some expressed the
      fear that the situation in the South had reverted to what it had been in 1958 and 1959; others complained that
      things were worse since Ho Chi Minh's death; above all there was a sense of isolation
      and of irritation at the lack of support from Vietnam's socialist allies.35
    


    
      One of the reasons for the relative success of the RVN was the new "land-to-the-tiller" program
      established by the Thieu regime in 1970. By the late 1960s, Washington had finally become convinced of the
      importance of the land issue in the war and began to press the Saigon regime to revive the land reform program,
      dormant since about 1961. Surveys indicated that half the rural population in the delta had no land, while
      two-thirds had less than two acres. The average amount of rent charged was 34 percent of the annual harvest (as
      compared with the legal maximum of 25 percent). Polls showed clearly that the peasants in the Mekong delta wanted
      more land.
    


    
      The Thieu regime was understandably somewhat reluctant to pursue land reform vigorously for fear that it would be
      resented by landlords. But by 1968, under increasing pressure from the U.S. Embassy, it began to take action.
      Rents were frozen, and 50,000 families received government-owned land. Two years later the Saigon government
      pushed a "land-to-the-tiller" bill through the Lower House. The new law called for the automatic
      transfer of land titles to the tenant, with compensation to the original landowner paid by the government. The
      amount of cultivable land permitted to an individual family was limited to 37 acres. By 1972 tenancy in rural
      areas of South Vietnam was down from about 60 percent to 34 percent, and almost 400,000 farmers received a total
      of 1.5 million acres of land under the program.36
    


    
      A second source of concern to Hanoi was the RVN's new effort to create a part-time militia in rural villages.
      Membership in the new People's Self-Defense Force Program was compulsory for all nondraft-age males between
      16 and 50, and by 1971 it was estimated that 4 million were enrolled. The aim was to provide local self-defense
      at the village level, thus permitting ARVN units to take up the slack in combat efforts left by the departure of
      U.S. troops. Many foreign observers were critical of the program, noting that the membership figures were
      inflated and that villagers often resented being compelled to participate. Some contended that it was
      ineffective. But Communist documents suggest that the Party was nonetheless concerned about the program and
      anxious to undermine it.
    


    
      In the long run, the key issue was likely to be how well the ARVN could fight. Once the Americans left, the RVN
      would be forced to rely primarily on its own military forces, and Hanoi was clearly determined to put them to the
      test. An indication of the scope of Saigon's problem appeared in early 1971 when 16,000 ARVN troops, with
      U.S. air support, invaded lower Laos in a campaign designed to cut the Ho Chi Minh trail. After an uneventful
      advance, the ARVN units were attacked on the trail by several North Vietnamese main force divisions, assisted by
      Soviet tanks and rockets. The South Vietnamese defended themselves with courage but were clearly outclassed, and after several weeks of heavy fighting were forced to retreat across the
      border. ARVN casualties totaled almost half the invading force, and eight battalions were put out of
      commission.37 The
      abortive operation did not demonstrate the truth of Hanoi's contention that under pressure ARVN would
      disintegrate "by large chunks," but it did show that in a direct confrontation with the PAVN, the South
      Vietnamese would have a difficult time. General Van Tien Dung later claimed that Hanoi had deliberately provoked
      the confrontation in order to test the strength and resilience of ARVN forces and that only logistical problems
      had prevented North Vietnamese units from continuing their advance to the Vietnamese coast.38
    


    
      The continuing military stalemate was reflected at the conference table in Paris. In 1970 and early 1971, the
      Nixon administration offered a variety of proposals designed to interest Hanoi in a compromise settlement. In the
      fall of 1970, Kissinger suggested a cease-fire in place (the only kind in which the DRV appeared interested) and
      a total bombing halt. But the North Vietnamese delegate simply restated Hanoi's public insistence on U.S.
      acceptance of the four points. Then, the following spring, Kissinger added the promise of a unilateral withdrawal
      of U.S. forces provided that Hanoi ended its own infiltration. At first, Hanoi simply reiterated its insistence
      on the overthrow of the Thieu regime and on adherence to the four points. But in the early summer it presented a
      new package calling for a U.S. withdrawal, the formation of a coalition administration in Saigon, and a ceasefire
      to take place after the formation of the new government. The move did suggest some flexibility in Hanoi, but the
      proposal continued to require the one condition that Washington would not accept—the removal of Nguyen Van Thieu
      as president of the South Vietnamese government.39
    


    The Easter Offensive


    
      According to Henry Kissinger, Hanoi's decision to launch the 1972 Easter Offensive was probably reached some
      time the previous October when Le Duc Tho, the Politburo's chief representative at the peace talks in Paris,
      developed a "diplomatic illness" and departed for Hanoi. Others have speculated that the plans were
      made during the summer or that the offensive had been planned all along.413 The timing of the decision, although not without interest,
      is less important than the motives involved. In a 1974 monograph on the Easter Offensive, David Elliott lists
      several possible reasons suggested by various foreign observers: (1) to influence the U.S. presidential
      elections, (2) to influence Hanoi's allies in Moscow and Beijing, (3) to obtain a dramatic military victory
      and destroy pacification efforts, and (4) to seize a province or two in the South and influence
      negotiations.41 A case
      can be made that all of these factors played a role in the final decision. Certainly the
      Party was not unaware of the effect that a successful offensive could have on the U.S. presidential elections and
      on attitudes toward the war in Moscow and Beijing. But Le Duan's letters to COSVN make it clear that the
      major objectives were to revise the military situation on the battlefield and to force the United States into a
      negotiated withdrawal. It is clear from his analysis above that the Party saw its primary hope for victory as
      stemming from a military defeat of the enemy's armed forces. A successful offensive could lead to the
      collapse or substantial weakening of the Saigon regime, forcing the United States to accept a negotiated
      withdrawal. Certainly the importance of a military success was foremost in the mind of the influential Party
      strategist Vo Nguyen Giap. In an article in December, he declared that the only way to defeat the U.S. policy of
      Vietnamization was to develop the combined guerrilla and regular forces and return to the strategy of a general
      offensive and uprising. A later article, published in Nhan dan only a few days before
      the launching of the offensive, declared that only large-scale attacks could bring about a "clear
      change" in the situation in the South. In Giap's view, the primary justification for a new offensive was
      to break the logjam on the battlefield through a decisive victory that could convincingly demonstrate to the
      Nixon administration that the situation in South Vietnam could not be stabilized without a major escalation in
      U.S. effort.42
    


    
      The importance of the offensive for a diplomatic settlement was mentioned in another article published in April
      by the magazine Tien Phong I Vanguard], an organ of the PRP in South Vietnam.
      According to "N.C.," Party members "must be fully aware that victories on the battlefield
      constitute a decisive factor serving as a base for the attainment of a political settlement to end the war."
      The more decisive the military victory, it continued, the fewer the difficulties in the diplomatic phase:
      "When the head passes through the tail will go through."43
    


    
      Hanoi's plan, apparently formally approved at the Twentieth Plenum in February, was to launch the offensive
      at the end of March, in the middle of the dry season. By that time, U.S. forces in South Vietnam would have been
      reduced to about 100,000 and the ARVN would be forced to bear the brunt of the fighting. The original plan called
      for a combination general offensive and uprising similar to the Tet Offensive four years before. Military attacks
      would be undertaken by main force units in several strategic areas. Then, at the appropriate moment, popular
      uprisings would be launched in key cities, several of which were scheduled for a possible takeover. Local PLAF
      units were to seize power in the outskirts and to prepare to welcome regular force troops as they approached. In
      contrast to 1968, however, Party planners did not envision an all-out urban insurrection in the cities, including
      assaults on government installations, simultaneous with the military attacks in rural areas. The Party's
      urban apparatus and PLAF forces in the outskirts were to move into an active phase only when main force units in
      the countryside had won substantial victories and had begun to move toward the urban fringe
      areas. In the meantime, they were to be prepared to take advantage of internal dissension and "sudden
      developments" while awaiting the sign to rise.
    


    
      Captured documents provide some insight into the tactics that were to be used in the urban struggle. Students,
      organized in guerrilla or armed propaganda units, would be the motive force at the moment of uprising. Their
      mission was to establish initial control in areas where RVN authority was weak, such as in working-class
      residential districts. They would attempt to extend guerrilla warfare to other areas of the city and gradually to
      undermine governmental authority. In the meantime, Party cadres engaging in front work were to win the support of
      moderates for a new "leftist" alliance that would appeal for the overthrow of the Thieu regime and the
      formation of a coalition government.44
    


    
      In at least one case, the Party apparently hoped that a popular uprising might be linked to the declaration of a
      cease-fire. One captured document showed that the local Party apparatus in Da Nang had been instructed to prepare
      for an uprising in the city following the signing of the prospective agreement but before it had come into
      effect. Official U.S. sources claimed that the capture of the document probably caused the plan to be abandoned.
    


    
      The declining importance of the concept of the general uprising clearly reflects the sober realization, a clear
      consequence of Tet, that urban insurrections were not likely to succeed without substantial assistance from main
      force units in the immediate vicinity. But Hanoi was correspondingly more optimistic about the prospects for a
      decisive military victory in rural areas. One document pointed out that the situation was significantly different
      from that of 1968 because of the withdrawal of the bulk of U.S. forces and claimed that the new offensive might
      result in "important changes," either a total victory before the end of the year or a substantial
      weakening of the Saigon regime.45 A "mature revolutionary situation" existed, it said, in which
      the revolutionary forces had made a great leap forward in all three strategic areas.
    


    
      The Easter Offensive was launched in three successive phases. The first stage was to open on March 30 in the
      northern provinces, considered the most vulnerable region of South Vietnam. Here three PAVN divisions, armed with
      missiles, heavy artillery, and Russian T-54 tanks, struck in a three-pronged assault across the DMZ, eastward
      along Highway 9 from Laos, and through the A Shau valley to the south. The string of firebases just south of the
      DMZ was quickly seized, and within a week the Communists had occupied the entire ten-mile strip between the zone
      and the Cua Viet River.
    


    
      The second phase of the offensive came in the Central Highlands and along the central coast. Beginning on the
      thirty-first, heavy attacks took place on the city of Kontum and in the lowland provinces of Binh Dinh and Phuoc Tuy, where a North Vietnamese division seized several coastal districts and revived the old
      threat to cut South Vietnam in two. Route 19, the key link between the coast and the highlands, was harassed and
      cut briefly in several places. The final phase took place in III Corps where, in early April, three North
      Vietnamese divisions attacked Binh Long Province along the Cambodian border, seized the city of Loc Ninh, and
      began to advance toward the provincial capital of An Loc. In the process they inflicted heavy casualties on the
      ARVN Fifth Division, which was forced to fall back to An Loc. That city was then put under siege.
    


    
      Of these attacks, the strongest was in the north. The Saigon military command had expected trouble here and had
      reinforced the crack First Division with the new and inexperienced Third Division. The latter fell back under the
      ferocity of the first assault, retreating to Dong Ha where it attempted to hold while the PAVN units paused to
      regroup and await supplies. In the meantime, Nixon ordered the resumption of full-scale bombing of North Vietnam.
    


    
      A few weeks later, the attacks in I Corps resumed. The Third Division abandoned Dong Ha and retreated in disorder
      toward the coast. On May 1 the Communists entered the provincial capital of Quang Tri and within a few days
      virtually the entire province was in their hands. Fleeing soldiers and civilians flooded Route 1. Thieu dismissed
      his corps commander and appointed General Ngo Quang Truong as his replacement. There was a sense of panic in Hué,
      but the North Vietnamese did not press on to the old imperial capital and gradually ARVN resistance stiffened. In
      June, Thieu sent his strategic reserves to the area and with the aid of heavy U.S. air strikes launched a
      counteroffensive. Finally, in September, South Vietnamese forces recaptured Quang Tri, the provincial capital
      that was virtually leveled.
    


    
      Elsewhere, the Communists were somewhat less successful. In the highlands, North Vietnamese forces kept Kontum
      under siege and harassed Route 14, forcing the ARVN Twenty-second Division to fall back in disarray. The city was
      reinforced by air drops, however, and managed to hold. On the coast, ARVN units gradually cleared Communist units
      from three northern districts of Binh Dinh Province, but not before local pacification operations had been badly
      disrupted.46 In III
      Corps, Thieu appealed to the Fifth Division to "hold An Loc at all costs" and transformed the city into
      a symbol. During mid-April, Communist forces were able to enter and hold parts of the city for several days but
      the defenders maintained their positions and eventually the Communists withdrew. Throughout the country, the ARVN
      had held, but it had been a near thing and two divisions had cracked under the pressure.
    


    
      After-the-fact evaluations of the Laster Offensive varied widely and, as might be expected, tended to reflect the
      political persuasions of the particular observer. Gareth Porter, author of A Peace
      Denied, felt that Hanoi's primary objective had been to destabilize the Saigon
      regime and wear down ARVN units and claimed that in that sense it was "an unqualified success." General
      Ted Serong, an Australian military adviser with the Thieu regime, took the opposite view and described the
      offensive as a desperate and high-cost gamble that failed. Kissinger seemed to agree, calling it Hanoi's
      "last throw of the dice."47 It is doubtful that either extreme view is correct, but Porter's is
      closer to the mark. The Party's strategy must be seen from the perspective of its long-range and flexible
      view of the course of the war. It is probable that, although the movement had suffered some setbacks in the
      South, the Party leadership was reasonably optimistic that, with the reduction in U.S. involvement, the offensive
      would lead either to a complete overthrow of the Saigon regime or to a breakthrough in the negotiations in Paris.
      At a minimum, it would result in a further disintegration of the ARVN, a disruption of pacification operations,
      and a rise in antiwar sentiment in the United States. It is hardly likely that it was viewed in Hanoi as a
      desperate gamble. With the departure of U.S. forces, the Party's long-term military prospects were reasonably
      bright. Failure to achieve the ambitious military objectives would set back Hanoi's schedule but, short of a
      disastrous defeat on the battlefield, would not reverse the course of the war.
    


    
      As it turned out, the Party's hopes for a complete disintegration of the Saigon regime were premature. As in
      1968, Hanoi had to be satisfied with its minimum goals. The ARVN had bent but, with some exceptions, had not
      broken. The Communists, plagued by logistical problems and a lack of experience in making effective use of
      artillery and armor, were unable to take full advantage of Saigon's weakness, even though they had committed
      most of their combat divisions in the attack. South Vietnamese casualties were high, but so were those of the
      PAVN. On the other hand, the RVN had been weakened in crucial respects, thus laying the groundwork for a future
      Communist advance. The Easter Offensive forced the ARVN to transfer a number of its main force units from the
      delta to the northern provinces, thus opening up the populous Mekong delta to renewed low-level insurgency
      pressure and undermining the spurious sense of security of the previous year.
    


    
      If internal Party documents published in Hanoi can be believed, the Party leadership in the DRV was convinced
      that the Easter Offensive marked a leap forward in the struggle in the South. In a letter to Pham Hung in late
      April, Le Duan remarked that the campaign had demonstrated conclusively that PAVN regulars could defeat the
      enemy's main force units and seize strategically important territory. He suggested that main force troops now
      on the Cambodian border be brought into the Mekong delta to create a new liberated base area and threaten the
      capital of Saigon. Two months later, he offered a more sober assessment, conceding that the victory in the Easter
      Offensive had been limited by the incapacity of the PAVN units to react quickly enough to
      take advantage of the opportunities created in the northern provinces. Still, he argued that the situation was
      more advantageous than before and predicted that if the enemy's policy of Vietnamization suffered further
      defeats, the Nixon administration would be forced to bring an end to the war by the coming autumn.48
    


    Peace Is at Hand


    
      Did the Easter Offensive substantially affect the course of the peace talks in Paris? Hanoi clearly hoped that an
      ARVN defeat on the battlefield would compel Washington to negotiate. Henry Kissinger turned the issue around and
      contended that if the Easter Offensive could be defeated, Hanoi "would have no choice except to
      negotiate" as it had thrown everything into the effort. In the event, the results of the offensive were
      mixed and in Paris both parties moved in significant respects beyond their previous negotiating positions.
    


    
      During the spring and early summer there was little movement at the conference table. Hanoi probably had little
      interest in a settlement until the results of the offensive came into clear focus. By late summer it had become
      obvious that the deadlock had not been broken on the battlefield and the Party leadership was prepared to make
      compromises in order to obtain a settlement. The decision to give diplomacy a chance was taken at a meeting of
      the Politburo in August. According to Gareth Porter, Hanoi saw three possible forms for a settlement: (1) a U.S.
      withdrawal with the war continuing, (2) a political settlement to replace the Thieu government with a coalition,
      and (3) a cease-fire, with Thieu staying, and formal recognition of the PRG.49
    


    
      A letter written by Le Duan apparently shortly after the meeting of the Politburo provides some insight into the
      thinking of Party leaders as to the nature of the projected agreement and its future implications. Written in the
      form of instructions to southern comrades, it predicted that a future settlement would call for the total removal
      of remaining U.S. troops but would leave the Saigon regime in place, along with the PRG and the revolutionary
      armed forces. The settlement would not bring an end to the struggle, of course, but would open a new period of
      intense competition between the two sides to determine the future course of the Vietnamese revolution. It would
      be the task of the insurgent forces to bring about "a government of national concord [hoa hop dan toc] to open the way for the formation of a genuinely democratic national democratic
      administration in the South free from U.S. domination."50
    


    
      There was similar movement toward a settlement in Washington. For President Nixon, hopeful of having an agreement
      in his pocket before the November elections, virtually everything was negotiable—even the
      presence of North Vietnamese forces in the South—except Thieu himself. In April Kissinger had hinted to Leonid
      Brezhnev that the United States might not insist on a total withdrawal of the PAVN from the South if Hanoi would
      drop its demand for Thieu's removal. Hanoi had rejected the proposal and countered by offering to accept all
      members of the Saigon regime except Thieu. That, in turn, was rejected in Washington. For the moment, diplomacy
      was at a stalemate.
    


    
      In September, a speech by Prime Minister Pham Van Dong failed to mention Nguyen Van Thieu in a speech discussing
      conditions for a settlement, thus hinting at a willingness to accept Thieu's retention in a future Saigon
      government. This assumption was confirmed in Moscow. The door was now open for serious negotiations, and
      Kissinger boasted that the deadlock had been broken "entirely by Hanoi."51
    


    
      By October, discussion at the peace talks was centering on the nature of the political and administrative
      structure to follow a settlement in South Vietnam. Both sides agreed in principle on the formation of a National
      Council of Reconciliation and Concord (NCRC), composed of representatives from the RVN, the PRG, and the
      neutralist "third force." But Washington continued to resist any form of actual coalition government
      with Communist participation and refused to accept the NCRC formula as a "de facto" coalition. The
      major breakthrough came on October 8, when Le Duc Tho suggested that the NCRC could be considered simply as an
      "administrative structure" with the limited duties of implementing the agreements and organizing
      elections in South Vietnam. In the meantime, the Thieu regime would remain intact in Saigon.
    


    
      From that point, a tentative agreement was quickly reached: a cease-fire in place, to take effect at the signing
      of an agreement; withdrawal of U.S. forces and release of prisoners of war within sixty days of the signing of
      the agreement; Hanoi's agreement to stop infiltrating troops from the North; continuation of limited U.S.
      military assistance to the RVN; and a promise by Washington to provide postwar assistance for the reconstruction
      of Vietnam. The agreement did not mention the RVN, the PRG, or the presence of North Vietnamese troops already in
      the South.
    


    
      In a moment of optimism, Henry Kissinger now publicly announced that "peace is at hand." But the main
      obstacle to peace now came from Saigon. President Thieu was unhappy, not just with the details of the agreement,
      but with several of its main provisions, including the one calling for a U.S. withdrawal without a corresponding
      departure of North Vietnamese forces from South Vietnam. The details of the diplomatic exchanges that followed
      need not concern us here. Washington agreed to support some but not all of Thieu's objections. When Hanoi
      grew suspicious at the delay and appeared to draw back from some of its own commitments, Nixon decided in
      midDecember to resume the bombing of the DRV to place pressure on the Party leadership. In
      the meantime, an intense struggle for control of territory— "the battle of the flags"—took place in
      South Vietnam as the two sides attempted to establish areas of control in advance of the anticipated cease-fire.
    


    
      Talks were resumed on January 8, 1973. Le Duc Tho agreed to one of Saigon's major demands—prohibition of the
      movement of military units across the DMZ—and other issues were resolved without much difficulty. The White House
      then informed Saigon that it intended to sign the agreement, with or without the DRV. Reluctantly, Thieu gave his
      assent. On January 27, the peace treaty was signed in Paris.
    


    Conclusions


    
      As with virtually every other aspect of the Vietnamese conflict, the Paris Agreement is surrounded by
      controversy. In public, the DRV described the settlement as a great victory for the Vietnamese revolution and a
      major step toward national reunification. Henry Kissinger labeled it a defeat for the Communists, "a pale
      shadow of their former demands for a coalition government," and "not much to show for a decade of
      heroic exertions and horrendous suffering."52 Neither view is justified. The final settlement was a true compromise,
      involving substantial concessions on both sides. The Nixon administration conceded to the Communists an active
      political and military role in South Vietnam; Hanoi accepted the existence of the Thieu regime and continued U.S.
      aid to the RVN. On balance, however, Hanoi had the better of the deal, for the U.S. withdrawal was not matched by
      a similar pullback by the PAVN. As Le Duc Tho later put it in an interview published in the June 1985 issue of
      Vietnam Courier: "We believed that even if Thieu should resign another U.S.
      agent would replace him. Moreover, since the military balance of forces had been fundamentally altered, no puppet
      administration could remain firmly in place." History would prove him correct.
    


    
      Why, after over a decade of bitter struggle, did the Party leadership decide to accept a settlement whose
      provisions represented a considerable retreat from its original demands? Hanoi's motives must, of course, be
      seen in the light of the existing situation, as well as the Party's long-term strategy. Since the escalation
      of the war in the early 1960s, the Party viewed the revolutionary struggle in the South as a two-stage process: a
      first stage, aimed at the withdrawal of the United States, presumably through negotiations; and a second stage,
      involving the complete takeover of the South primarily by means of political struggle. The immediate objective
      was thus to maneuver the United States out of Vietnam on the most favorable terms possible. The most advantageous
      circumstances, of course, would have been in the wake of a severe defeat of the enemy's
      armed forces along the lines of the battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, or a total collapse of the Saigon regime.
      Either or both would have created propitious conditions for the withdrawal of U.S. military forces and the
      formation of a coalition government with substantial participation by the NLE Under such circumstances,
      negotiations would simply disguise the de facto triumph of the Communists.
    


    
      The ambiguous results of the Easter Offensive made it clear to the Politburo that this scenario was not possible
      in 1972 or—because the revolutionary forces would need time to be reconstructed—for the forseeable future. And
      the Nixon administration appeared determined to resist the growing domestic pressure for a total U.S. withdrawal
      unless a satisfactory formula for peace could be found. Under such conditions, Hanoi in essence was faced with
      two alternatives: to insist on a coalition government without Nguyen Van Thieu that would be susceptible to
      manipulation and eventual domination by the Communists, or to struggle for a settlement that would result in the
      removal of U.S. troops from South Vietnam without a corresponding removal of North Vietnamese forces. The latter
      solution had been hinted at in April when Kissinger had suggested that the United States would not insist on the
      total removal of PAVN units if Thieu would be acceptable. From the standpoint of Hanoi, the removal of Thieu—who
      in any case had become in some respects a liability for the RVN—was probably less important than the presence of
      its military forces in the South. Although the Politburo had rejected this solution in April, it was willing to
      accept it in September. In that sense, Kissinger was correct in asserting that the limited success of the Easter
      Offensive had made Hanoi more responsive at the conference table.
    


    
      What, then, was Hanoi's view of the postsettlement situation? Once U.S. forces had been removed and the
      political agreement signed, the conflict would return to its status before escalation in the mid-1960s. Although
      Thieu would remain in power, the Communists retained important political and military advantages in their
      competition with Saigon. A COSVN directive written in October 1972 provides some insight into Communist strategy
      for the period immediately following a political settlement and a ceasefire:
    


    
      During this period, we will have new advantages, new conditions, and new capabilities which never prevailed
      before, while the enemy contradictions and basic vulnerabilities will become more serious than ever before. This
      period will be a great opportunity for revolutionary violence, for gaining power in South Viet-Nam, for troop and
      enemy proselytizing, and for making great leaps in the balance of forces.53
    


    
      Another directive took pains to show that the situation differed in essential respects from that of the previous
      cease-fire in 1954, implying that some Party members may have questioned whether the
      agreement would run into problems similar to those encountered with the Geneva settlement two decades earlier:
    


    
      Today, in South Viet-Nam we have large liberated areas, a people's administration, and strong people's
      liberation armed forces, especially the main forces; we have a political force, a complete system of leadership
      from high to low levels and a time-tested infrastructure; we have the National Front for the Liberation of South
      Viet-Nam and the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the Republic of South Viet-Nam which enjoy a great
      prestige on the international scene; and we will occupy a position of equality in the administration of national
      concord.
    


    
      Most important, perhaps, the Americans would have withdrawn:
    


    
      Since the enemy's main support, which is the U.S. massive military strength and the war which is his key
      measure, will be limited, we will be in an advantageous position over the enemy. Especially our political
      superiority, which is our basic strength, will have the condition to develop to the highest extent, opening new
      prospects.
    


    
      The postsettlement period, then, was seen as a time of transition between two struggle phases of the Vietnamese
      revolution. Although Thieu remained in power, his strength had been decisively weakened, thus providing a great
      opportunity for "revolutionary violence" and "turbulent, abnormal developments." The period
      would involve a crucial race between the revolutionary forces and the RVN and an opportunity for the former to
      deal the latter decisive blows from which it could not recover.
    


    
      The decision to accept the settlement was obviously based on the assumption that, once U.S. forces had been
      removed, victory over the Saigon government could be achieved in a relatively short time. The big risk was that
      U.S. power would be reintroduced in South Vietnam in the event that its client state was on the verge of
      collapse. There was no guarantee that this would not occur. As Kissinger put it in his memoirs, the Nixon
      administration made clear the implicit threat of U.S. retaliation should "massive violations" of the
      Paris Agreement take place. And, as he had demonstrated in the Christmas bombing in December, Nixon did not
      shrink from using his considerable powers to enforce the agreement. Hanoi gambled that the Nixon administration
      would not, could not, risk the political damage that would result from an effort to reimpose U.S. power in South
      Vietnam.
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    The Final Drama (1973–1975)


    
      The Paris Agreement was portrayed in the DRV media as a great victory. Articles in Hoc
      tap demonstrated pride of achievement and labeled the Vietnamese revolution a "historic
      encounter" that would now stimulate a "great leap forward" in the world revolution against
      imperialism. A statement issued by the Central Committee on January 28, 1973, called it a new turning point in
      history and claimed that national liberation movements throughout the world would now develop strongly, for the
      victory of the Vietnamese revolution had set an example for other small nations attempting to become masters of
      their own destiny. There was no little self-gratification in the statement that "a number of people did not
      believe that we could fight the U.S."1
    


    
      More sober analyses conceded that difficult obstacles remained before the final victory of the Vietnamese
      revolution could be consummated. An article by Hoang Tung in the March Hoc tap
      conceded that it was not a "complete victory" but was the best possible "considering the actual
      balance of forces." There may not, indeed, have been unanimous agreement within the Politburo on whether to
      accept the compromise settlement. And various sources indicated that there was a sense of disillusionment among
      some Party members over what they considered the failure to achieve the final objective of the revolution. For
      that reason, an article in the April issue of the same journal took considerable pains to explain that the
      situation in the South was different in essential respects from that of 1954: "The present situation in the
      South is different than the situation which existed in 1954 because in 1954 South Vietnam did not have two
      governments, two armies, two different zones, or fully equipped revolutionary armed forces occupying strategic
      areas."2
    


    
      Clearly the Party did not anticipate a repetition of 1954 when the Diem regime had been able to retain its
      control over the South. How did it expect the situation to develop in the immediate postsettlement period?
      Evidently Party leaders were prepared to deal with a variety of eventualities. The article in the April
      Hoc tap cited above remarked that there were two possibilities
      for the future course of the Vietnamese revolution: victory through primarily political struggle or victory as
      the result of a resumption of war. The first alternative was clearly preferable. For several reasons, the DRV
      would benefit from implementation of the agreement. It would provide the Communists with a legitimate political
      voice in South Vietnam; it would protect areas controlled by the revolutionary forces; and it would relieve the
      Party leadership of the necessity to prepare for a possible return to full-scale war or the reintroduction of
      U.S. forces.
    


    
      The immediate objective was thus to struggle for the faithful implementation of the Paris Agreement and the
      eventual formation of a new government in Saigon with active participation by the PRG. That did not mean that the
      Party leadership was optimistic that total victory could be achieved through the legal political process. It had
      always assumed that, since the Thieu regime would not give up without a struggle, even a nonmilitary takeover
      would involve the liberal use of the political violence of the masses. The goal would thus be to work for the
      destabilization of the Saigon regime and then, at the appropriate moment, to "proceed forward essentially
      through using the masses' violence with the possibility to avoid an internal war."3
    


    
      On the other hand, the possibility of a renewal of armed struggle could not be ignored, for the Thieu government
      would do all in its power to repress the revolutionary movement and crush the liberated areas. "We must make
      careful preparations," said one report, "be ready to fight, and if necessary move quickly to destroy
      the enemy." The military option, however, was not seen as an immediate possibility. According to U.S.
      intelligence specialist Frank Snepp, Van Tien Dung toured South Vietnam in early 1973 and concluded that the
      revolutionary forces would not be in a position to launch another military offensive for three to five years.
      Tran Van Tra appears to agree. In his own history of the period, he states that the insurgent forces were
      exhausted from their years of struggle and suffered from a shortage of personnel and weapons.4
    


    
      Some observers suggest that there may have been controversy within the Party leadership over the strategy to be
      followed in the immediate post-agreement period. Whether or not this was the case, the majority apparently agreed
      to prepare for either peaceful struggle or a resumption of revolutionary war, while hoping for the first. As
      always, it would be necessary to coordinate political and military struggle, but the main emphasis would be
      placed on using the "political violence of the masses" in order to move from a primarily political and
      legal struggle toward a revolutionary high tide throughout the country. Armed struggle was viewed as the last
      resort. This was seen most clearly in the Party's attitude toward the struggle for territory. In order to
      avoid provoking the United States or the Saigon government into military action, PLAF units were instructed to
      respect the agreeinent and to resort to armed struggle only in self-defense. In some cases,
      revolutionary forces may have been withdrawn from areas seized before the cease-fire in order to minimize the
      likelihood of conflict. According to Tran Van Tra, many revolutionary units did react too passively to ARVN
      attacks and in some instances even withdrew on their own initiative from areas previously under NLF
      administration. Allan Goodman, in The Lost Peace, quotes a captured document to this
      effect: "If we attack our enemies, we will suffer politically ... if we permit them to move into our areas,
      then counterattack, our political image will remain intact."5
    


    
      To compensate, the movement in the South was directed to take every opportunity to use political struggle to
      improve its situation and undermine that of the enemy. In contested areas, cadres were to urge the masses to push
      for freedom, democracy, and adherence to the agreement by the Saigon regime. South Vietnamese soldiers were to be
      encouraged to desert or to refuse to use force against the local population. In liberated areas, the main
      emphasis would be on recruitment and on raising food production in preparation for a possible resumption of armed
      conflict. And a special program was instituted to induce people in PRG-held areas to return to their native
      villages, where they were given incentives to return to the soil or were put to work improving the road network
      from Cambodia and North Vietnam.6
    


    
      The policy of emphasizing political struggle and adherence to the conditions of the Paris Agreement aroused
      fervent opposition among some insurgent leaders in the South, and many flagrantly disregarded the orders. In
      March, the Politburo convened an enlarged meeting to discuss the Party's strategical options in South
      Vietnam. According to Tran Van Tra, who was reportedly one of several southern commanders invited to attend the
      meeting, the discussion showed that there was a wide divergence of views within the Party leadership, with some
      arguing that because the current balance of forces in the South favored the RVN—General Tra himself estimated
      that ARVN outnumbered the revolutionary forces by three or four to one—the latter should for the time being
      restrict themselves to political struggle. Others, contending that commitment and high morale could overcome
      numerical inferiority, urged a more aggressive approach. In the end, the latter point of view triumphed. The path
      to victory, the Politburo concluded, was the path of revolutionary violence. According to the resolution issued
      at the close of the meeting, recent victories in Indochina created a situation that "is more favorable than
      ever for the South Vietnamese revolution."7
    


    
      The decision did not lead to any major immediate changes in the situation in the South. Throughout the year, the
      two sides engaged in a low-level struggle over territory. The military text of the Paris Agreement had made no
      mention of particular areas controlled by the Saigon government or the PRG in South Vietnam. That was to be left
      to the two parties to determine in military discussions to be held after the cease-fire. During 1973, the PRG
      abandoned several hundred hamlets it had seized earlier, presumably in an effort to
      consolidate its territory and encourage the RVN to disperse its forces. According to the testimony of one
      defector, Hanoi was especially concerned to build a "Third Vietnam" along the border with Cambodia and
      Laos as a base for political struggle. During the first year of peace this new base area was built from Quang Tri
      Province into the heart of the Central Highlands, with the aid of 30,000 cadres sent from the DRV. A new highway
      was built from the DMZ to a camp north of Saigon, with spurs running eastward to the edge of the lowland plains.
      The old U.S. firebase at Khe Sanh was turned into a major Communist logistics base. More and more modern weapons,
      such as Soviet rocket launchers and SAM missiles, were moved south. On the other hand, the North Vietnamese
      presence did not immediately increase and at the end of 1973 was estimated at 170,000 regular force troops, to
      supplement 60,000 Viet Cong regulars and guerrillas.8
    


    
      According to Henry Kissinger, the Nixon administration was confident that the Saigon regime would be able to
      handle any low-level challenge from the Communists. U.S. involvement was now substantially limited by the
      agreement to the replacement of existing equipment. There was some unhappiness within the RVN over the quantity
      and quality of the military material provided by Washington. In particular, there was a sense of irritation among
      high-level military officers that the United States had trained the ARVN to fight an American-style war, with a
      liberal expenditure of firepower, and that now the ARVN would be forced to conserve its ammunition and equipment,
      thus cutting down seriously on its firepower and mobility. President Thieu, however, remained confident of U.S.
      support. In April he had received a promise from Richard Nixon that the United States would provide the necessary
      assistance and would respond vigorously to any major Communist violation of the agreement. Based on this reading
      of the situation in the United States, Thieu refused to compromise with the Communists and insisted on his
      program of "four no's": (1) no abandonment of territory, (2) no coalition, (3) no negotiations, and
      (4) no Communist or neutralist activities in South Vietnam. During the summer, Saigon took advantage of the
      relative passivity of the revolutionary forces and launched pacification operations along the central coast and
      in the Mekong delta. As directed, the revolutionary leadership in the South limited its response to low-level
      harassment by guerrilla forces. According to COSVN estimates, the amount of land under PRC control was reduced to
      no more than 20 percent of the entire territory of the RVN, containing 12 percent of the population.
    


    
      Up to now, the Politburo had resisted the temptation to escalate. In June, it had concluded that there were two
      possible scenarios that might bring about a revolutionary victory in the South. Either the enemy might still be
      compelled to adhere to the terms of the Paris Agreement, or it might decide to ignore it
      completely, in which case Hanoi would be forced to return to the strategy of revolution. Although it had already
      been agreed that a policy of revolutionary violence would be necessary in either case, some Party leaders were
      unwilling to risk a major escalation of conflict and a possible return of the United States and were still hoping
      that victory could be realized without a return to war. Hanoi was also under pressure from its chief allies. Le
      Duan had just returned from a trip to Moscow and Beijing, where he had attempted, apparently without success, to
      obtain the promise of heightened military assistance. There was some bitterness in Hanoi at Soviet
      "faint-heartedness," but relations with China were particularly sour. Beijing was irritated at
      Hanoi's failure to heed Chinese advice to restrict the level of military violence in the South and at the
      DRV's continued dependence on the Soviet Union. Hanoi resented Beijing's decision to improve relations
      with the United States and its failure to provide adequate aid and support to the Vietnamese
      revolution.9
    


    
      By early autumn, however, it had become clear that Saigon's military offensive threatened to change the
      balance of forces in the government's favor. In mid-October the Central Committee convened to consider a
      possible change of policy so that insurgent forces would be instructed to respond to enemy attacks. Party leaders
      were under pressure from COSVN, which at its own conference in September to plan the upcoming dry season campaign
      had proposed a strategy to maintain control over liberated areas while seeking to expand into territories under
      RVN administration. The Central Committee recognized that "the revolution in the South can only triumph by
      means of continuous revolutionary violence" and approved COSVN plans to extend operations into areas
      controlled by the enemy. But it was not yet ready to abandon the possibility that the enemy might be forced to
      implement the Paris Agreement "step by step" and restricted major operations to the mountainous Central
      Highlands while ordering a more cautious strategy in the Mekong delta. As Le Duan put it in a letter to COSVN in
      November, the revolutionary forces were still facing serious "difficulties and hardships," and the
      thrust of his comments suggested that final victory lay in the undetermined future.10
    


    
      The first concrete indications of the new policy came in November, when a North Vietnamese division overran RVN
      border posts in the Central Highlands. In Washington, Congress had just passed the War Powers Act, which limited
      the president's authority to order military operations without congressional approval. When the Nixon
      administration did not react to the attacks, pressure for an escalation of the struggle mounted in Hanoi. The
      moderates in the Politburo were able to hold the line and at the Twenty-second Plenum in late January 1974 they
      pushed through a strong commitment to domestic economic reconstruction. But the tide of events was running
      strongly in the militants' favor. In the South, Saigon's problems increased as it
      attempted unsuccessfully to cope with the withdrawal of U.S. and other foreign troops. There was a pervasive
      sense of unease in South Vietnamese society, and concern about the government's ability to cope with the
      continuing presence of North Vietnamese forces in the South, now that the foreigners were gone.
    


    
      The problem was not strictly military. A decade of the U.S. presence had radically transformed the Vietnamese
      economy and increased its dependence on outside assistance and on the purchases of Americans and other foreigners
      stationed in Vietnam. In the urban areas, a substantial proportion of the population depended for its livelihood
      on providing services for foreigners—taxi and cyclodrivers, clerks and secretaries in foreign establishments and
      offices, bar girls, and shoeshine boys. Despite a decade of modest efforts and substantial foreign aid, the RVN
      had not been able to stimulate the growth of a dynamic manufacturing and commercial sector and continued to be
      highly dependent upon imports for its consumer needs.11 The departure of the foreigners and the removal of their substantial
      buying power created severe withdrawal symptoms in the Vietnamese economy.
    


    
      The problem was exacerbated by the influx of refugees from the countryside. Military escalation had forced
      literally millions of Vietnamese to flee their native villages in an effort to find security in urban areas. In a
      moment of misplaced optimism, the American political scientist Samuel Huntington had viewed this process as an
      advantage for the RVN for, as he pointed out, the evacuation of the rural villages reduced the size of the
      manpower pool on which the PLAF must rely in order to find recruits for the revolutionary cause. That this was
      the case is indicated by the rising level of North Vietnamese involvement in the insurgent movement during the
      late 1960s and early 1970s. It had not been decisive, however, for Hanoi had been able to make up the deficiency
      by increased mobilization in the North.12 But the long-run consequences were disastrous for the RVN. The flood of
      refugees, creating a pool of several millions of unemployed and often unemployable Vietnamese in the already
      burgeoning cities, created a time bomb that could ultimately explode in the face of the government and undermine
      all efforts to stabilize the situation in urban areas. The bill for a decade of emphasis on military issues and
      neglect of domestic problems was now about to come due.
    


    
      Inevitably, such problems contributed to the social and political discontent seething beneath the surface of
      South Vietnamese society. Political opposition to the Thieu regime, long a factor in Saigon politics and only
      barely kept in control by the needs of the war, now began to surface. Militant Buddhists sniped at Thieu's
      refusal to share power and criticized his alleged pro-Catholic tendencies. Moderates criticized his rigidity
      toward the Communists and failure to make conciliatory gestures in favor of a compromise political settlement. On
      the right, a Catholic priest launched a movement against the endemic corruption in
      Vietnamese society, which, many felt, was tolerated and even encouraged by the government. In the delta, the
      sects were increasingly restive.
    


    
      In Washington, the Nixon administration was being progressively weakened by the Watergate scandal and limited its
      efforts to proposing a demarcation of territory between the two sides in order to reduce the level of conflict.
      In March 1974, the VWP Central Military Party Committee (a somewhat amorphous organization that functioned as a
      high-level planning body and a liaison between the Party leadership and the armed forces) met in Hanoi to discuss
      the resolution of the Twenty-first Plenum and to make plans for the 1974 campaign. In what may have been a
      reaction to the possibility of an agreement on territorial demarcation, the conference approved the launching of
      "strategic raids" on economic installations, roads, and airfields, to be followed in the summer months
      by an attempt to regain territory lost since the cease-fire. The liberated zones were to be expanded, and enemy
      forces were to be attacked and wiped out, not only in the mountains but also in the Mekong delta and along the
      Cambodian frontier. If this campaign proved successful, active consideration would be given to launching a
      large-scale offensive the following year. For this purpose the shipment of military supplies and equipment to the
      South was accelerated and thousands of South Vietnamese were mobilized to complete the road network, now
      extending more than 12,000 miles and wide enough for large trucks, and an oil pipeline from northern Quang Tri
      Province to Loc Ninh, northwest of Saigon.
    


    
      The March conference concluded on a cautious but optimistic note:
    


    
      The Vietnamese revolution may have to pass through many transitional stages, and can only gain victory through
      revolutionary violence—carrying out popular uprisings, relying on our political and military forces, or in the
      event that large-scale war returns, carrying out revolutionary warfare to gain complete victory. The revolution
      in the South must hold firm to the concept of an offensive strategy. . . . We must resolutely counterattack and
      attack, keep the initiative and develop it in all respects.13
    


    Testing the Wind


    
      During the early months of 1974, PLAF and North Vietnamese units expanded their attacks in vulnerable areas of
      South Vietnam in an effort to weaken Saigon's effort to consolidate its control in the countryside. The
      primary field of battle was in the Central Highlands, where ARVN forces were weak and military operations could
      be undertaken at relatively low risk, but a number of key engagements took place in provinces closer to Saigon,
      where PAVN regulars grappled with units of the ARVN Eighteenth Division near Ben Cat and
      inflicted heavy casualties, and in the Iron Triangle, where ARVN forces had been in a defensive position since
      early in the war. One key area of concentration was Military Region 6, in the southern section of the Central
      Highlands, which Party leaders viewed as an area of great strategic importance because it linked the base areas
      in the mountains and the Iron Triangle and provided a major staging area for an attack on the capital region. The
      Communists also began to move in force into the delta. For the first time main force units made their appearance
      there, although they continued to restrict their activities to the battalion or company level. Pacification
      operations were disrupted, and government outposts and even a few district capitals were attacked. When there was
      no direct response from the United States, such operations were increased. The ARVN tried to counter with its own
      initiatives and in a few provinces moved the local population into secure areas.
    


    
      Hanoi's strategy during the spring and summer of 1974 continued to be based on an appreciation of the
      fluidity of the situation and the consequent need for flexibility. A captured COSVN directive, issued in August,
      reflected the Party's growing optimism that the tide was running strongly in favor of the revolution. Still,
      COSVN counseled caution and reiterated the belief that the situation offered three primary possibilities. The
      first was that the weak Saigon regime might be compelled to agree to a full implementation of the Paris Agreement
      and thus reopen negotiations with the PRC. Another possibility was an agreement on the demarcation of territory
      controlled by each side, and COSVN was instructed by the Politburo to prepare for hard last-minute fighting to
      increase the amount of land under revolutionary control.14
    


    
      A third possibility was that a political settlement would be unobtainable, in which case it would be necessary to
      return to a "decisive revolutionary war" to win total victory The directive, although it adhered to the
      current strategy in Hanoi—"We must take advantage of capability one and prepare for capability
      two"—implied strongly that the general situation was increasingly propitious for a military solution. In
      either case, it concluded, the Party should "grasp revolutionary violence to secure victory regardless of
      what development will happen. The road to success for the Revolution in the South is the road to violence based
      on political and military forces." In the background, of course, was the ever-present danger of U.S.
      intervention. The resignation of Richard Nixon in August was seen as reducing that likelihood, which, in the view
      of the COSVN directive cited above, was now considered slim. But it would be necessary to maintain watchfulness,
      and the directive called for "preventive measures and appropriate strategy so as not to leave room for a
      U.S. intervention."
    


    
      By autumn, it was apparent that the 1974 campaign had been a success and that the situation in the South was even
      brighter than had been anticipated. One document captured in Binh Dinh Province remarked
      that the Party had been too conservative after the Paris Agreement and had overestimated the ability of the enemy
      to stabilize the situation.15 In key areas, Saigon's position was weakening: in the Central
      Highlands, where North Vietnamese divisions were beginning to surround the provincial capitals of Pleiku and
      Kontum; in the populous coastal provinces, where guerrilla activities were making significant inroads into
      government-held areas; and in the delta, where revolutionary forces were approaching the key towns of Can Tho and
      My Tho and harassing Route 4, the key transportation link to Saigon. ARVN casualties were high—by one estimate,
      nearly 25,000 since the cease-fire—and the crucial divisions around Saigon were exhausted and undermanned.
      Shortages of ammunition and spare parts, a product of reduced U.S. assistance, were beginning to appear, leading
      Van Tien Dung to remark, gleefully no doubt, that Thieu was now being forced to fight "a poor man's
      war." Most ominous, Saigon's numerical advantage in military forces had all but disappeared. While the
      exact figures are in dispute, it seemed that main force units available to Hanoi had reached a point of virtual
      parity with ARVN.16
    


    
      Across the border in Cambodia the situation was even more promising. With the assistance of Vietnamese units in
      the vicinity, the Communists were on the offensive throughout the country and were preparing to lay siege to the
      government capital of Phnom Penh. Signs of trouble within the movement were growing, of tension between radicals
      and followers of Prince Sihanouk and between pro-Hanoi and home-grown Communists within the Party. But such
      divisions did not appear to undermine Khmer Rouge military effectiveness, at least in comparison with the weak
      and poorly trained government troops of Lon Nol.
    


    
      In October, the Politburo met again to hear a proposal by the general staff for a new military offensive to be
      launched during the coming year. In Van Tien Dung's account, the conference took an exuberant view of the
      general situation. The RVN was rapidly weakening, a revolutionary high wave was rapidly rising in the South, and
      political difficulties in the United States would make it difficult for the new Ford administration to intervene.
      The primary area of concern was the lingering possibility of a U.S. military reaction to Communist activities in
      the South. Le Duan apparently attempted to calm such fears, and the conference ultimately concluded that the U.S.
      would not intervene. Even if it did, asserted the resolution issued at the close of the meeting, it could no
      longer save the Saigon regime from total collapse.17
    


    
      Tran Van Tra's account of the situation is somewhat different. During the early autumn, COSVN planners,
      reasoning that the enemy appeared very passive and confused and that the conditions for a great leap forward in
      the revolution were present, had drafted plans for an attack by conventional units in the
      area on Dong Xoai, near the Cambodian border, to open up a corridor toward the capital area of Saigon. On arrival
      in Hanoi for the Politburo meeting in October, however, General Tra discovered that the PAVN General Staff had
      planned a more cautious 1975 campaign, restricting main force operations to the Central Highlands while
      concentrating efforts on defeating the enemy's pacification program in the Mekong delta in preparation for an
      attack on Saigon in 1976.
    


    
      At first General Tra had little luck in changing minds in Hanoi. In a private meeting with Le Duc Tho, the latter
      explained that the current plan for a two-year campaign could not be reversed:
    


    
      Our material stockpiles are still very deficient, especially with regard to weapons and ammunition. The situation
      in our country and the situation abroad are very complicated and it will be difficult to augment our strategic
      reserves very much. Therefore, we must limit the fighting in 1975 in order to save our strength for 1976, when we
      will launch large-scale attacks and win a decisive victory.
    


    
      Eventually, however, Tra took his case to First Secretary Le Duan, who agreed to the attack on Dong Xoai so long
      as it did not use up the Party's precious strategic reserves.18
    


    
      Yet the Politburo continued to be cautious about future prospects in the South. Although COSVN's proposal for
      a military offensive along the Cambodian border, in the isolated and poorly defended province of Phuoc Long, was
      approved, further operations were to be delayed pending the success of this initial attack. If the border
      operation were to be successful, a second and larger assault would take place in the Central Highlands, which
      Hanoi's military strategists continued to view as the most vulnerable area of the RVN. Here Saigon had only
      two main force divisions to protect not only the highlands, but the coastal provinces from Binh Dinh to Binh
      Thuan as well. Also a factor was an agent's report that President Thieu was convinced that the Communists
      would not launch strong attacks in the highlands and had decided not to send reinforcements to the area.
    


    
      The attack on Phuoc Long province began in mid-December, when two divisions of North Vietnamese regulars launched
      assaults on district towns and gradually cut the roads leading to the provincial capital of Phuoc Binh. Dong Xoai
      was captured at the end of the month. After a siege lasting nearly three weeks, Phuoc Binh fell on January 7. In
      nearby Tay Ninh, Communist units attacked and seized a vital ARVN outpost on Black Virgin Mountain, which
      overlooked the provincial capital, and began to shell the city. Thieu, though reportedly enraged at evidence that
      local militia had deserted during the battle, decided that it was "not worthwhile" to retake Phuoc
      Binh.
    


    
      The Politburo had been meeting in extended session throughout the battle, in order to permit
      the Party leadership to assess the rapidly changing situation, and the U.S. reaction to it, on a daily basis.
      When it became clear that Saigon's forces were unable or unwilling to mount an effective counterattack to
      retake lost territory along the border and that the Ford administration—now evidently convinced that Hanoi did
      not intend to launch a major offensive in 1975—would not intervene, the Politburo approved the second stage of
      the military campaign, to begin in March. One factor that may have been involved in the decision was the promise
      of increased assistance from the Soviet Union. According to Frank Snepp, a high-level Soviet military official
      had attended the meeting and aid levels increased in the following weeks.
    


    
      The plan called for heavy attacks in the Central Highlands, to be followed by an attempt to liberate the central
      coastal provinces from Binh Dinh northward. The final general offensive and uprising was to be launched the
      following year. But the meeting left open the possibility that final victory could be achieved in 1975. Le Duan
      concluded:
    


    
      Our conference has been exhilarating, with a high degree of agreement. This time we have had our comrades from
      Nam Bo and Zone 5 to come up to take part. The situation has become quite clear. We are resolved to complete our
      two-year plan. Two years is short, and yet long. The struggle in the South has, with the addition of the power of
      the North, the strength of the whole country. Now the Americans have withdrawn, we have our troops in the South,
      and the spirit of the masses is rising. This is what marks an opportune moment. We must seize it firmly and step
      up the struggle on all three fronts: military, political, and diplomatic.19
    


    
      On January 9, the Standing Committee of the Central Military Party Committee met in Hanoi to make final plans for
      the attack on the highlands. According to General Van Tien Dung, who had been placed in charge of the campaign,
      prospects were good. Saigon still did not suspect the coming attack and had not reinforced its troops in the
      area. The airborne and marine divisions, which now constituted Saigon's de facto strategic reserve, were
      still in Da Nang. Hanoi had several combat-hardened divisions in the region, including the 10th and the 320th.
      Now the 316th was ordered in from across the Cambodian border, and the 341st, part of Hanoi's strategic
      reserve, was sent down from the North.
    


    
      In its plan of attack, the Party counted on the element of surprise. Previous Communist attacks in the highlands
      had been directed at smaller targets, on special forces camps, district towns, or on the isolated provincial
      capitals of Pleiku and Kontum. Ban Me Thuot, the largest city in the region, with a population of more than
      100,000, had heretofore been considered too large. At that moment, however, it was poorly
      defended, with only the understrength ARVN Twenty-third Division in the immediate vicinity. Two of the
      Twenty-third's three regiments were located at Kontum and at the corps headquarters in Pleiku, well to the
      north, where they were needed to protect Route 19, linking the entire region with the central coast.
    


    
      The Communist plan was to isolate Ban Me Thuot by cutting all its links with the outside world and then launch a
      direct attack on the city. To preserve the element of surprise, the initial steps were to be taken without
      alerting the enemy to the final objective of the operation. For that purpose, in early March, assaults were
      launched on two ARVN outposts—on Route 19 west of Pleiku, and to the east near An Khe—to create the impression
      that the focus of the primary attack would be directed at Kontum and Pleiku to the north. Then, on March 5, North
      Vietnamese units cut Route 21 east of Ban Me Thuot, thus threatening to sever both major routes from the
      highlands to the coast. Pham Van Phu, the ARVN II Corps commander, still considered the major threat to be to the
      northern sector and dispatched two regiments of the Twenty-second Division in coastal Binh Dinh Province to clear
      Route 19 near An Khe and keep it open to Pleiku. On March 8, North Vietnamese forces hiding in the jungles and
      coffee plantations around Ban Me Thuot suddenly cut Route 14 and isolated the city from the north. Belatedly, Phu
      realized the implications of the attack and ordered an airlift of troops from Pleiku to Ban Me Thuot.
    


    
      The ground was now prepared for an attack on the city. The method of attack, following a pattern used in previous
      battles, was called the "lotus flower approach," in which troops first assaulted the heart of the city
      in order to seize the enemy command post and vital installations and then branched out to complete the occupation
      of the suburban areas at leisure. In this case, armored and infantry units came right down the main highways into
      town and by mid-afternoon had seized most of the center of the city. Defending ARVN units were reduced to a
      perilous toehold at Twenty-third Division headquarters. General Phu, unable to bring reserve units down from
      Pleiku because of a lack of helicopters and the North Vietnamese hold on Route 14, decided to abandon the
      city.20
    


    
      Not only the direction but also the magnitude of the North Vietnamese attack came as a total surprise to the
      Saigon regime. In the conviction that the Communists were not strong enough to hold the larger cities, Thieu had
      expected smaller attacks on district capitals. The earlier attack in III Corps had apparently convinced him that
      Hanoi's major objective was to expand its control over the "Third Vietnam" along the border, in
      preparation for a larger offensive in the more distant future. The debacle in the highlands was thus a shock and
      threatened to throw Saigon into a panic. The capital area, protected by only three divisions and a few marine and
      airborne regiments, was now threatened by an estimated six PAVN divisions. Without consulting his subordinates, Thieu decided to abandon a number of exposed areas in the highlands and the
      northern provinces. His objective was to establish a defensible line at approximately the 13th parallel, anchored
      at Tay Ninh in the west and the port of Nha Trang along the coast. RVN authority in the north would be reduced to
      a few coastal enclaves around major cities, such as Hué and Da Nang, and the capitals of Quang Tin and Quang Ngai
      provinces.21 From this
      stable position, Thieu would be able to defend against Communist attacks or to conduct negotiations on a further
      partition of South Vietnamese territory with the PRC.
    


    
      Based on this strategy, Thieu ordered ARVN units still at Pleiku and Kontum to withdraw to the coast, where they
      were to regroup and prepare for a counterattack on Ban Me Thuot, which was to be the crucial hinge of the new
      defense line. In I Corps, General Ngo Quang Truong was directed to send the airborne division at Da Nang south to
      Saigon and to abandon unproductive rural areas by withdrawing to a more defensible position on the coast. Truong
      rushed to Saigon to protest but was only able to win Thieu's approval for a staggered withdrawal.
    


    Attack in the North


    
      While Nguyen Van Thieu desperately attempted to shore up RVN defenses, Communist military strategists were
      evaluating the first phase of their offensive. With the ARVN in retreat throughout the region, there was a strong
      desire among revolutionary commanders in the South to maintain and even increase the pressure. Dung cabled Hanoi
      with a proposal that Communist units attempt to hold Ban Me Thuot, while extending their operations to complete
      the seizure of the entire highlands before the end of the dry season in May. After two days of discussion, the
      Central Military Party Committee in Hanoi approved. Under the new plan, revolutionary forces were to consolidate
      control of the area around Ban Me Thuot and then to strike northward to sever major highways and surround ARVN II
      Corps headquarters at Pleiku, while isolating Kontum in anticipation of a later seizure. They were then
      instructed to turn east in an effort to wipe out South Vietnamese units attempting to stabilize the government
      position along the coast. Among Party leaders, the mood was increasingly exuberant. When informed of the seizure
      of Ban Me Thuot, Le Duan remarked: "We previously had estimated we would need two years to liberate the
      South, but now, after Phuoc Long and Ban Me Thuot, we may step up the pace. Is this the beginning of the general
      offensive and general uprising? We must think about it." The Politburo agreed, concluding on March 11 that
      the recent victories in the South opened the possibility of victory sooner than had been anticipated.22
    


    
      Thieu's decision to abandon the bulk of the Central Highlands and fall back on the coast
      played into Communist hands. With Routes 14 and 19 interdicted, remnants of the ARVN Twenty-third Division still
      at Pleiku were directed to retreat to the coast along Route 7B, an old logging road that was poorly maintained
      and seldom used. Local militia forces, the bulk of which were composed of minority tribesmen, were to be left to
      fend for themselves. According to rumor, Thieu was enraged at the poor fighting discipline of minority troops and
      said that they could "return to the mountains."
    


    
      The retreat became a fiasco. As troops began to withdraw from Pleiku, panic erupted among local civilians and
      militiamen, resulting in a disorderly flight along the mountain road, which under the weight of armored vehicles
      soon deteriorated into a sea of mud. At Communist headquarters, the evacuation took Van Tien Dung momentarily by
      surprise. He had been advised by a subordinate that Route 7B was unusable, and Communist units had not occupied
      the road. Now, realizing the vulnerability of the retreating column and the vital importance of preventing its
      safe arrival on the coast, Dung ordered General Kim Tuan, commander of the PAVN 320th Division, to intercept and
      wipe out the ARVN forces. Two of Tuan's regiments attacked South Vietnamese units on the road and seized Cheo
      Reo, inflicting heavy casualties and cutting the column in half. The retreat now disintegrated into a total rout.
      ARVN soldiers abandoned the road entirely, leaving artillery and armored vehicles on the road in disorder, and
      fled through the jungles toward the nearby district town of Son Hoa. Only a handful made it as far as Tuy Hoa, on
      the coast. For veteran observers, it was a vivid reminder of the disastrous French defeat in the area twenty-one
      years earlier.
    


    
      The situation was equally perilous in the northern provinces. Thieu's order to dispatch the ARVN airborne
      division to III Corps left General Ngo Quang Truong with inadequate troops to defend both Da Nang and Hué from an
      expected Communist offensive. In Saigon, however, Thieu was still hoping to hold the major coastal enclaves while
      abandoning the remainder of the northern provinces to the enemy and ordered Truong to hold Hué with the ARVN
      First Division. To protect his communication routes, Truong dispatched units from Hué to defend Route 1 and the
      crucial Hai Van Pass (Pass of Clouds) on the mountain spur jutting out to the sea just north of Da Nang. A
      similar process of consolidation took place south of Da Nang when units of the ARVN Second Division pulled back
      from positions in rural areas to coastal enclaves around Chu Lai Air Base and the provincial capital of Quang
      Ngai.
    


    
      The Politburo, continuously apprised of Thieu's strategy by agents, and anticipating an attempt by Ngo Quang
      Truong to withdraw the First Division from Flué to Da Nang, directed the North Vietnamese commander in the area
      to cut Route 1 between the two cities and then attempt to seize the imperial capital and destroy all ARVN units
      there. In the meantime, regional forces were to go on the offensive to the north and attempt
      to seize the provincial capital of Quang Tri. On March 21, PAVN units attacked Route 1 at several points south of
      Hué and effectively isolated the northern provinces from the rest of the South. Panic erupted along the highway,
      where thousands of refugees, in vehicles or on foot, had been retreating south to the deceptive safety of the
      major metropolis of Da Nang. In desperation, Ngo Quang Truong now requested and received Thieu's permission
      to abandon Hué. At first he hoped to evacuate by sea from the small seaport of Tan My, directly east of the city.
      But the road from Hué soon became clogged with fleeing civilians, and he was compelled to withdraw his precious
      First Division toward the beaches in the hope of moving down the coast to link with ARVN forces on Route 1 at Hai
      Van Pass. But the coast east and south of Hué was punctuated by a number of inlets. Some could be crossed simply
      by walking through the surf, but at the Tu Hien estuary at the southern tip of the sandspit, a temporary bridge
      had to be created from the island to the mainland so that fleeing troops could return to Route 1 near Hai Van
      Pass.
    


    
      The retreat degenerated into a rout and a tragic defeat for the RVN. Communist artillery harassed the soldiers as
      they fled along the beaches, while sappers mined the estuaries to prevent ships from entering to pick up
      beleaguered units. At the Tu Hien estuary, Communist guns shelled the naval units working on the temporary bridge
      and destroyed it before it could be completed. PAVN infantry units crossing from the mainland harassed the
      fleeing troops and completed the rout. On the twenty-fifth, Hué itself was attacked from all directions and fell
      almost without bloodshed.
    


    
      As reports on the situation in the South streamed in, the Politburo became increasingly convinced that total
      victory could be achieved before the monsoon season arrived in early May. At a meeting held on March 25, the
      Party leadership concluded:
    


    
      Our general strategic offensive began with the Tay Nguyen campaign. A new strategic opportunity has Come, and
      conditions allow an early completion of our resolution to liberate the South. We resolve to rapidly concentrate
      our forces, technological weapons, and material to liberate Saigon before the rainy
      season. Seize the opportunity of the enemy's strategic withdrawal and the destruction and dispersal of
      Saigon's First Army Corps [I Corps] and the bulk of their Second Army Corps [II Corps] and do not allow them
      to withdraw and regroup around Saigon.23
    


    
      At his headquarters near Ban Me Thuot, Van lien Dung was informed of the Politburo's decision by telegram. He
      was instructed to concentrate three main force divisions, along with additional smaller units operating in the
      highlands, for an immediate advance toward the capital. The sense of urgency and opportunity was evident in the
      words of the telegram:
    


    
      Thus, we can still carry out the plan to liberate Saigon during the dry season, because
      there are nearly two months before the heavy rains, and once our forces have closed in on Saigon, even if we do
      run into the rainy season it will not be so great an obstacle. We must seek every means to overcome our
      difficulties. The situation is changing, and there must be new creative measures.... The situation now is
      developing very rapidly. This is a great leap. Saving time and grasping opportunities are decisive
      now.24
    


    
      In his account of the campaign, Dung implied that the new directive was not entirely welcome. North Vietnamese
      units in the highlands were still advancing toward the central coast and had not yet finished mopping up ARVN
      resistance in the area. A precipitate advance toward Saigon, in these conditions, would be risky. As a
      compromise, he proposed that Communist forces be given a few extra days to complete the destruction of ARVN
      forces in the coastal provinces and only then turn south in time to meet the Party leadership's schedule for
      achieving total victory before the onset of the rainy season. When the Politburo signaled its approval, Dung
      directed Communist units to continue their advance into the lowlands to strike at the coastal cities of Qui Nhon,
      Tuy Hoa, and Nha Trang, as well as the vital seaport and staging area at Cam Ranh Bay. The attacks went off on
      schedule, forcing Pham Van Phu to abandon Nha Trang and withdraw his headquarters further to the south.
    


    
      Meanwhile, Da Nang was in chaos. The road was now cut in several places to the south, as the ARVN Second Division
      had crumbled under successive North Vietnamese attacks, and the enclaves at Quang Ngai and Chu Lai were
      abandoned. With only 25,000 troops to counter a North Vietnamese force of more than two divisions—a total of more
      than 35,000 men—Ngo Quang Truong abandoned plans to defend the city and decided to order its evacuation. The
      final days, vividly portrayed in the news media, were marked by almost unparalleled chaos and the mass hysteria
      of the local population. While Communist infantry and armored units advanced toward the city from all directions,
      panic-stricken soldiers and civilians scrambled to board the last planes and ships departing for Saigon. On March
      29, the Communists entered from the suburbs, while local guerrilla units seized bridges and key government
      installations inside the city. With the fall of Da Nang, the last RVN bastion in the north had been lost.
    


    The Ho Chi Minh
    Campaign


    
      The 1975 campaign had progressed with truly lightning speed, stunning the Saigon regime and even surpassing the
      expectations of the Party leadership in Hanoi. In three weeks, eight provinces had fallen to the Communists.
      Virtually all forces in Saigon's I and II Corps were wiped out. ARVN had lost almost
      half its main force units, and more than half its aircraft. The capital was in a state of evident panic, while
      Washington appeared impotent. On the final day of March, two days after the fall of Da Nang, the Politburo met
      again and concluded that the war had entered a stage of massive development. Van Tien Dung was instructed to
      prepare to launch a general offensive against Saigon with the objective of seizing total victory within four
      weeks:
    


    
      Strategically, militarily, and politically, we now possess overwhelmingly superior strength and the enemy is on
      the verge of disintegration. The United States appears virtually powerless, and even reinforcements cannot
      reverse the enemy's situation. The revolutionary war in the South has not only entered a stage of great leap
      forward but conditions are ripe for launching a general offensive and uprising in Saigon-Giadinh. From this
      moment, the final strategic decisive battle of our army and people has begun.25
    


    
      On April 2, Van Tien Dung ordered most North Vietnamese main force units to turn south. With seaports along the
      northern and central coast now open and ARVN prisoners pressed into service as truck drivers, war matériel began
      to flow south in vast quantities, while an air shuttle was set up from the DRV to Kontum and Da Nang. Two more
      reserve divisions were sent south and a new military headquarters was set up near Saigon to replace COSVN. Van
      Tien Dung was named chairman, with Pham Hung as his chief political officer. Le Duc Tho was on hand to provide a
      direct link with the Politburo. After several days of intensive consultation, the new military command agreed on
      a basic strategy for the final assault, to be labelled the "Ho Chi Minh Campaign" because of
      Hanoi's intention to rename Saigon for the founder of the Party. According to Dung's account, the plan
      was to set up a strategic encirclement of the city by cutting Route 4 from the delta and Route 1 from Tay Ninh,
      while main force units marching down from the north would concentrate for a major thrust on the provincial
      capital of Xuan Loc, east of Saigon, where the crucial Eighteenth Division was located. As those main force units
      prepared for the final assault on Saigon, local forces would seize suburban areas, and the Party's suicide
      and guerrilla units in the city would prepare to surface to incite a general uprising.
    


    
      In Saigon, hopes that the situation could be stabilized were rapidly evaporating. With the earlier plan to set up
      a defense line anchored at Tay Ninh and Nha Trang outdated by the swift pace of events, Thieu moved to set up a
      line from the city of Tay Ninh, still under siege, to Phan Rang on the coast, anchored at Xuan Loc, where the
      Eighteenth Division formed the last major bulwark against total collapse. Even this position might soon become
      untenable. With half of the ARVN gone, Saigon had only about six divisions plus a few brigades and ranger groups
      remaining, a total of less than 100,000 troops. Prospects for U.S. support appeared dim. The Ford administration was attempting to push through Congress a $1 billion aid package, but congressional
      resistance to any further aid to the Saigon regime had increased and approval appeared unlikely.
    


    
      With military stabilization apparently out of the question, there was increasing talk of a compromise settlement.
      There had been hints from various diplomatic sources that Hanoi might accept a negotiated settlement. Hanoi's
      presumed price for peace was the departure of President Thieu and the immediate end of any further U.S.
      involvement in South Vietnam. Opposition politicians in Saigon clamored for the resignation of Nguyen Van Thieu
      and began to explore the possibility of a peace candidate such as the popular but enigmatic general Duong Van
      Minh. There had been some encouragement of this line from the PRG, when on April 2 Foreign Minister Nguyen Thi
      Binh had expressed a willingness to talk to Minh. Even top officials in the U.S. Embassy were cautiously
      optimistic that a compromise agreement could be worked out.
    


    
      It is doubtiul, however, that Hanoi was interested in a political settlement. With military victory now within
      easy reach and little likelihood of a U.S. response, there seemed no persuasive reason to compromise. As
      intelligence reports showed, Party leaders had decided at the end of March to settle for nothing less than total
      victory. A diplomatic settlement was hinted at, probably to increase divisiveness in Saigon. Le Duan implied that
      such was the case in a message dated April 22 to the southern leadership. Reporting that the new government in
      Saigon had issued a cease-fire proposal to avoid total defeat, he remarked laconically: "This situation is
      causing great confusion to the puppet army and administration. There may be a new development in the struggle of
      the masses." Then he ordered the general offensive against Saigon to continue. "Taking action at this
      moment," he concluded, "is the most certain guarantee of total victory. Any delay could be a
      disadvantage either militarily or politically."26
    


    
      By the third week of April, North Vietnamese divisions had occupied Phan Rang and were beginning to encircle Xuan
      Loc, moving in on the highway leading to Bien Hoa, site of a major RVN airbase and weapons arsenal. From the
      delta, Communist units were moving north toward Saigon. All of Tay Ninh Province had been occupied except the
      capital, which was still under siege. As the campaign neared its climax, Saigon's resistance briefly flared.
      At Xuan Loc, the Eighteenth Division dug in and proved tougher than expected, slowing down the Communist
      blitzkrieg and stimulating a brief flurry of optimism in Saigon that total defeat could yet be averted. But the
      odds were too great and, after a few days of stiff resistance, ARVN units began to withdraw southward toward Vung
      Tau, while Communist forces bypassed Xuan Loc and began to move directly on Bien Hoa and to shell its air base.
    


    
      It was by now no secret that Hanoi intended to carry its offensive directly to the heart of
      enemy rule. The plan called for wearing down the five remaining ARVN divisions on the outskirts of the city and
      then launching a massive assault with main force and armored units directly into the city before government units
      in the suburbs could respond. The attack would be led by North Vietnamese mechanized forces, which would advance
      directly on the main highways into the heart of Saigon. There they would attempt to seize five major targets—the
      presidential palace, the headquarters of the Saigon city military command, the general police directorate, Tan
      Son Nhut Airport in the northwestern suburbs, and the nearby headquarters of the general staff. As described by
      Dung, the plan was
    


    
      to use whatever forces necessary from each direction to encircle enemy forces, isolating them and preventing them
      from pulling back to Saigon; to wipe out and disperse the enemy main-force infantry divisions in the outer
      defense perimeter right on the spot; and to save the greatest number of forces to thrust in quickly and capture
      key positions in the outskirts. This would open the way for mechanized and tightly organized assault units to
      advance rapidly along the main roads and strike directly at the five chosen objectives inside the
      city.27
    


    
      The attacks in the suburbs went on schedule, as company or battalionsized units in Go Vap, Nha Be, Binh Chanh,
      Hoc Mon, Thu Due, and Cu Chi rose on April 27 and, with the aid of regular forces in the area, began to overrun
      military and government installations in the vicinity and to seize key bridges and guide the main force units
      into the city. Others were to eliminate traitors and call on ARVN soldiers to desert their units.
    


    
      Meanwhile, within the city the Party's municipal apparatus activated its special action squads and sapper
      units and prepared to seize key government installations, while propaganda units prepared to distribute leaflets
      and set up loudspeakers at key points to arouse the populace to support the invading revolutionary forces.
      Special sapper units were organized at Nha Be and Long Tau to sabotage RVN shipping and to cut the river route to
      the sea. Others were active in Long Binh and Bien Hoa, while a few were infiltrated into the city to supplement
      the sixty special action cells and 300 armed civilians directed by the Party's municipal leadership. By the
      twentyninth, main force units were well established in key positions around the capital. In the east, routes to
      the south and west were cut and Bien Hoa Air Base and Vung Tau had been isolated. At command headquarters, Pham
      Hung and Le Duc Tho made preparations for forming a transitional revolutionary administration in the capital.
    


    
      In Saigon, the situation raced to a climax. Phnom Penh had fallen to Communist forces on April 17. On the
      eighteenth the Ford administration, despite Ambassador Graham Martin's objections, ordered a gradual pullout
      of nonessential Americans. On the twenty-third President Ford announced that the war was
      finished as far as the United States was concerned. The South Vietnamese, he said, must confront whatever fate
      awaited them. Under considerable pressure, Thieu finally resigned on the twenty-first and was replaced by Tran
      Van Fluong, a veteran Saigon politician who had achieved a moment of fame during a brief stint as prime minister
      in 1965. The change was futile, for the Communists refused to deal with him. Van Tien Dung described him as just
      a "very crafty civilian traitor" replacing a "savage military traitor." Huong resigned on the
      twenty-seventh and was replaced by Duong Van Minh. Minh quickly formed a new cabinet and ordered the United
      States to remove its personnel from the RVN in twenty four hours. The demand had little significance, for current
      plans called for total evacuation by the twenty-ninth in any case. Nor had it any useful results, for the PRC
      contemptuously rejected negotiations with the new president.
    


    The Divine Hammer


    
      On April 26, as the first rains began in the delta, Van Tien Dung and his subordinates had moved by car to their
      advance campaign headquarters near Ben Cat. That afternoon the final campaign began with an artillery barrage on
      the outskirts of Saigon. From all directions, North Vietnamese forces advanced toward the city and relentlessly
      scattered resistance from the remaining ARVN forces on the outskirts of the capital. By the evening of the
      twenty-ninth, Saigon was surrounded as by a vise and Hanoi's main force units, in the words of Van Tien Dung,
      were poised like a "divine hammer" held aloft, awaiting the word to launch the direct assault on the
      city of Saigon.
    


    
      At 2:00 A.M. on April 30, as the last Americans were preparing to leave Vietnam from helicopter pads around the
      city, the PRG indicated its final refusal to the appeal for negotiations from the Saigon government. During the
      early morning, Hanoi's "deep strike units" began to move slowly down the major highways toward the
      city. Armored vehicles advanced in columns straight into the city, followed by infantry. As they entered without
      meeting resistance, special action squads occupied bridges while propaganda units passed out leaflets and
      revolutionary flags and called on the populace to welcome the revolutionary forces. There was some evidence of
      enthusiasm, particularly in working-class neighborhoods, but for the most part the advance was observed in
      silence.28 The attacking
      troops were supposed to be guided by revolutionary squads, but in at least one case, a tank commander lost his
      way and had to ask directions from ARVN troops standing by the side of the road.
    


    
      President Duong Van Minh had met with his ministers at Independence Palace in the heart of
      the city and at 10:00 A.M. issued an appeal for a cease-fire. The appeal was ignored. In an indirect response,
      the Politburo issued a directive to its troops advancing into Saigon: "Continue the attack on Saigon
      according to plan, advancing in the most powerful spirit, liberate and take over the whole city, disarm enemy
      troops, dissolve the enemy administration at all levels, and thoroughly smash all enemy resistance." Shortly
      before noon, the lead tank of the Second Army Corps rumbled up Thong Nhut Boulevard and rolled onto the green
      lawn of the Independence Palace. Troops arrested the government ministers inside the building and raised the
      revolutionary flag of the PRG over the palace. Two hours later, Duong Van Minh called on all ARVN forces to lay
      down their arms. The war, the long bitter struggle that had lasted in one form or another for an entire
      generation, was finally at an end.
    


    Dénouement


    
      The predominantly military character of the final campaign has led some observers to downgrade the political
      significance of the Communist victory and assert that the takeover of the South was a military conquest, pure and
      simple. A number of high Saigon civilian and military officials echo this contention by complaining that the war
      was lost primarily because of the failure of the Ford administration to provide adequate military assistance to
      the ARVN forces in the final months.29 The charge is understandable. Although the 1975 campaign was described by
      Party spokesmen as a combined general offensive and uprising, an attack by revolutionary armed forces in rural
      areas coordinated with a popular uprising in the cities in the tradition of the Tet Offensive and the great
      August Revolution of 1945, the reality is somewhat different. The bulk of the fighting was undertaken by regular
      force units of the PAVN. Although the PLAF undoubtedly participated in attacks at the local level, the most
      damaging blows were inflicted by North Vietnamese troops. And what the Party lauded as a mass popular uprising in
      the cities consisted in the main of the mobilization of the Party's small municipal apparatus to welcome the
      North Vietnamese troops—the bo doi—as they entered the cities from the suburbs. While
      there was some organized jubilation in a few working-class areas, there was relatively little spontaneous
      enthusiasm among the general urban populace. It is not surprising that Hanoi would dress up the final stage of
      the conflict as a popular upsurge against an unpopular regime. In fact, however, the final triumph was achieved
      primarily by force of arms.
    


    
      But the fact that the 1975 campaign was primarily a military offensive should not obscure the fundamental reality
      that the Party's success over a generation was attributable, above all, to nonmilitary
      factors. Hanoi's ability to organize and direct the insurgency and to exploit the chronic weaknesses of its
      adversary in Saigon were important factors in its success. Even more important, perhaps, had been the Party's
      successful effort to persuade millions of Vietnamese in both North and South that it was the sole legitimate
      representative of Vietnamese nationalism and national independence. Even at the end, the defeat of the RVN was
      probably caused less by a shortage of aircraft and ammunition than by a lack of nerve in Saigon and by the
      pervasive sense of malaise throughout South Vietnamese society, itself the legacy of a generation of failure by
      successive governments to build the foundations of a viable non-Communist society. Not least, the defeat was
      caused by serious deficiencies in the strategic planning of the Thieu regime. Thieu's hasty last-minute
      decision to abandon most of the northern provinces and the Central Highlands was ill-conceived and created a
      disastrous sense of confusion among top military officers as well as within the government. It contributed in no
      small measure to the completeness of the final collapse.
    


    
      The U.S. failure to provide adequate military support in the final weeks, although not one of Washington's
      prouder moments, was not a decisive factor in the outcome of the war. For years the Communists had done better
      with less. Despite President John E Kennedy's insistence that, in the last analysis, the war had to be waged
      and won by the Vietnamese, Washington's clients had come to depend heavily on U.S. largesse. It was a fatal
      flaw, for when the military shield represented by the power of the United States was withdrawn, the many
      weaknesses of the Saigon regime quickly surfaced and proved decisive.
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    Prospect and Retrospect


    
      All great revolutions are the product of multiple causes. They result from the convergence of several factors,
      some of them related directly to the overall political and cultural environment, others the consequence of
      individual human action. Marxist theory reflects this reality by locating the sources of revolution in both
      objective and subjective conditions. Objective conditions determine whether or not a mature revolutionary
      situation has arisen in a given society. Subjective conditions reflect the degree of preparedness and astute
      leadership provided by a revolutionary party. Revolution rarely succeeds unless both factors are present. The
      Marxist viewpoint is thus not simply a handy heuristic device, but a practical and often effective approach to
      the problem of waging revolution in human society.
    


    
      But although all great revolutions share elements of both spontaneity and human will, the relative importance of
      these two factors has varied greatly over the years. Many of the classical revolutions in modern history—the
      French Revolution of 1789, the Russian Revolution of 1917, and, more recently, the revolution in Iran in the late
      1970s—grew out of a relatively spontaneous eruption of popular discontent. Only after the initial stage of
      popular uprising did a revolutionary organization begin to manipulate these conditions to promote a final and
      total overthrow of existing authority.
    


    
      The modern phenomenon of people's war has added a new dimension to the revolutionary process. Spontaneity has
      been replaced with calculation, the popular uprising with the concept of a protracted conflict. Although the
      presence of objective conditions favoring revolt is still considered to be ultimately essential, this factor is
      increasingly subordinated to the existence of a dedicated revolutionary organization whose duty it is to
      exacerbate the political and social tensions in societies undergoing the stress of change. The revolutionary
      party must serve as the catalyst to activate the latent revolutionary conditions in such societies and then take
      advantage of the resultant ferment to bring about a violent upheaval against the status quo and the formation of
      a revolutionary regime.
    


    
      Although Lenin, because of his stress on the importance of individual human action in the
      revolutionary process, may claim partial credit for the liberation of the Marxist dialectic from the "iron
      laws" of history, it was Mao Zedong who carried Lenin's idea to its logical conclusion and, in the form
      of people's war, put it into practice. The Vietnamese carried on the Maoist tradition and set out
      deliberately to take advantage of potentially revolutionary conditions to devise a strategy to topple the
      government and bring communism to power. Discontent against French colonial rule and later against the failures
      of the Saigon regime was undeniably a factor in creating the objective conditions underlying the Vietnamese
      revolution. But the Communist Party mobilized the inchoate frustration and anger of the mass of the Vietnamese
      population and fashioned it into a fierce and relentless weapon of revolutionary war.
    


    Factors in Communist
    Success


    
      Of all the great revolutions, then, the Vietnamese revolution was, above all, an act of human will. That does not
      mean that it took place in a vacuum. Even the Vietnamese Party leadership conceded that a revolutionary upsurge
      could not take place unless the proper opportunity—the semimystical thoi co—had
      arisen. Some of the conditions that are necessary are the classical symptoms that characterize the emergence of a
      prerevolutionary situation in any human society—widespread poverty, economic disorder, social inequality and
      unrest, an unpopular or incompetent government, and a "transfer of allegiance" on the part of the urban
      middle class. Such conditions, of course, do not necessarily lead to revolt. But without them, revolution is
      difficult, if not impossible.
    


    
      At various times in its modern history, Vietnam has exhibited a number of these symptoms, and they were clearly a
      factor in the growth of the revolutionary movement. But it was characteristic of the situation in Vietnam that
      the Communists did not passively await the emergence of an economic and social crisis before launching their bid
      for power, but deliberately attempted to bring it about through exacerbating latent tensions in society and
      bringing the existing government to the point of collapse. Even in the late 1950s, when Diem's own actions
      had led to widespread discontent in South Vietnamese society, it was the Communists, above all, who set a match
      to the powder keg and thus inaugurated the revolutionary war.
    


    
      In such conditions, the comparative political ability of revolutionaries and ruling elites becomes a crucial
      issue. And this was what was most extraordinary about the situation in Vietnam—the contrast between the chronic
      weakness and political ineptitude of the Saigon governing elite and the political genius of the Communist Party.
      The underlying reasons for the weakness of non-Communist nationalism have been the subject
      of scholarly analysis for decades, but satisfactory answers have been elusive. Was it merely an accident of
      history that could be rectified by time and effort? A generation of policymakers in Washington took this view,
      and based U.S. strategy on the assumption that with adequate military and economic assistance, a regime would
      eventually emerge that could establish an aura of political legitimacy and a popular base among the population at
      large. The Communists, of course, thought otherwise. They were convinced that Saigon's weaknesses were
      endemic and would eventually become the decisive factor in the war.
    


    
      In retrospect, it appears that the Communists had a clearer view. A generation of U.S. technology and advice was
      unable to remedy the manifold deficiencies of the RVN. And although the mistakes of the United States may have
      contributed to the failure in Saigon, it seems probable that the key to the problem lay in Vietnam. The
      ineffectiveness of Vietnamese nationalism during the colonial period is a matter of record. It consistently
      failed to produce a challenge to French rule or to provide a nucleus for a mass movement of national proportions
      such as those formed in a number of other colonial or semicolonial societies in the region. It is surely
      significant that the first non-Communist government in Vietnam did not come to power as a result of its own
      efforts, but was imposed from above, by the French. The governments that arose in Saigon after the Geneva
      settlement bore the mark of that heritage. They were concerned over the need to overcome the chronic factionalism
      that had characterized nationalist behavior during the colonial period, but they failed to resolve the problem or
      to build a constituency among the mass of the population. To the end, the only real source of Saigon's
      authority was the U.S. military presence.
    


    
      Why were the moderate forces in Vietnam less able than their counterparts elsewhere to emerge as the central
      force in the struggle for independence? Over the years, a number of hypotheses have been advanced. Some observers
      have suggested that the root cause lay in the stifling effects of French policy, that the brutal repression of
      the Vietnamese nationalist movement by the colonial regime left a vacuum that was filled by the Communists. This
      explanation may be emotionally satisfying to critics of French colonial policy, but it is not very persuasive. On
      the whole, moderate nationalist forces in Vietnam received little worse treatment than they did elsewhere in
      colonial Southeast Asia. Only those avowedly determined to root out French rule by force, such as the VNQDD, were
      exposed to systematic persecution. Although moderate political parties in Vietnam were seldom allowed to enjoy a
      legal existence, they were given tacit permission to operate during the late 1930s, with no visible effects on
      their capabilities. A few nationalist figures were arrested and condemned to terms in prison, but most, including
      such fervent critics of French rule as Nguyen An Ninh and Ta Thu Thau, were soon back on the
      streets as the result of periodic amnesties declared in Paris. In fact, a non-Communist nationalist movement
      based on quasi-legal action and mass support, such as the Indian Congress Party, failed to develop in Vietnam not
      because the French prevented it, but primarily because no one attempted to form one.
    


    
      It can hardly be said, then, that French brutality repressed moderate nationalists, thus leaving the field, by
      elimination, to the Communists. To the contrary, released documents in the French archives show that the Sûreté
      had become concerned about the Communists as early as 1929 and throughout much of the following decade devoted
      the greater part of its efforts to relentlessly pursuing the Party and preventing it from spreading its roots
      throughout the country. If anything, it is likely that French harassment served to toughen the Communists for the
      generation of struggle that lay ahead.
    


    
      Party historians have a different explanation for the weakness of their rivals. Predictably, they view the issue
      through the prism of Marxist class analysis, and explain it as a consequence of the belated development of the
      Vietnamese bourgeoisie under colonial rule and its resultant failure to assume an active role in the Vietnamese
      revolution.1 By
      contrast, the Vietnamese working class developed early, in the mines, plantations, and factories run by French
      colonial interests, and was thus able to take the lead in the struggle for independence after the defeat of the
      VNQDD at Yen Bay in early 1930. This is an interesting hypothesis, but it lacks sufficient corroborative evidence
      based on a comparative analysis with other colonial societies in Southeast Asia, where similar conditions
      apparently existed without leading to a Communist victory. Moreover, it does not account for the fact that the
      Communist movement itself did not emerge directly from the Vietnamese proletariat but from among discontented
      members of the traditional ruling class, the sons and daughters of the patriotic scholar-gentry.
    


    
      The question thus needs to be reformulated. The point is not that the Vietnamese middle class failed to assert
      its leadership over the nationalist movement, thereby leaving a vacuum to be filled by the proletariat. It is
      that such a high percentage of the most politically active elements within the traditional educated elite chose
      to follow the Communists rather than their nationalist rivals, thus providing the Party with its early leadership
      and a significant advantage in the struggle to determine the course of the Vietnamese revolution. As was noted in
      Chapter 2, Marxism exerted a peculiar attraction among the educated
      scholar-elite in Vietnam. Logical in its portrayal of the historical forces at work in the world, activist in its
      call for the formation of a disciplined revolutionary organization devoted to the struggle for change, ethical in
      its vision of a future utopia based on economic and social equality, it offered a persuasive alternative to the
      now discredited Confucian world view and provided patriotic Vietnamese with a basis on which to struggle for
      independence and build a new sense of national identity.
    


    
      Confucianism, of course, was itself a product of traditional society in Vietnam. Like China,
      Vietnam was historically a "continental" society with its eyes turned inward toward the land rather
      than outward toward potential trading partners over the sea. Commerce and manufacturing never obtained the
      significance they possessed in some areas of Southeast Asia, notably in the archipelagic regions to the south.
      The bureaucratic class itself came from the village and its wealth was based on ownership of the land. Suspicion
      of merchants was pervasive throughout Vietnamese society, from the court to the most remote farming community.
    


    
      Such attitudes, of course, had helped to shape Confucian doctrine in both China and Vietnam, and, in turn,
      Confucian precepts were passed on to succeeding generations in village schools and academies. Although the French
      conquest broke the chain by abolishing the civil service examinations and introducing a new Western-oriented
      educational system, much of the younger generation, and particularly the children of traditional elites, was
      still educated under the lingering influence of Confucian principles.
    


    
      The fact that Marxism appealed particularly to the young generation of patriotic scholar-elites is crucial. This
      was the traditional ruling class in Vietnamese society It had a heritage of educational leadership and service to
      society, and an equally strong awareness of the concept of Vietnamese nationhood. It was thus the logical class
      to lead the struggle against colonial rule. Many alienated members of this class were attracted to Marxism,
      giving the Party a momentum that it never relinquished. This must be recognized as one of the most significant
      facts in the history of modern Vietnam.
    


    
      The weakness of their nationalist rivals was, of course, no guarantee that the Communists themselves would
      succeed. Economic and military support from Western powers provided non-Communist elites with a bulwark against
      social and political deterioration and a measure of protection against the spontaneous forces of popular
      discontent. The Communists could not wait for the proper conditions to arise. They must themselves bring them
      about by an act of will. Here, of course, was the challenge of people's war in South Vietnam—to hone the
      disparate sources of revolt into a well-oiled and highly disciplined instrument of revolutionary war. Only
      through the application of relentless pressure by the insurgency could the latent structural flaws in
      postcolonial South Vietnamese society be magnified into yawning cracks that would eventually bring the entire
      structure to the ground. In Vietnam, there is little doubt that the Party met that challenge. If some revolutions
      are essentially a collapse of the old order, and others are the product of individual human action, the
      Vietnamese revolution is quintessentially an example of the latter.
    


    
      The reasons for the Party's success have attracted considerable attention among scholars in recent years.
      Certainly one major factor was its comprehensive strategy of people's war.2 The primary theme of this book is the gradual
      evolution of that strategy from the early years of the Communist movement down to the final
      triumph in 1975. The strategy began as a rather unquestioning application of Bolshevik doctrine, as passed on by
      the Comintern in Moscow. The Russian model had little relevance to Vietnam, however, and during World War II the
      Party replaced it with a new strategy designed to reflect local conditions. This new strategy owed a debt to the
      Chinese theory and practice of people's war, but above all it was a product of the fertile mind of Ho Chi
      Minh. Its major components were put into practice during the revolt that took place at the end of the Pacific
      War. The success of the August Revolution is adequate testimony to the genius of the concept.
    


    
      The strategy used during the August uprising could not be applied successfully against a highly armed adversary,
      and during the Franco-Vietminh conflict the Party turned more explicitly to the Chinese model of three-stage war.
      The strategy was generally successful, but it had certain weaknesses, among which was the excessive reliance on
      military factors in the later stages of the war, thus matching the Party's major area of weakness (firepower)
      against the primary strength of its adversary. After Geneva, then, the Party leadership returned to the strategy
      used during the August Revolution. But with escalation in the early 1960s, the Party was forced once again to
      resort to the military option. Now, however, it appeared to recognize the limited relevance of the Maoist model
      and attempted to combine it with key elements from the Vietnamese approach. Specifically, it attempted to make
      greater use of the "political force of the masses" in an effort to achieve a better balance of
      political and military struggle than had obtained during the previous conflict. It also returned to the August
      Revolution model by seeking to use the revolutionary force of urban radicalism through the concept of a
      coordinated military offensive and general uprising. Finally, it now made deliberate use of diplomacy as a means
      of achieving a psychological advantage over the United States and eventually maneuvering it out of the war.
    


    
      There is, then, a coherent pattern in the development of Vietnamese revolutionary doctrine. Clearly, however, it
      would be foolhardy to suggest that it had emerged full-blown from the minds of Party leaders in the mid-1940s. On
      the contrary, Vietnamese revolutionary strategy, in its mature form, was the product of trial and error, of a
      series of pragmatic decisions taken over a period of several decades and based on real contemporary situations.
      In the process, it periodically ran into serious difficulties. On several occasions, Party leaders miscalculated
      enemy intentions and capabilities. On others, they overestimated (or underestimated) the force of the masses and
      their degree of support for the revolutionary cause. Not surprisingly, problems were encountered in attempting to
      cope with the challenges of foreign involvement. In particular, U.S. escalation in the mid-1960s presented Party
      strategists with a dilemma, and for a while they appeared to grope almost in desperation for a solution.
    


    
      It should also be kept in mind that under the carefully cultivated impression of unity there
      was frequently dissension over policy within the Party leadership. Virtually every major decision was accompanied
      by hesitation, vacillation, and internal controversy over the strategy to be applied. There was disagreement over
      timing, over the relationship between political and military struggle, and over the relative priority to be
      assigned to revolutionary war in the South and socialist construction in the North. It would be misleading to see
      in such dissent indications of serious factionalism within the Party leadership. It is noteworthy that the
      Leninist tradition of democratic centralism was maintained throughout the struggle. But disagreement did exist. A
      clearer appreciation of the nature of such inner-Party tension, and the identity of the individuals involved, is
      still a matter of debate and must await additional evidence.
    


    
      Despite such problems, on the whole the strategy was effective. This must be ascribed to several factors. In the
      first place Party leaders possessed a clear view of the power relationships among and the security interests of
      the various forces involved. They correctly assessed the chronic weakness of their rivals within the nationalist
      camp; they correctly predicted that a significant proportion of the population could be motivated to serve the
      revolutionary cause in a long and difficult struggle; and they realized that neither France nor the United States
      had the patience or the national interests sufficient to justify a protracted conflict in Indochina. In such
      calculations, strategists in Hanoi proved to be more clear-sighted than their counterparts in Paris and
      Washington.
    


    
      A key factor in the Party's ability to mobilize support within Vietnam was the success of its effort to link
      the force of nationalism with that of social reform. The essentials of that strategy had been drawn up in 1941
      with the formation of the Vietminh Front. As this study has attempted to show, this linkage was not easily
      achieved. Radical programs of benefit to the poor undermined the effort to win the support of moderate
      nationalists. But a neglect of the issue of land reform left poor peasants indifferent and difficult to mobilize
      for the war effort. In the late 1940s, Party strategy had placed heavier emphasis on the anti-imperialist than on
      the antifeudal cause. This was rectified in the early 1950s, and during the war against the United States Hanoi
      attempted to place relatively equal weight on both factors—the national liberation struggle and the land
      revolution.
    


    
      How successful was the Party's effort to "walk on two legs," to construct a strategy on the dual
      issues of patriotism and social revolution? A definitive judgment must await further study, but available
      information suggests that the policy was reasonably successful. At some stages (the early years of the Party and
      during the first stages of the Franco-Vietminh conflict) the national issue predominated; at other times (the
      Nghe-Tinh revolt, the August Revolution, just prior to the 1954 settlement, and during the late 1950s) economic
      issues played a crucial role. During the struggle in the South, both issues contributed to
      support for the revolutionary cause. Interviews with prisoners and defectors show that those who joined the NLF
      did so for a variety of reasons. The majority were poor peasants or members of the rural proletariat, but urban
      volunteers were by no means rare. Most cited patriotism or personal motives as their reasons for joining,
      although social pressure undoubtedly played a role and there is evidence of compulsion in some instances. Members
      who joined before 1954 frequently mentioned patriotism as the primary reason. Those who joined after Geneva
      seemed to offer a wider variety of motives—a desire for adventure or for land, hopes for career advancement, a
      desire to avoid government conscription or to escape from personal problems.3 In his study of the movement in Long An Province, Jeffrey
      Race alluded to the importance of the NLF's ability to provide an alternate road to personal identity and
      upward mobility for those discontented with life under the RVN.
    


    
      It is worthy to note that idealism—resentment against government corruption and injustice, or a wish to evict the
      U.S. imperialists—was often cited as a major factor in recruitment. Virtually all mentioned the idea of the
      "just cause," the "righteous war" against foreign control and the reactionary government in
      Saigon. It is particularly significant that patriotic motives played a part in recruitment in rural areas, a sign
      that nationalism had taken root among the village population. This concept of the "just war" was not
      just a passing enthusiasm, or one that would be easily undermined as a result of sacrifice and hardship. A
      surprising number of deserters gave personal reasons for leaving the movement and continued to believe that the
      revolutionary cause was a righteous one.
    


    
      In general, then, the Party's propaganda had a fairly broad appeal within the population, and in both urban
      and rural areas. Still, Party leaders must have been somewhat disappointed by their failure to operate more
      effectively in the cities. Active support in urban areas never reached the levels apparently expected by the
      party. This failure was generally ascribed in internal documents to organizational weaknesses, or to the
      influence of the "noxious weeds" of bourgeois attitudes in the cities of South Vietnam. Whatever the
      reason, the failure to build a more dynamic movement in Saigon, Da Nang, and Hué was undoubtedly a factor in
      compelling the Party to turn to a more military approach. That in turn led to increasing reliance on troops from
      the North, thus diluting somewhat the issue of nationalism. Whatever the case, the concept of the popular
      uprising steadily lost force in Hanoi's strategy and at the end had become more the ritualistic perpetuation
      of a myth than a building block of victory. In the final analysis, the Communist takeover did not differ
      substantially from the Maoist dictum of surrounding the cities from the countryside. This was not a crucial
      weakness, in China or in Vietnam. In both instances Communist policy was aided by errors committed by the enemy
      and was thus able to prevent the urban population from committing itself wholeheartedly to
      the government's cause. That, in itself, was a solid achievement, and an important factor in revolutionary
      success.
    


    
      It has been observed that the Party's achievement was a triumph or organization rather than
      spirit.4 Certainly
      organization, indoctrination, and the application of pressure and the threat or use of force played a major role
      in realizing and maintaining commitment to the revolutionary cause. The nature of the Party's organizational
      genius has been competently explored in previous studies, and need not detain us here.5 Suffice it to say that the Communists had
      striking success in mobilizing all available human and material resources in a total and concentrated effort to
      seize power. Women, children, and even the aged were put to use so that young males could be released for combat.
      But the effectiveness of the Party's organizational efforts should not lead us to underestimate the emotional
      appeal of the cause. In fact, as one American researcher reported, as late as 1964 nearly 90 percent of all
      members of the PLAF were volunteers.
    


    
      One final factor remains to be explored. A paramount feature in almost all modern revolutions has been the
      existence of dynamic and charismatic leadership. It is difficult to imagine the revolts in Russia, China, or
      Cuba, for example, without reference to the roles played by Lenin, Mao Zedong, and Fidel Castro. Curiously, this
      factor is frequently overlooked in Vietnam. Because Ho Chi Minh lacked theoretical inclinations, his role in
      shaping revolutionary strategy has often been ignored; because his style of leadership was quiet rather than
      forceful, conciliatory rather than aggressive, his influence in the decision-making process has frequently seemed
      ambiguous; and because his part in directing Party strategy probably diminished in the final years of his life,
      the importance of his influence in the latter stages of the war is difficult to substantiate. Still, over the
      course of the Vietnamese revolution as a whole, his influence towers. He is best known, of course, as the living
      symbol of the Vietnamese revolution. For more than a generation his personality, embodying the qualities of
      virtue, integrity, dedication, and revolutionary asceticism, transcended issues of party and ideology and came to
      represent, in an Eriksonian sense, the struggle for the independence and self-realization of the Vietnamese
      nation. Nikita Khrushchev alluded to this trait in his memoirs, when he referred to the Vietnamese leader as a
      "holy apostle" of the revolution, a man whose sincerity, conviction, and incorruptibility could win
      anyone over to belief in his cause.6
    


    
      But if Ho Chi Minh is best remembered as the spiritual leader of the Vietnamese revolution, his practical
      contributions should not be ignored. The key building blocks in the Party's revolutionary strategy bear the
      stamp of his genius. His fine hand can be seen in the careful attention to organization and detail, in the
      concern for unity (both internal and within the socialist camp as a whole), and in the delicate structure of the
      united front. It is perhaps most obvious in the Party's astute handling of the
      international situation and in its use of diplomacy as a cardinal feature of its revolutionary
      strategy.7 In an age
      when many of the leaders of newly independent nations in Asia lacked the administrative and organizational
      abilities to match their personal charisma (Sukarno and U Nu come immediately to mind), Ho Chi Minh was an
      unusual composite of moral leader and organizational genius, half Gandhi, half Lenin. It was a dynamic
      combination. It is not too much to say that, without Ho Chi Minh, there might not have been a Vietnamese
      revolution, at least in the form we know.
    


    Vietnam as Model


    
      For two decades, U.S. presidents justified their policies in Vietnam on the grounds that if the insurgency
      movement there was not contained, it would set a precedent for similar movements around the globe. Paradoxically,
      similar predictions came from the left, when leading U.S. war critics suggested that in the aftermath of the war
      there would be "one, two, many Vietnams." After the fall of Saigon, Party spokesmen in Hanoi appeared
      to adopt the same view and occasionally declared that the Vietnamese struggle for national liberation could
      provide a model for aspiring insurgency movements in other countries throughout the Third World. Vietnam, they
      said, is where the three great currents of the world revolution—democracy, nationalism, and socialism—have
      converged. The victory in Saigon conclusively demonstrated that a national liberation movement led by a Communist
      party can triumph over the aggressive forces of world imperialism led by the United States and thus open a new
      stage in the world revolution, a stage that will conclude with the final victory of the forces of peace,
      democracy, and socialism throughout the globe.
    


    
      Could the Vietnamese revolution serve as a model for national liberation struggles elsewhere in Asia, Africa, and
      Latin America? Could there be, as some observers suggested at the time, "one, two, many Vietnams" in
      our future? Or is it better viewed as a unique expression of the Vietnamese revolutionary art? Party spokesmen
      have been tantalizingly vague on this point. Hanoi has contended that a number of the key components of
      Vietnamese revolutionary doctrine—the united front under Party leadership, the flexible use of town and country
      and of urban and rural struggle, the revolutionary army directed by the Party—can be applied with profit
      elsewhere. On the other hand it also concedes, with no little pride, that the seeds of the Communist victory must
      be sought primarily in the native soil of Vietnam, in the unique characteristics of its history and geography, in
      the perseverance and stalwart patriotism of its people, and in the Party's firm and astute leadership.
    


    
      What the Party appears to be saying is that the broad framework of Vietnamese revolutionary
      doctrine can be transplanted effectively to a different cultural environment, although the specific details have
      relevance only to Vietnam. Generally speaking this hypothesis appears to be true. There are indeed a number of
      useful lessons that other insurgency movements can learn from the Vietnamese experience—the careful crafting of
      the united front to reflect the specific political and social conditions in a given society; the flexible use of
      political, military, and diplomatic techniques to further the revolutionary cause; and the need for discipline,
      patience, and a willingness to sacrifice within the movement itself. On the other hand, the Party is certainly
      correct that a number of the most important ingredients in its victory were unique to Vietnam. The character of
      its people, the favorable topography, the quality of its leadership, and the contiguity with China were all
      factors not easily reproduced elsewhere. Those who view the Vietnamese revolution as a pattern for similar
      upheavals throughout the Third World are guilty of historical simplification similar to that of U.S. policymakers
      who applied the lessons of Munich to the complex realities of Southeast Asia.
    


    
      As it turned out, the Communist victory in Vietnam did not open the door to the spread of revolution throughout
      the Third World. By the end of the decade, the revolutionary wave that had marked the 1960s and early 1970s had
      begun to wane and was replaced by a period of relative stability in much of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This
      was particularly the case in Southeast Asia, where the fall of Saigon galvanized the non-Communist states in the
      area to tighten their relationship to present a solid front to the emerging Communist regimes in Indochina.
    


    
      Perhaps the most significant legacy of the Communist victory in Vietnam was in the United States, where defeat
      undermined public confidence in the strategy of containment that had served as a benchmark for U.S. foreign
      policy since the beginning of the Cold War. The consequences were not long in making their appearance, for Soviet
      leaders, convinced that Washington's will to take an active role in foreign affairs had been severely
      damaged, adopted a more aggressive posture in promoting Soviet interests in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Angola.
    


    
      By the mid-1980s, however, the shock waves created by the tragedy in Vietnam had already begun to decrease in
      their intensity. The Reagan administration actively countered efforts by the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua to
      promote insurgent movements elsewhere in Central America. In 1991, President George Bush formally declared that
      the "Vietnam syndrome" had been laid to rest with the allied operation to punish Iraq for its invasion
      of Kuwait.
    


    
      The disintegration of the USSR in 1991 marked the end of five decades of containment, but the shadow of Vietnam
      still looms over U.S. foreign policy as policymakers in Washington and public opinion alike
      agonize over whether new crises in foreign affairs will entangle the United States in "another
      Vietnam." The agonizing public debates over how to respond to the current conflict in the Balkans is an
      indication not only of the continuing legacy of the Vietnam War but also of the complexity of the issue of how
      and when to intervene abroad in pursuit of U.S. policy interests. The failure of two administrations to develop a
      coherent and effective strategy to deal with the problem is a clear confirmation of the fact that in the Balkans,
      as in Vietnam, there are often no easy answers to such conflicts.
    


    The Perils of Success


    
      For the Party, the revolution did not conclude with the initial triumph over the Saigon regime. The period that
      followed has been one of severe challenge. Politically, power had to be consolidated and the lingering forces of
      the previous regime destroyed. Society had to be transformed from a wartime to a peacetime footing, and the
      population persuaded to accept the new revolutionary leadership and its program for the future. With the U.S.
      presence removed, South Vietnam had to learn to wean itself from chronic reliance on foreign aid and the
      provision of services for foreigners. Refugees had to be persuaded to return to the countryside, and jobs found
      for the millions of unemployed in the cities.
    


    
      Beyond such immediate concerns lay more complex long-range problems of ideological remolding and unification with
      the North. South Vietnam had to be transformed from a capitalist economic structure to a socialist one. The
      industrial and commercial sectors had to be nationalized, and the rural economy placed under collective
      ownership. The poisonous weeds of decadent Western bourgeois ideology had to be rooted out, and the seeds of a
      new socialist culture planted. A revolutionary administration had to be constructed to replace the Saigon regime
      and a schedule drawn up for the eventual assimilation of the South into the DRV, so that together the two regions
      could advance toward communism.
    


    
      The details of this process are beyond the scope of this study, but a few brief comments to indicate the general
      course of events since the Communist takeover might be appropriate. Some parts of the program were accomplished
      with relative ease, but others have remained problems beyond immediate resolution. Indeed, portents soon appeared
      that the building of a prosperous and peaceful socialist Vietnam would present problems as complicated and
      intractable as had been the case during the struggle to liberate the South.
    


    
      Few difficulties were encountered in the consolidation of power. Active opposition to the new order in the South
      was limited. A few members of the old government, most of whom were apparently officers or enlisted men of the Saigon army, fled to remote areas to continue their resistance, but most South Vietnamese
      seemed willing to tolerate their new rulers. For this the Party could claim partial credit, for it appeared to go
      out of its way to avoid any semblance of a revolutionary "reign of terror." There was no public
      "bloodbath" for the enemies of the revolution, as had been widely predicted. Instead, the Party relied
      primarily on incarceration and indoctrination. By the end of 1975, several hundred thousand South Vietnamese
      suspected of loyalty to the old regime had been rounded up and dispatched to reeducation camps, some for only a
      few weeks, others for an indefinite period of time. In order to avoid antagonizing the local population,
      revolutionary cadres were instructed to avoid enforcing the revolutionary ethic too strenuously among the
      relatively easygoing and decadent Saigonese. When zealots harassed prostitutes or attempted to cut the long hair
      of Westernized southern youth, they were severely reprimanded by the authorities. The policy paid off. After a
      few months, the Party felt sufficiently confident to dismantle the Military Management Committee that had been
      established under General Tran Van Tra immediately after the fall of Saigon and turn power over to the
      Provisional Revolutionary Government.
    


    
      For a time, the Party gave serious consideration to maintaining a separate governmental administration in the
      South for the indefinite future, but by the late summer it had decided to move rapidly toward reunification of
      the country under a single government in order to facilitate social and economic reforms. In early 1976,
      elections were held for the National Assembly for the entire country and in July the unification of the two zones
      was realized with the formal establishment of a new Socialist Republic of Vietnam (SRV) with its capital in
      Hanoi. For the first time in more than a century, Vietnam was united, from the Friendship Gate along the Chinese
      border to the southern tip of the Ca Mau peninsula.
    


    
      The second major objective of the regime was to restore the economy in the South to a peacetime footing and to
      prepare for its gradual integration into the Socialist economy in the North. Here the Party immediately ran into
      difficulties. To prevent rampant inflation and increased unemployment, the local authorities announced that
      normal economic activities should continue and assured businessmen that their profits would be respected. In the
      economic sector, a few major industries and utilities were taken over by the government, and the property of
      wealthy businessmen (many of whom were Overseas Chinese classified as members of the reactionary "comprador
      bourgeoisie") was confiscated. A few show trials of flagrant offenders (called "barbed wire kings"
      or "pharmaceutical kings") were held to discourage speculation and manipulation of the market. The
      Saigon middle class as a whole was not attacked, however. Indeed, it was encouraged to take part in the campaign
      against the wealthy in order to demonstrate loyalty to the new order. To minimize disruption of productive
      activities, technological experts were instructed to remain at their jobs and, if there were no indications of potential disloyalty to the new regime, were frequently released from the
      obligation of attending indoctrination programs.
    


    
      The major problem in the South, from a social as well as economic point of view, was unemployment. In 1975 there
      were nearly 3 million without jobs in urban areas. Some were refugees from the countryside, living in squalid
      camps along the fringes of the burgeoning cities. Others had lost their jobs with the departure of the Americans
      and the fall of the Saigon regime. The Party's long-term solution was to encourage those who were not
      considered suitable for gainful employment in the cities to return to the countryside through the creation of
      so-called New Economic Areas (NEAs), resettlement zones established on uncultivated land in underpopulated rural
      provinces. Plans called for the eventual resettlement of several million Vietnamese (some to be transplanted from
      densely populated provinces in the North) in these new areas, which were scheduled to become the focus for a
      system of centers of agricultural and industrial development at the district level. Before the end of the first
      year of Communist rule, several hundred thousand refugees and other urban residents had been resettled in the new
      zones. In theory, the centers had been prepared in advance by government cadres and settlers were to receive
      seeds, tools, and farm equipment. In reality, conditions in the new camps were frequently frightful and life
      there was harsh and unrewarding. In theory, participation was voluntary. In practice there were complaints that
      many were compelled to go against their will and that selection was made on a racial basis (many were Overseas
      Chinese from Cholon) or on the basis of suspected disloyalty to the new regime. Before long, there were reports
      of residents leaving the zones and returning secretly to the cities.
    


    
      The New Economic Areas provided one potential long-term solution for the high rate of unemployment in the South.
      But the government soon began to discover that the problems of economic reconstruction were immense and seemed
      largely resistant to solutions, despite the Party's efforts to apply the techniques used during the war.
      Years of neglect had left the economic sector ill-prepared to cope with the demands of technological
      modernization. Investment capital was lacking, as were skilled workers. Within the population, there was a
      perceptible tendency to relax after the long years of war and a growing resistance to the familiar appeals by the
      Party and government for personal sacrifice in the struggle to achieve the new peacetime goals. Foreign
      assistance was solicited, but with limited success. The main source of aid was the Soviet Union, but even Moscow
      was unwilling to meet Hanoi's massive economic needs, despite a growing willingness by the latter to tailor
      its own foreign policy to Soviet requirements.
    


    
      One major aspect of the problem lay in the countryside. Food output was totally inadequate, forcing the
      government to import grain from the Soviet Union, thus placing a heavy burden on the already adverse balance of
      payments. The Party hoped that the South would eventually recover its prewar role as the
      major supplier of food for the nation, but the effects of the war had left thousands of acres of land
      uncultivated in the region. In order to encourage production increases, the government attempted to avoid
      frightening the southern peasants by moving too rapidly toward collectivization. For the time being, it declared,
      land would remain in private hands. Land reform, which had caused severe strains in the DRV during the
    


    
      1950s, was not initiated, on the grounds that previous programs launched by the PRG and the RVN had substantially
      eliminated the landlord class in the southern provinces. Even private trade in rice was permitted. But in order
      to eliminate speculation and hoarding by rice merchants, the government moved gradually into the rice market.
      Rice merchants were permitted to continue their activities only if they registered with the state and conformed
      to its price regulations. The results were mixed. Prices continued to fluctuate, while peasants, unhappy at the
      official price of rice and the lack of consumer goods, grew only what they needed, thus creating shortages. The
      problem was soon compounded by bad weather. By 1977, with the rice crop damaged by floods, droughts, and cold
      weather in the North, the food situation was growing desperate.
    


    
      The general economic deterioration compelled the Party to reevaluate its strategy. Plans mapped out at the
      Party's Fourth National Congress in December 1976 had called for the gradual transformation of the southern
      economy to socialized forms, with industry and commerce nationalized by the end of the decade and
      collectivization in the countryside scheduled to begin in the early 1980s. But with the Five-year Plan launched
      in 1976 in serious trouble, the leadership now decided to accelerate the pace of socialization in the South as a
      means of gaining control over the urban economy and increasing grain production on the farms. The first move came
      virtually without warning in March 1978, with the announcement that all private trade in South Vietnam was
      abolished. Merchants were directed to shift to productive activities or to join collectively owned or joint
      private-state enterprises. All goods held by private merchants were to be purchased by the state. Youth assault
      squads were mobilized the night before the announcement to confiscate goods before they could be dispersed (as
      had happened during the previous campaign against the comprador bourgeoisie in 1975). The government promised to
      provide compensation to the owner, but only if proof of ownership could be furnished. Because the bulk of the
      goods had been obtained through the black market, many businessmen were wiped out.
    


    
      In one respect, the new policy was effective. By the end of the year, 30,000 private firms had been abolished and
      government control over the urban economy in South Vietnam had been established. But the social effects were
      profound. Most of the shopkeepers affected by the move were ethnic Chinese. According to
      reports, similar restrictions were imposed on Chinese small merchants resident in the North. In late spring, they
      began to leave Vietnam by the thousands. Those in North Vietnam often left overland for China; those in the South
      attempted to depart by ship. Many of the refugees indicated that the exodus was tolerated and perhaps even
      encouraged by government authorities. Those wishing to depart by sea were charged a fee of $2,000 in gold for
      each adult. One-half went to the government, while the remainder was used to pay the intermediaries and to defray
      the cost of the journey.
    


    
      The government vehemently denied that it was making a profit on the refugee outflow, but it conceded that some
      corrupt officials were accepting bribes to permit refugee departures. It attempted to justify the exodus by
      saying that after every major revolution there are people who do not wish to live under the new order. There were
      many in South Vietnam, Hanoi admitted, who were unwilling to bear the hardships that would be required to build a
      socialist society. Permitting them to leave, it implied, was a more humane policy than compelling them to adhere
      to the stringent regulations of the new revolutionary regime.
    


    
      While the government was moving swiftly to tighten its control over the urban economy, there were signs that it
      was beginning to prepare for collectivization in the countryside. In the period immediately following the seizure
      of the South, there had been few indications of impending change in rural areas. In late 1976, landholdings in
      excess of family requirements were nationalized. In selected areas, a few experimental cooperatives were formed
      and labor exchange teams, a work-sharing program traditionally used as the first step toward socialism in the
      countryside, were formed. As an inducement to peasants to join, the government allocated extra rations of fuel
      and fertilizer to members.
    


    
      Sometime in 1977, the Party began to move toward the next stage. In preparation for collectivization, each
      province in the South was directed to set up pilot cooperatives at the district level by early 1978. The
      objective, in the words of the Five-year Plan approved in 1976, was to "basically achieve the establishment
      of socialist production relations in the southern countryside during the first years of the 1980s." To
      direct the process, the Department for the Transformation of Southern Agriculture was established under the
      Central Committee in Hanoi. More than a thousand specialists were sent to the South to set up schools to train
      southern cadres to handle the transformation. By late summer of 1978, according to one government report, there
      were 132 agricultural cooperatives in South Vietnam.
    


    
      As the decade came to an end, however, there appeared to be little relief from Vietnam's severe economic
      problems. Food shortages provided a dismal counterpoint to the lack of consumer goods and the continuation of
      high unemployment in the cities. The Party put up a brave front and appeared publicly
      confident that rich resources, human ingenuity, and its social-engineering approach would pave the way to a
      brighter future. By the final years of the decade, the prospects that such a view could become a reality appeared
      increasingly problematical, and in 1979 a Party plenum called for a slowdown in the pace of socialization and the
      encouragement of material incentives to increase production.
    


    Foreign Policy


    
      One reason for the Party's inability to resolve its domestic problems was the sad fact that the end of the
      war did not bring lasting peace to Vietnam. Great revolutions often emit shock waves that bring long-term
      instability to neighboring areas. The Vietnamese revolution has been no exception. Less than half a decade after
      the fall of Saigon, Hanoi was again involved in full-scale war on two fronts, with China to the north and with
      Cambodia to the west. Ironically, both were ruled by Communist parties that had been allies of the Vietnamese
      during the long struggle for power against the United States.
    


    
      Troubles with the new revolutionary government of Democratic Kampuchea, of course, had appeared before the end of
      the war. The mutual suspicion between Hanoi and the Pol Pot leadership of the KCP had reached serious proportions
      in the early 1970s and led to a purge of pro-Hanoi elements in the Cambodian party. Vietnamese Party leaders
      reportedly gave serious consideration to a proposal to overthrow Pol Pot and replace him with a leader more
      sympathetic to Hanoi. As soon as the Vietnam War ended, the dispute broke into the open. The first signs took the
      form of armed conflict along the Vietnam-Cambodia border. In the spring of 1975, Cambodian forces attacked
      several offshore islands held by the Vietnamese. The latter counterattacked and briefly seized Wai Island, from
      which some of the attacks had been launched. Attempts to achieve a negotiated settlement foundered. While the two
      sides appeared willing to agree on the land border as established by the French (Sihanouk had earlier expressed
      Cambodia's willingness to abandon its historic claim to the lands lost to the Vietnamese two centuries
      earlier in return for Hanoi's recognition of the current frontier), conflicting claims on the territorial
      seabed in the Gulf of Thailand, stimulated by global interest in offshore oil and undersea resources, proved
      harder to resolve.
    


    
      A more fundamental cause of conflict, however, lay in the long-term relations between the two countries. Hanoi,
      while publicly disavowing its earlier proposal for the formation of an "Indochinese Federation" linking
      Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, continued to press for the realization of a "special relationship" between
      the three countries because of their shared experience of opposition to imperialism. The new
      Pol Pot government in Cambodia, fed by a tradition of hostility and distrust of Vietnamese intentions, viewed the
      concept as a prescription for Vietnamese domination of its smaller neighbors and resisted Hanoi's proposal
      for intimate relations. As Hanoi drew closer to Moscow, Phnom Penh approached Beijing, which now viewed the Pol
      Pot government as a bulwark against Vietnamese expansion in Southeast Asia. By mid-1978, with border conflicts
      continuing, Hanoi lost patience and began to prepare for the overthrow of the Pol Pot regime. Guerrilla forces
      were recruited from among Cambodian refugees who had fled to Vietnam to escape the brutal policies of the Pol Pot
      leadership. In December a new united front—the Kampuchean National United Front for National Salvation
      (KNUFNS)—was established with the avowed aim of toppling Pol Pot and installing a new government in Phnom Penh.
      Shortly afterwards, Vietnamese regular units with the support of Cambodian guerrillas launched a massive invasion
      of eastern Cambodia and in a series of lightning assaults occupied the Cambodian capital on January 7, 1979. As
      the Pol Pot regime fled to the hills to continue its resistance, pro-Hanoi elements within the KCP under Heng
      Samrin set up a new Democratic People's Republic of Kampuchea (DPRK). Within weeks, the new regime had signed
      a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with Vietnam. Having initialed a similar pact with Laos the previous year,
      Hanoi had now achieved its "special relationship" with its western neighbors.
    


    
      On the debit side, the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia had serious repercussions on Vietnamese foreign policy
      objectives beyond Indochina. On a global scale, the action was condemned by a majority vote in the United Nations
      General Assembly, and a number of Western nations canceled planned aid projects with the SRV. Sporadic efforts to
      normalize relations with the United States and thus permit the establishment of trade ties were broken off
      sine die. More than ever, the Vietnamese were economically dependent upon their ally
      in Moscow. The implications of this situation had already been realized and acted upon. In mid-1978 Vietnam
      officially joined the Soviet-directed Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) and began to integrate its
      economic planning with that of Moscow and its socialist allies.
    


    
      Within Southeast Asia, the invasion derailed delicate negotiations between Hanoi and the five members of the
      Association for the Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). To the ASEAN nations, the invasion of Cambodia offered
      incontrovertible evidence that Vietnam still harbored expansionist objectives in the area and they retreated from
      tentative steps to improve relations with Hanoi. ASEAN took the lead in proposing a resolution in the United
      Nations requesting Vietnam to withdraw its troops from Cambodia, and some promised military assistance to fellow
      member Thailand should it be attacked by Vietnamese troops along the border. As the decade came to an end, continued resistance by Pol Pot forces inside Cambodia and signs of disaffection from the
      Heng Samrin government in Phnom Penh lent substance to the supposition that the Cambodian conflict had not yet
      reached a final resolution.
    


    
      A more serious consequence of the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, perhaps, was the exacerbation of Vietnamese
      relations with China. Ties between Hanoi and Beijing had become increasingly strained during the final years of
      the Vietnam War. The Vietnamese had resented China's limited support for their struggle in South Vietnam, as
      well as Beijing's decision in the early 1970s to seek a rapprochement with the United States. In turn, China
      had disapproved of Vietnamese willingness to retain and even strengthen its ties with Moscow. At war's end,
      relations were correct but cool, China refused to increase economic assistance for peacetime reconstruction and
      simply continued to provide aid as called for by previous agreements. The first sign of increasing tension took
      the form of territorial disagreements. Beijing and Hanoi registered conflicting claims over ownership of the
      Paracel and Spratly islands in the South China Sea. Soon clashes began to take place along the land frontier, and
      by 1978 complaints had begun to appear in the Chinese press that the Vietnamese were unilaterally moving border
      markers and harassing and even shooting Chinese citizens.
    


    
      The refugee issue and the Cambodian crisis provided additional causes for Chinese anger. As the exodus of ethnic
      Chinese rose to a flood during the spring of 1978, Beijing charged that Hanoi was mistreating its residents of
      Chinese descent and reneging on a 1955 agreement that the assimilation of Overseas Chinese would be gradual and
      voluntary. Hanoi retorted that the outflow of refugees had been provoked by rumors deliberately spread by Chinese
      Embassy officials in Hanoi and added that Vietnam was only doing what all Communist societies, including that of
      China, had done previously: taking measures to abolish the private trade sector. In mid-1978, China canceled all
      remaining aid projects in Vietnam, withdrew its advisers and technicians, and continued to complain of
      provocative Vietnamese activities along the frontier. It was also drawn increasingly to provide support to the
      government of Democratic Kampuchea, despite an apparent distaste on the part of the emerging Deng Xiaoping
      leadership for the radical policies of the Pol Pot regime.
    


    
      If Beijing's actions were motivated by a desire to persuade Hanoi to change the course of its foreign policy,
      the gambit failed. During 1978, Vietnam moved closer to confrontation with Phnom Penh and an open military
      alliance with the USSR. Soviet ships made limited but regular use of Vietnamese naval facilities at Da Nang and
      the old U.S. base at Cam Ranh Bay, leading to Chinese charges that Vietnam was being turned into a cat's-paw
      of Soviet aggression in Southeast Asia. Then in November, Hanoi and Moscow signed a treaty of friendship and
      cooperation. Although the pact did not call for automatic military assistance in case of
      war, it did provide for mutual consultations, and there were unsubstantiated rumors of a secret military
      protocol. An increase in the Soviet military presence in Vietnam during the months following the signing of the
      treaty lent credence to such reports.
    


    
      The tension increased when Vietnamese troops entered Cambodia, and Beijing warned Vietnam that its actions would
      not go unpunished. Early in 1979, Chinese military forces advanced into Vietnam at several points along the
      frontier. In a series of short but sometimes bitter battles, the Chinese seized a number of provincial capitals
      along the border, including Lao Cai and Lang Son, and destroyed Vietnamese installations and frontier defenses.
      The Vietnamese began to shift their regular forces northward toward the Viet Bac, but Beijing announced that it
      had no intention of attempting to advance into the Red River delta or to seize the capital of Hanoi, and in early
      March its forces withdrew into Chinese territory. Negotiations began in April, but Beijing's primary demands
      for a settlement—Vietnamese withdrawal from Cambodia, recognition of Chinese territorial claims, and Hanoi's
      disentanglement from its alliance with Moscow—were obviously unacceptable to Hanoi.
    


    
      Some Western observers contended that the new conflict in Southeast Asia was a product of the Sino-Soviet
      dispute. Presidential adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski claimed that the clash between Vietnam and Cambodia was
      actually a "proxy war" between Moscow and Beijing. There was undoubtedly a great deal of truth in this.
      The Chinese attack on Vietnam in early 1979 was motivated in part by its fear that Hanoi was acting as a
      stalking-horse for Soviet influence in Southeast Asia. In turn, growing Soviet ties with Hanoi were undoubtedly
      viewed in Moscow as a means of further isolating China from other countries in the area. But the heightened
      tension in the area should also be seen as representing the resumption of a historical process that had been
      temporarily submerged during the colonial period and the Vietnam War. In the precolonial era, the thrust of
      Vietnamese expansion to the south and West was one of the most dynamic political forces in Southeast Asia. This
      advance had been held in abeyance under French rule, but with the reunification of Vietnam in 1975 it resumed,
      now generated by the strong energetic impetus of the Vietnamese revolution.
    


    Reforming the
    Revolution


    
      By the early 1980s, the Party leadership belatedly recognized that the decision to seek all of its political,
      economic, and foreign policy goals simultaneously had been a mistake. It now sought to launch moderate reforms in
      the economic sector while maintaining a hard line in foreign affairs. Limited incentives
      were granted to spark industrial growth, and farmers were authorized to sign contracts with their collective
      units to use collective land in return for a certain amount of grain or other crop. The remainder of the harvest
      could be consumed privately or sold on the free market. In the meantime, the SRV maintained over 100,000
      occupation troops in the DPRK to prop up the Phnom Penh regime from attacks by the Khmer Rouge. Other thousands
      guarded the Sino-Vietnamese frontier.
    


    
      But it now became increasingly clear that the ambitious foreign policy agenda adopted after the seizure of Saigon
      was having severe consequences inside the SRV. Because of a severe lack of capital and technology and
      foot-dragging on the part of conservative members in the Politburo, the recovery of the economy from the doldrums
      at the end of the previous decade was sluggish. The problem was exacerbated by the heavy military expenditures
      required to maintain troops along the Chinese frontier and in Cambodia. China, the ASEAN states, and several
      Western countries, including the United States, attempted to heighten the pain by imposing an economic embargo on
      trade with the SRV and by creating a coalition government (formally called the Coalition Government of Democratic
      Kampuchea, or the CGDK) composed of several groups—including non-Communist elements led by Prince Norodom
      Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge—whose only common denominator was a dislike of Vietnamese domination.
    


    
      By the mid-1980s, alienation from the Party leadership in Vietnam had reached alarming levels, especially in the
      South, and even veteran conservatives within the Politburo like Truong Chinh reportedly recognized the need for
      further reforms. The death of Le Duan in the summer of 1986 sparked calls for a new Party leadership that would
      concentrate on resolving the country's serious economic and social problems. In December the Party held its
      Sixth National Congress and elected Nguyen Van Linh the new general secretary. The election appeared significant
      because Linh had earned a reputation in the postwar era as a pragmatic reformer while serving as the Party's
      senior representative in the South. The congress also dismissed veteran leaders such as Le Duc Tho, Pham Van
      Dong, and Truong Chinh from the Politburo.8
    


    
      The new Party chief lost no time in seeking to follow up on the decisions reached at the Sixth Congress. He
      announced a new program of renovation (doi moi) that was strikingly reminiscent of
      the Gorbachev program of perestroïka in the USSR. He promised to reduce the
      corruption that had become a spreading stain throughout the Party and government bureaucracy since the end of the
      war and encouraged citizens (and especially intellectuals) to criticize the shortcomings of the regime.
    


    
      The new program—which official sources in Hanoi insisted was sui generis and not an imitation of events in the
      Soviet Union—achieved visible results in the months following the Sixth Congress. A small but vibrant private sector composed primarily of small merchants, manufacturers, and service personnel began to
      flourish in the cities and towns, and signs of growing prosperity appeared in the countryside. But the surface
      indications of improvement were modest within the context of a society still chained to a primitive industrial
      base and characterized by the virtual nonexistence of a modern transportation and communications infrastructure.
      Foreign business interests, attracted by a liberal new investment code, began to make their appearance, but
      foreign and domestic entrepreneurs alike were often shackled by obstacles imposed by officials still accustomed
      to placing ideology and bureaucratic convenience over economic interests. The Party itself appeared unable to
      shake off the attitudes of the past as it sought to maintain the primacy of a state industrial sector now
      increasingly characterized as cumbersome and inefficient. By the end of the decade the Vietnamese economy was
      showing signs of improvement, but it was a long way from reaching the proverbial takeoff point for rapid
      industrial growth.
    


    
      Political reform was an even more sensitive matter. At first, spurred by criticism from intellectuals such as
      Nguyen Khac Vien that the Party's dominance over all aspects of society was stifling popular initiative,
      Nguyen Van Linh led the charge to decentralize the state apparatus and encourage greater freedom of expression.
      But the increasing sharpness of popular dissent—often voiced by ex-members of the NLF who felt that they had been
      shouldered aside by northerners in the aftermath of the war—combined with growing signs of instability in Eastern
      Europe as Communist regimes there began to disintegrate, aroused anxiety on the part of Veteran leaders who
      feared that too much political reform could bring about the collapse of Party authority. Nguyen Van Linh himself
      declared that democracy in Vietnam would not attempt to imitate the bourgeois democracy practiced in the West,
      and that the Communist Party would not tolerate opposition to its still dominant role in society.
    


    
      The regime also attempted to break the logjam in its relations with its neighbors. In tacit recognition of the
      costs of the occupation of the DPRK and the decline in support from Moscow, Party leaders now began to offer
      concessions to bring about a settlement in Cambodia. As an additional sign of "new thinking," they
      openly sought to improve relations with China and the United States. The regime courted the latter by offering
      cooperation in dealing with the festering issue of locating the remains of Americans missing in action (MIAs)
      during the Vietnam War. When that failed to bring an immediate end to the embargo, conservatives in the Politburo
      urged a closer relationship with China, whose own policies after the Tiananmen incident increasingly mirrored
      those of the SRV.
    


    
      In the fall of 1990, the regime announced a new series of reforms to create a more diversified economy and
      postpone indefinitely the transition to a socialist society. A new revised constitution was
      promulgated that was conspicuously silent on Marxist-Leninist principles, although it stated that the Communist
      Party was still "the force leading the State and society." With the retirement in 1991 of Nguyen Van
      Linh on the grounds of ill health, the Party selected a new general secretary. Do Muoi was a member of the
      veteran wartime generation and was reputed to be a conservative on ideological matters, but the new prime
      minister, Vo Van Kiet, was known as a moderate with considerable tolerance for the freewheeling economic behavior
      of business interests in the South. The regime continued to suppress opposition but appeared less sensitive to
      criticism than had been the case in the recent past. Most of the political prisoners held in the reeducation
      camps had by now been released back into society.
    


    
      The 1990s had also brought some significant achievements in foreign affairs. A peace treaty signed in Paris in
      1991 brought an end to the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia and appointed a new coalition government consisting
      of members of the non-Communist Sihanouk faction and the Phnom Penh government. The Khmer Rouge remained in
      sullen opposition. Vietnamese relations with the United States improved significantly, and Hanoi's
      cooperation in resolving the MIA issue induced the Clinton administration to end the economic embargo and launch
      the process of establishing diplomatic ties between the two countries. For Vietnamese policymakers, however,
      China continued to be a pressing problem, despite the existence of common interests and ideological perspectives.
      Hanoi's efforts to resolve the territorial dispute with Beijing over the island groups in the South China Sea
      had only modest results, providing Vietnamese leaders with an uncomfortable reminder of Beijing's imperial
      arrogance in the past. Having lost its onetime patron with the collapse of the USSR in 1991, the SRV now opened
      negotiations to become an active member of the ASEAN alliance.
    


    A Final Word


    
      In the two decades since the end of the Vietnam War, there have been significant changes in Southeast Asia. The
      specter of revolution has subsided, at least for the time being, and most if not all of the states in the region
      have moved in the direction of political stability and sustained economic growth. With the end of the
      Soviet-Vietnamese treaty and the decline of the U.S. military presence in the area, Southeast Asia has emerged
      from the vortex of the Cold War and begun to take charge of its own destiny. ASEAN is among the most effective of
      the multinational alliances in the world, and Cambodia has achieved a fragile, if not a durable, peace. China,
      long considered a major threat to the peace of the region, is now a looming but relatively
      benign presence to the north.
    


    
      For Vietnam, the consequences of these changes have been mixed but on the whole advantageous. The disappearance
      of the Soviet Union and the unravelling of the "special relationship" with Cambodia have undoubtedly
      caused some sleepless nights in Hanoi, but the regime has compensated for the loss by improving relations with
      China and the United States and by initiating a new and potentially far-reaching relationship with its neighbors
      in the region. Given the price the Vietnamese people paid for their friendship with Moscow, it is hard not to
      feel that, on the whole, they are better off under present circumstances.
    


    
      For Vietnamese leaders, the primary cause for concern about the future is the resurgence of China as an active
      and possibly intimidating force in the affairs of the region. The current Chinese government has insisted that it
      harbors no intention of seeking to become a great power, but its behavior in the ongoing dispute over ownership
      of the islands in the South China Sea suggests a willingness to use its power and influence to realize its
      objectives. If such proves to be the case, the Vietnamese will have to be at their most resourceful in protecting
      their national interests against their powerful and sometimes imperious neighbor.
    


    
      What are the prospects for the future? In the first edition of this book I remarked that although the future
      hardly looked bright for the long-suffering Vietnamese people, the Vietnamese revolution should not be judged
      solely in terms of its immediate consequences. The harsh and forbidding image that it projected in the years
      after the Vietnam War, I hoped, might be the first step in a process by which a talented, courageous, and
      industrious people could begin to play a formative and vital role in the affairs of humanity.
    


    
      Today, fifteen years later, there are promising signs that this process is under way. A new leadership has
      belatedly recognized the limited relevance of the Marxist-Leninist model to a developing society and has begun to
      experiment with free-market techniques. The resulting mixed approach to nation-building has been reasonably
      successful in increasing economic growth and raising the living standards of the Vietnamese people. The regime
      has been somewhat less innovative in the political arena, for Party leaders continue to resist measures of
      liberalization that would enable the population to play a greater role in its own destiny. "Collective
      mastery," Le Duan's catchy slogan during the early 1980s, remains a fiction.
    


    
      Vietnamese policymakers also face an intimidating challenge in bringing about a true reconciliation between the
      South and the North. Suspicion of freewheeling and entrepreneurial southerners on the part of dour northern
      leaders has exacerbated the long-standing historical and cultural differences between the regions and made a
      lasting integration of the two zones even more difficult. The successful resolution of this
      problem will go a long way toward assisting the Vietnamese people in realizing their historical destiny. A united
      and healthy Vietnam, willing and able to play a mature role in the affairs of the region, continues to be a
      prerequisite for the emergence and maintenance of a stable and autonomous Southeast Asia.
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