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FOREWORD BY THE SERIES EDITORS

The literature on the Second Indochina War is large and growing larger. Until recently, however, the literature suffered from a U.S.-centric focus and a tendency to look solely at decision-making in Washington. To paraphrase historian Gaddis Smith’s classic description of Cold War historiography, it was the history of “one hand clapping.” Too few studies placed U.S. policymaking into its wider international context; fewer still gave a voice to the “other side,” the Vietnamese who fought so long and hard to defeat first the French and then the South Vietnamese government and its American allies.

But the picture is changing, as scholars with the requisite linguistic skills begin to work in depth in Vietnamese archival and other materials, as well as in voluminous French- and English-language sources. Pierre Asselin knows these materials as well as anyone, having mined them for several pathbreaking studies over the past decade. Now Asselin gives us Hanoi’s Road to the Vietnam War , 1954–1965 , the first detailed scholarly assessment of the subject ever published in English. It is a penetrating, lucid, and compelling study of the period between the end of the First Indochina War and the large-scale escalation of the Second.

Other authors writing in English have examined North Vietnamese decision-making in this vital period. Few, however, have done so in the kind of detail—and using the wide array of primary sources—that Asselin does here. This book shows how Hanoi leaders viewed the evolving situation in the late 1950s and early 1960s, not merely in South Vietnam but also in the Cold War power centers of Washington, Moscow, and Beijing. In Asselin’s telling, the North Vietnamese were never puppets of the Soviet Union and China; for the most part, they were able to make autonomous decisions during the period in question. More than that, North Vietnamese planners at times “exercised more leverage over their allies than the allies exercised over them.” Gradually, and despite sharp internal differences of opinion, policymakers in Hanoi shifted from a cautious strategy focused on non-violent political struggle to what Asselin sees as a “risky, even reckless” approach centered on resumption of military action. They never wanted war with the United States, he maintains, but they were determined to have what war would bring them: the reunification of the country under their control.

In telling this story the author adds much to the understanding of one of the most important conflicts of the twentieth century. It is with pleasure that we include his study in our series.

Christopher Goscha, Université du Québec à Montréal

Fredrik Logevall, Cornell University 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS









	ARVN
	Army of the Republic of Vietnam; formerly the Vietnamese National Army; armed forces of the RVN



	CCP
	Chinese Communist Party



	COSVN
	Central Office (Directorate) for Southern Vietnam; Politburo-run organ in charge of coordinating communist activity in the southern third of Vietnam (former Cochinchina), 1951–54 (including all of Cambodia) and 1961–75; “upgraded” incarnation of the Nam Bo Executive Committee



	CPSU
	Communist Party of the Soviet Union



	DRV/DRVN
	Democratic Republic of Vietnam; government of northern Vietnam, controlled by the VWP and based in Hanoi from October 1954; claimed sole jurisdiction over all of Vietnam



	GPD
	General Political Department; organ in charge of ideological conformity within the PAVN



	ICP
	Indochinese Communist Party; previous incarnation of the VWP; founded in 1930



	ICSC
	International Commission for Supervision and Control in Vietnam; organ consisting of representatives from India, Canada, and Poland set up after July 1954 to supervise implementation of the Geneva accords



	Interzone IV
	Northern central Vietnam, including a portion below the seventeenth parallel



	Interzone V
	Southern central Vietnam, including the Central Highlands



	MAAG
	Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina (1950–55), Vietnam (1955–62); created to promote military partnership between the United States and France and the SOVN/RVN; incorporated into MACV and renamed Field Advisory Element, Vietnam, in 1962



	MACV
	Military Assistance Command, Vietnam; U.S. military command in South Vietnam, 1962–73



	Nam Bo Executive
	Politburo-run organ coordinating communist activity in 



	Committee 
	the southern third of Vietnam (former Cochinchina), 1954–61; “downgraded” incarnation of COSVN



	NATO
	North Atlantic Treaty Organization; United States–led organization for collective defense in Europe and North America, 1949–present



	NLF
	National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam; southern Vietnamese broad-based umbrella organization created in 1960 and controlled by Hanoi to oppose the RVN



	PAVN
	People’s Army of Vietnam; armed forces of the DRVN controlled by the VWP



	PCSVN
	Party Committee of South Vietnam; southern branch of the VWP to 1962



	PLAF
	People’s Liberation Armed Forces; armed wing of the NLF



	PRC
	People’s Republic of China



	PRP
	People’s Revolutionary Party, formerly the PCSVN; ostensibly an independent southern Vietnamese communist party established in 1962, in actuality part of the VWP



	RVN
	Republic of Vietnam, formerly the SOVN; proclaimed in October 1955 by President Ngo Dinh Diem from its capital at Saigon; claimed sole jurisdiction over all of Vietnam



	SEATO
	Southeast Asia Treaty Organization; United States–led organization for collective defense in Southeast Asia, 1955–77



	SOVN
	State of Vietnam; purportedly independent Vietnamese government organized by France in 1949 under Emperor Bao Dai as head of state; became the RVN in 1955



	VFF
	Vietnam Fatherland Front; mass organization promoting national unity, loyalty to the DRVN and VWP, and resistance to foreign aggression and internal subversion in the DRVN



	Viet Cong/VC
	Pejorative term used in reference to southern communists and their sympathizers, including, after 1960, members of the NLF; abbreviated form of either Viet Nam Cong san (Vietnamese Communist) or Viet minh Cong san (Viet Minh Communist)



	Viet Minh
	United front organized in 1941 by the ICP to fight the Japanese occupation of Indochina; served as the main nationalist front in the war against the French between 1946 and 1951, when it was officially dissolved and became part of the Lien Viet Front; blanket term used in reference to those who fought against the French during the Indochina War (1946–54)



	VWP
	Vietnamese Workers’ Party, also known as Lao Dong Party; replaced the ICP in 1951 and controlled the DRVN government after 1954; renamed the Vietnamese Communist Party in 1976
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MAP 1. Indochina, 1954–1975
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MAP 2. North Vietnam, 1954–1975
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MAP 3. South Vietnam, 1954–1975






Introduction

This study relates the evolution of the strategic thinking on national liberation and reunification of the communist leadership of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRVN) from the signing of the 1954 Geneva accords on Indochina to the onset of American military intervention in Vietnam in March 1965. It addresses that leadership’s gradual shift from a cautious approach centered on nonviolent political struggle to a risky, even reckless strategy predicated on major combat operations and decisive victory over enemy forces. In doing so, the study elucidates the origins of the conflict DRVN authorities called the “Anti-American Resistance for National Salvation,” which Vietnamese today refer to as the American War and Americans have always known as the Vietnam War. Specifically, it sheds light on the elements informing the Vietnamese communist revolutionary strategy and the domestic and foreign policies that strategy produced. It tells the story of how North Vietnamese decision-makers negotiated the Cold War during one of its “hot” phases and exposes—to the extent available sources permit—the mindset of those decision-makers and the worldview that conditioned it. In short, this is a history of the origins of the Vietnam War from the perspective of leaders on “the other side.”

DRVN leaders accepted the Geneva accords in July 1954 because they hoped their implementation would preclude American military intervention and deliver what an eight-year war against France could not: the reunification of Vietnam under their governance. Because the latter prospect never materialized, they spent the better part of the next decade debating whether to fulfill their core objective by resuming hostilities, and otherwise searching for ways to “liberate” the South without provoking a military showdown with the United States or compromising other vital interests of Vietnam’s revolutionary struggle.


Western accounts of the origins of the Vietnam War have tended to present DRVN leaders as relatively passive agents, emphasizing instead the pressures exerted upon them by key allies in Beijing and Moscow and the active roles assumed by rivals in Saigon and Washington. As it turns out, those leaders played a central role in shaping the events of 1954–65 in their country. To be sure, they were always mindful of the circumstances and imperatives they confronted, the Cold War context in which they operated, and the needs and desires of the Soviet Union and China, upon whom they depended heavily for political and material support. But despite these constraints, they implacably pursued what they saw as the best interests of the Vietnamese revolution and the so-called world revolution. Those interests included accommodating, or at least appearing to accommodate, the sometimes conflicting demands made on the DRVN by its socialist allies, who were more deeply invested in the global Cold War and, as time went by, increasingly at odds with one another over relations with the West and strategies to advance the global revolutionary process. That DRVN leaders managed their allies with such finesse is one of their impressive achievements. They were never puppets of those allies, and their ability to make autonomous decisions was never seriously compromised. In fact, owing to the Sino-Soviet dispute, whose ramifications in Vietnam are explored in some depth in this study, there were times when the Vietnamese exercised more leverage over their allies than the allies exercised over them. Informed alternately by nationalist, internationalist, and other considerations, the DRVN leadership’s decisions were always its own, and the tragic events that unfolded in Indochina in the decade beginning in 1965 owe as much—if not more—to those decisions as to decisions made in Washington and Saigon.1

Vietnamese communists involved in the national liberation and reunification struggle did not always agree on strategic and other important matters. As historian Patricia Pelley writes of those who fought against the French, they were “internally divided” and sometimes “struggled violently among themselves.”2 After 1954 as before, sharp differences of opinion over strategy and tactics existed among members and leaders of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP), the communist organ that controlled DRVN decision-making, though these rarely manifested themselves openly. Most notable was the tug-of-war between, on the one hand, those who supported suspension of hostilities in July 1954 and peaceful reunification under the Geneva accords thereafter and, on the other hand, those who believed that those accords unnecessarily abrogated revolutionary gains below the seventeenth parallel and who wanted to continue fighting until complete victory. Whereas the former feared the reaction of Washington and, to a lesser extent, that of their own allies to prolongation and then resumption of hostilities, the latter accepted the risks inherent in choosing war to expeditiously achieve the “liberation” of the South and national reunification under the communist aegis. On the basis of their attitudes and the reasoning behind them, the detractors of armed struggle formed the party’s risk-averse, temporizing “moderate” wing, and its advocates constituted the risk-acceptant, impetuous “militant” wing.3

As prospects for peaceful reunification faded after 1956—the deadline set by the Geneva accords to hold countrywide elections on the issue—moderates at the helm of the VWP remained wary of American intervention and sought to postpone resumption of war at least long enough to complete the rehabilitation and socialist transformation of the northern economy as well as the reorganization and modernization of the armed forces undertaken following the signing of the accords. Militants, for their part, were at that point keener than ever to resort to war to finish the job in the South, even as the North and its armed forces underwent their makeover.4 The onset of the Sino-Soviet dispute shortly thereafter exacerbated tensions within the VWP, as Moscow’s new revolutionary prescriptions calling for peaceful settlement of disputes between the capitalist and socialist camps validated moderate injunctions against resumption of military struggle in Vietnam, and Beijing’s radical theses on violent national liberation and the inevitability of war between the two camps emboldened militants. Ensconced in Hanoi after October 1954, the party leadership attempted to palliate the resulting discord between the two factions and shaped revolutionary strategy on the basis of majority consensus in the Politburo and Central Committee. 

Whether of moderate or militant inclination, DRVN leaders never wanted military confrontation with the United States. It is therefore paradoxical that the eventual conflict between Hanoi and Washington—the Vietnam War—was precipitated by the outcome of a Central Committee meeting that convened in late 1963. Until then, Hanoi’s cautiousness had precluded the introduction of American combat forces and a wider war, which seemed avertable for the immediate future. However, the final resolution adopted at the conclusion of the meeting, which called for unrestricted military struggle in the South and comprehensive commitment of the North to that struggle, proved to be a seminal development in the coming of the Vietnam War, producing as it did a drastic escalation of the ongoing insurgency below the seventeenth parallel in 1964. In light of that development, it is not unreasonable to consider the deployment of American combat forces to South Vietnam in massive numbers the following year as a response to—and not the source of—the onset of “big war” on the Indochinese peninsula. It was, of course, the Lyndon Johnson administration that decided to Americanize hostilities that year. But that decision was not made in a vacuum, and the prior decision of the VWP Central Committee hastened it and warranted, in Washington’s view, mass deployments of American ground and other forces to Vietnam.5

Obviously, the United States cannot be exonerated for its role in creating the circumstances that produced the Vietnam War. However, it is important to understand that those who led the Vietnamese communist campaign against it and the regime in Saigon were neither passive nor innocent in that process. It is equally important to dispel the myth that those leaders were actually mere nationalists forced by circumstances to jump on the communist bandwagon and resort to war to protect their country against yet another foreign aggressor.6 That is the narrative DRVN authorities at the time propagated in the West with great success, and which far too many Americans who write and teach about the Vietnam War have helped to perpetuate. The essence of that narrative is false, and this study exposes the deficiencies in its central tenets.

Why does the story of Hanoi in the 1954–65 period matter? Because during that time North Vietnam became a crucible of the global Cold War, of the postwar international environment shaped by the intersection of the Soviet-American rivalry, the Sino-Soviet dispute, and ardent political activism in the Third World. The DRVN was a proud member of the socialist camp, but it was also a newly decolonized polity engaged in a national liberation struggle below the seventeenth parallel. After signing the Geneva accords, its leaders contended with not just the United States and the regime it abetted in Saigon, but also socialist allies, whose support was desperately needed to build socialism in the North. The DRVN played a—if not the—leading role in the socialist camp’s attempts to mediate Sino-Soviet discord, which was remarkable, considering that it was among that camp’s youngest members. It also concerned itself with nonaligned and Third World states, considered ideological kith and kin to whom the DRVN hoped to be an example of the possibilities of national liberation.

In hindsight, North Vietnam after 1954 may well have been, as its leaders insisted at the time, “the center of big contradictions in the world.” Thus, studying Hanoi, attempting to see the world through its eyes, enables us to better understand the currents and tendencies that conditioned politics globally and locally in the socialist camp and the Third World during an important phase of the Cold War. Despite the unique and singular aspects of its story—and they are many—Hanoi proposed to act as a standard-bearer for national liberation or, alternatively, a promoter of nonalignment, while fashioning itself as a vanguard for Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism. “The most powerful states dominate international politics,” historian Jeremy Suri writes, “but the small places in between define the fate of the world.”7 The DRVN certainly left an indelible mark on the world after 1954.

•••

The best-known English-language study of Hanoi’s decision-making during the period covered of this study is William Duiker’s  The Communist Road to Power in Vietnam,  published more than three decades ago.8 While still useful, Duiker’s work, even in its second edition, is now dated because it rests on a narrower array of sources than is currently available. It is also largely descriptive; that is, it narrates a story of party and government policies without probing deeply into the motives and circumstances behind them. The same may be said of Carl Thayer’s War by Other Means,  a richly detailed story focusing on the period 1954–60.9 More recent and also useful are works by Ang Cheng Guan, including The Vietnam War from the Other Side  and Vietnamese Communists’ Relations with China and the Second Indochina Conflict,  1956–1962 . The former is a concise, well-researched account of the origins and early stages of the Vietnam War with a focus on military strategy and operations; the latter is the only in-depth study of Hanoi’s relationship with China prior to the onset of war.10 Lien-Hang Nguyen’s Hanoi’s War  focuses on the 1965–73 period but provides excellent information about DRVN leaders’ personalities and attitudes on war and diplomacy prior to the war against the United States.11 Few scholars today understand the thinking of the Vietnamese communist leadership before and during the war better than Ang and Nguyen, and their contributions to our understanding of that thinking are the most valuable since Duiker’s and Thayer’s. The second edition of William Turley’s The Second Indochina War  covers both the Vietnamese communist and American perspectives, and it is the best book on the war.12 Turley draws heavily from Vietnamese sources and offers revealing insights into DRVN decision-making. And there are several other works useful for making sense of Hanoi’s policies and relations with its allies and enemies alike.13

This study is intended not to supersede these earlier works but to supplement and update them on the basis of new documentary evidence and interpretations. It builds on the contributions of Duiker, Thayer, Ang, Nguyen, and Turley especially, and cites their findings and assessments often—and gratefully. In tracing the evolution of the communist road to the Vietnam War, this study demonstrates how ideology informed the view that the leadership in Hanoi had of itself and its purposes and tasks in governing the country, furthering the Vietnamese revolution, navigating the Cold War, and meeting international obligations.14 More than previous works, this study addresses the diplomatic dimensions of Hanoi’s revolutionary strategy.

In doing so, this study relies on Vietnamese as well as western primary sources to document Vietnamese policy and decision-making and will hopefully encourage students of these subjects to reassess long-standing assumptions about and understandings of Hanoi’s strategic thinking, as well as its relationship with other important actors during the period leading to the war. Hopefully, too, this study will infuse new meaning into many details of a story now generally familiar, at least in its overall contours.

Chapter 1 examines DRVN policymaking between the signing of the Geneva accords in 1954 and the end of 1956. Despite opposition from within, the VWP resolved to abide by the accords because Ho Chi Minh and other key leaders thought they would likely eventuate in peaceful national reunification under their governance. To those ends, in September 1954 they instructed operatives and supporters in both halves of Vietnam to respect the accords, undertaking no activity that might undermine them or provoke or justify noncompliance by the enemy. Meanwhile, they committed themselves to economic recovery and consolidation in the area above the seventeenth parallel, to a “North-first” policy. These decisions, including the mandatory regroupment to the North of the bulk of southern Viet Minh forces, particularly frustrated Le Duan and other militant southern communists who considered suspension of armed struggle and the accords generally detrimental to the long-range goals of the communist revolution. After the deadline for national elections passed in mid-1956, Hanoi continued to adhere to peaceful political struggle in the South because it was by then consumed with the task of transforming the economy and the society in the North along socialist lines. In the meantime, the Ngo Dinh Diem regime in Saigon established itself as the sole vector of power in the South and nearly annihilated the remnants of the communist movement there. In late 1956, the VWP Central Committee authorized southern communists to conduct acts of terrorism against the regime and its supporters but would not sanction an actual military struggle despite pleas from southern militants, including the fiery and indignant Le Duan.

Chapter 2 considers the period from 1957 to 1959, when Hanoi authorized the resort to revolutionary violence in the South and permitted, albeit reluctantly, armed struggle on a limited scale and with only minimal support from the North. Resolution 15, as the authorizing document was called, and the guidelines for implementing it represented the first important revision of the party’s revolutionary strategy in nearly five years. They spawned an insurgency in the South that enabled communists there to better protect themselves from Diem’s regime but achieved little else. Chapters 3 to 5 relate the ups and downs of the southern insurgency as well as other pertinent developments between 1960 and the collapse of the Geneva accords on Laos in late 1962, including the implications of the Sino-Soviet dispute in Vietnam. Despite having revised its revolutionary strategy in 1959, the DRVN leadership for much of this period treaded cautiously both domestically and internationally as it sought to offset seemingly irreconcilable pressures. While southern militants took liberties in using violence and clamored for unrestricted military struggle and greater DRVN involvement below the seventeenth parallel, the Soviet Union—and China too for a period—exhorted Hanoi to avoid provoking the Americans in the South and concentrate instead on building socialism in the North. As these pressures mounted, Washington extended its interference in the South, as well as in Laos and Cambodia, both of which Hanoi had hoped would remain neutral.

By 1963, DRVN decision-makers faced a pressing dilemma: whether to respond favorably to the pleas of party militants and risk provoking the Americans or indulge Moscow’s call for the peaceful settlement of Cold War disputes, thus maintaining the current course in the South and the “North-first” policy to the likely detriment of the reunification struggle. That dilemma produced a critical development in the coming of the Vietnam War—the VWP’s internal debate on revolutionary strategy of late 1963. Until that point, moderates had for all intents and purposes dictated party policymaking. But the coup that overthrew Diem that year brought to a head the conflict between them and their militant detractors. A Central Committee meeting held immediately after the coup in Saigon produced a resolution sanctioning war in the South with full DRVN backing and shifted control of party decision-making to militants. Led by Le Duan, who was first secretary of the VWP by this time, the militants actually staged a coup of their own in Hanoi, overhauling the party leadership and changing the balance of power there through a purge of leading moderates and others opposed to war as a policy for liberating the South. The following year, communist-led forces began major combat operations below the seventeenth parallel. After the so-called Tonkin Gulf incident in August, the Politburo authorized the deployment of the first units of the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) to the South, effectively instigating the Vietnam War. These and related developments are the subject of chapter 7.

The epilogue explores the effects in Hanoi of Washington’s decisions in the spring of 1965 to deploy American combat forces to South Vietnam and initiate sustained aerial and naval bombardments of the North. It also considers communist plans for defeating American forces in the South and neutralizing the impact of the bombings, and reflects on the relevance of the subject matter of this study for understanding the course and outcome of the Vietnam War.

NOTE ON DOCUMENTARY AND OTHER SOURCES

Vietnamese authorities closely guard their archives. The most revealing records—those of the party and of the Foreign and Defense Ministries—are essentially inaccessible. The end of the Cold War more than two decades ago has changed little in terms of how Vietnamese authorities treat documentary materials on the Vietnam War and the scholars who want access to them. Owing to the absence of the complete documentary record and the lack of transparency in Vietnamese communist policymaking in Vietnam today, as in the past, it is difficult to know precisely what went on behind closed doors when leaders met and what specific factors and circumstances informed their decisions. The resulting dearth of sources on party decision-making, and the proceedings of the Secretariat, Politburo, and Central Committee in particular, in the period of this study is a major impediment to understanding just what happened. For the period 1954–65, that impediment can be neutralized, to a degree at least.

In attempting to capture Hanoi’s perspective on domestic and international issues, I used an assortment of Vietnamese primary and secondary materials. I found valuable sources of information in the holdings of Vietnam National Archives Center 3 (Trung tam Luu tru Quoc gia 3) in Hanoi, a governmental archive, especially in the files (phong)  of the Prime Minister’s Office (Phu Thu tuong) and the National Assembly (Quoc hoi). Though it had little power or influence, the National Assembly was a venue for debating domestic and foreign policies, and its records offer useful insights. Most relevant for my purposes were the party documents reproduced in Van kien Dang—Toan tap  (Party Documents—Complete Series). Published by National Political Publishers (Nha xuat ban Chinh tri quoc gia), the series is organized chronologically, each volume typically encompassing a single year and including a wide array of documents on domestic and foreign affairs generated by the general/first secretary, the Secretariat, the Politburo, the Central Committee, and other prominent party leaders and organs. Especially useful are Central Committee resolutions, Politburo reports, various guidelines and directives, and Secretariat instructions. The documentary record in these volumes is incomplete, and the materials included have been vetted by party officials and the editors. Nonetheless, the series has much merit, providing as it does a sense of the evolving concerns of policymakers, like the Foreign Relations of the United States  series does for our understanding of American decision-making. The Vietnam Center and Archive at Texas Tech University has an abundance of excellent Vietnamese communist documents in translation, many of which have been digitized and made available online through its Virtual Vietnam Archive. Other Vietnamese sources useful for my purposes include articles published at the time in Hoc tap,  the party’s theoretical journal, as well as official histories, scholarly works, and personal memoirs.

To fill gaps in the story I pieced together from Vietnamese sources, I consulted British, French, and Canadian governmental archives. London maintained a consulate general in Hanoi after 1954 and played a role in Vietnamese affairs as cochair of the Geneva Conference on Indochina. France had a high commission in Indochina headquartered in Hanoi, which became a general delegation following the partition of Vietnam. DRVN leaders welcomed the French presence because they needed the collaboration of Paris to implement the Geneva accords. By the time the collapse of the accords became obvious, the French had proven their usefulness to Hanoi by advocating peaceful resolution of the crisis in the South and opposing or otherwise manifesting only lukewarm support for the regime in Saigon and American intervention in the region. Canada, for its part, kept a permanent mission in Hanoi to fulfill its obligations as a member of the International Commission for Supervision and Control in Vietnam, the organ set up after July 1954 to supervise implementation of the Geneva accords. The British, French, and Canadian missions were in a unique position to observe and analyze situations in the DRVN, and they produced illuminating reports on political and economic developments there, which are now available for scrutiny in London, Paris, and Ottawa, respectively. The diplomats assigned to the missions also learned revealing details about goings-on in Hanoi through regular contacts with North Vietnamese officials as well as with counterparts from socialist bloc countries, which they reported to their home governments. London’s Foreign Office, the Quai d’Orsay (France’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs), and Ottawa’s Department of External Affairs similarly generated insightful reports on DRVN domestic and diplomatic developments, as did the British, French, and Canadian Embassies in Moscow and Beijing. To the extent possible, I have tried to let these and the Vietnamese documents tell the story of Hanoi’s struggle for national reunification in the decade after July 1954. Because the United States tended to rely on the British and the Canadians for information about Hanoi, my use of American documents is limited.

NOTE ON THE VWP’S POWER STRUCTURE

The head of the VWP (Dang Lao dong Viet Nam) was known as the general secretary (Tong Bi thu) until the September 1960 National Party Congress, and the first secretary (Bi thu Thu nhat) thereafter. He presided over the Secretariat (Ban Bi thu), which managed the day-to-day business of the party and monitored implementation of party polices. The Politburo (Bo Chinh tri), comprising approximately a dozen members, including the secretary who also ran it, decided “in the spirit of collective leadership” both party and state policies. The Central Executive Committee (Ban Chap hanh Trung uong), or Central Committee in this study, consisted of sixteen full and sixteen alternate, or “candidate” (nonvoting), members before the 1960 Congress, and forty-seven to forty-nine full and thirty-one alternate members thereafter, including all members of the Politburo. It debated issues and policies, made recommendations to the Politburo, and on occasion sanctioned policies.

The policies formulated and approved by these organs were disseminated downward to the rest of the party membership, usually by the Secretariat, or relayed to the government for implementation. Publicly opposing or even questioning the so-called party line was forbidden; “unity of thought” was essential to achieving revolutionary objectives. Party regulations required that “members should be obedient to the organization, lower echelons should be obedient to higher echelons, and the entire party should be obedient to the central committee” and to the Politburo in particular.15 Besides, the purported perfectionism and infallibility of Marxism-Leninism required that the VWP always appear confident in its decisions and abilities.16

Typically in a communist country, delegates representing the party membership convene every five years in a national congress, such as that of September 1960. The meetings of the congress are typically occasions for outlining plans for the next five years, formalizing policies, confirming a new Politburo and Central Committee (usually as nominated by the party’s Organization Committee), and announcing the reappointment or selection of a new party secretary. Due to circumstances, the various incarnations of the Communist Party in Vietnam held only three congresses before 1976, in 1935, 1951, and 1960. After each National Congress, the numbering of Central Committee meetings, or “plenums,” reverts to one. Thus, the famous Fifteenth Plenum of the Central Committee in 1959 was the fifteenth meeting of that organ since the 1951 Congress, and the seminal Ninth Plenum of 1963 was the ninth meeting of the Central Committee that was confirmed at the Third Party Congress of 1960.

NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS AND VIETNAMESE WORDS AND NAMES

Translations from French and Vietnamese are my own. Due to publishing constraints, Vietnamese diacritical marks have been omitted in the text and notes. As is standard in Vietnam, Vietnamese personal names are used where the entire name is not. In Vietnamese, the personal name comes last. For example, Pham Van Dong (surname “Pham”) is known as “Dong.” Exceptions to the rule include Ho Chi Minh, commonly called “Ho,” and Le Duan and Truong Chinh, who are typically referred to by their full names.
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Choosing Peace, 1954–1956

By the summer of 1954, the world seemed slightly safer than it had been just a few months before, as a “hot” phase in the Cold War came to an end. The Korean and Indochina Wars had done much to increase tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union while marking the emergence of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as an ardent opponent of American “neo-imperialism” and a dynamic player in global politics. But the death of Stalin, the cease-fire in Korea, and the Geneva accords on Indochina offered some reprieve. Specifically, they presented Washington and Moscow with an opportunity to ease tensions between them, for rapprochement.

As Moscow grappled with matters relating to Stalin’s succession, Beijing attended to domestic problems, and Washington warily watched events. There was much cause for concern in Washington, including the antics of Senator Joseph McCarthy at home, the French humiliation at Dien Bien Phu followed by the onset of the Algerian war of independence, the advent of the fiercely nationalist and purportedly neutralist regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser in Cairo, and starting in September, Beijing’s sustained bombardment of islands controlled by the pro-American regime of Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) in the first Taiwan Strait crisis. Alarmed by developments in Guatemala that year, the administration of U.S. president Dwight Eisenhower resorted to methods employed the previous year in Iran—in removing prime minister Mohammad Mosaddegh from power—to get rid of Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán’s leftist and “touchy” government. Shortly thereafter, the administration affirmed its commitment to the containment of communist influence in Southeast Asia by signing the Manila Pact, which provided for the creation of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). Fatefully, it also began a comprehensive aid program, jointly with the French at first, to prop up the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem in Saigon as a bulwark against communist expansion in Vietnam. Soon Americans were training Diem’s fledgling armed forces and becoming otherwise more directly involved in Indochina.

After signing the Geneva accords, the communist leaders of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRVN) did their best to abide by their letter and spirit. The accords, they hoped, would allow them to achieve national reunification under their authority without further bloodshed following countrywide elections to take place within two years. In a September 1954 directive formalizing their intentions, the leaders ordered most of their troops in the South to repatriate to the North and explicitly prohibited those who stayed from resuming hostilities. Owing largely to Diem, the elections never took place. Although that dimmed the prospect for peaceful reunification, DRVN leaders refused to amend their stance on military struggle in the South. Instead, they rehabilitated and developed the economy in the North, to the dismay of communists who remained in the South and became targets of the Diem regime.

BEGINNINGS

On 2 September 1945, in the immediate aftermath of Japan’s surrender in World War II, Ho Chi Minh, a longtime communist and anticolonialist leader, proclaimed the independence of the DRVN from Ba Dinh Square in Hanoi. The proclamation culminated the relatively peaceful process known to Vietnamese as the August Revolution. In that revolution, communist and nationalist forces, who had been amalgamated into the Viet Minh united front in 1941 to resist the Japanese occupation of Indochina (that is, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos), wrested the reins of power from the defeated occupiers and forced the abdication of the last Nguyen emperor, a figurehead named Bao Dai, thus ending ten centuries of dynastic rule in Vietnam.1 During the war, the Japanese had effectively ended French colonial control on the peninsula, though France never forswore its mission civilisatrice there and was in fact working to reassert it even as Ho made his proclamation. Unwilling to accept the reimposition of colonial rule, Ho and the DRVN leadership remobilized the Viet Minh to resist it.

Following the gradual reoccupation of most of Indochina by French forces over the next year and a half, full-scale war broke out in December 1946. The conflict became an integral part of the Cold War after the newly formed PRC extended diplomatic recognition to the DRVN government in January 1950, followed by the Soviet Union and the rest of the socialist camp. Having consented to a revolutionary division of labor with Moscow, Beijing thereafter provided massive assistance to the Viet Minh, including hundreds of military advisers. Reeling from the “loss” of China and suddenly alarmed at the possibility of communist domination of Southeast Asia, Washington, until then largely uninvolved in Indochinese affairs, responded in kind, supplying ever increasing aid to the French and to the ostensibly autonomous regime France had established in Saigon and named the State of Vietnam (SOVN), under none other than Bao Dai.2 The outbreak of the Korean War in June solidified American resolve to prevent a Viet Minh victory.

The internationalization of the Indochina War markedly raised the stakes and intensified the hostilities in Vietnam but failed to tip the scale in favor of either side. Even the Viet Minh’s spectacular victory over French forces at Dien Bien Phu did not meaningfully change the balance of forces in the country. In the end, pervasive war weariness among the Vietnamese masses and Viet Minh, as well as the nagging concerns of their Soviet and Chinese allies about prolonging the war and, most importantly, the chilling prospect of American intervention, convinced DRVN decision-makers to suspend their military struggle and try to settle their differences with France diplomatically.

On 21 July 1954, after long and contentious negotiations, French and DRVN authorities agreed to a cease-fire, division of the country into two regroupment zones separated at the seventeenth parallel, mandatory regroupment of all French and SOVN military forces south of that line and all Viet Minh forces north of it, and voluntary migration of civilians between the two zones.3 Ho Chi Minh and the DRVN government received sanction to administer the northern regroupment zone while France—and by extension the SOVN—remained sovereign in the southern zone. As the division of the country was to be temporary, the “Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference” called for consultations between representatives of the two zonal governments to set terms for national elections to reunify the country under a single government.4 Ominously, Washington refused to endorse the declaration.5 Despite reservations of their own, DRVN leaders accepted the Geneva accords because they hoped their implementation would preclude American military intervention while delivering what war could not: reunification of Vietnam under their governance.

HOPING FOR THE BEST

After accepting the Geneva accords, DRVN leaders set out to convince their followers on both sides of the seventeenth parallel that suspending hostilities short of complete victory was strategically correct. To that end, they impressed upon their military forces and political operatives the need to respect the cease-fire and trust that national reunification would come in no more than two years, following general elections that their side would surely win. Unless otherwise instructed by the leadership, all troops in the South had to regroup to the North, and communists who stayed behind were to do nothing to undermine the new accords or precipitate hostilities. Violating the accords, DRVN authorities warned, would give the Americans and their allies an excuse to derail the reunification process and sabotage the promised elections. For the time being, the struggle for unification had to be carried out “according to a peaceful approach.” “Our people must continue their protracted and arduous struggle by peaceful methods in order to consolidate peace and achieve reunification.”6 It was not just that the leadership wished to preclude American intervention and thought everyone, including its troops, needed a respite from war; it was also that much of the area which fell under its jurisdiction after July 1954 was in ruins, and improving conditions there was imperative.7 A “North-first” policy was therefore in order.

To keep the reunification process on track in the South, DRVN leaders directed cadres—indoctrinated, “professional” communist revolutionaries responsible for mobilizing public support for DRVN policies—there to court groups friendly to western interests, including Catholics and those who had served in the colonial administration.8 The purpose of this “political struggle” was to win hearts and minds, to convince such groups and the civilian population generally that DRVN authorities respected ideological, social, and political diversity as well as Vietnamese nationalism in all its guises, and to promote peaceful reunification of the country.9 Treating the sizeable minority of Catholics, former civil servants, and other civilians solicitously could have a “very big influence” on the result of the upcoming elections, the communist leadership remarked.10

Admittedly, DRVN leaders shared “a genuine apprehension” that Paris, Washington, and the SOVN regime in Saigon would not respect the terms of the accords. Early on, defense minister Vo Nguyen Giap warned the Canadian commissioner on the International Commission for Supervision and Control in Vietnam (ICSC) that Ngo Dinh Diem, who had become SOVN premier during the Geneva Conference and had no real hand in forging the accords, “had no intention” of “carrying out the agreement” and “it would be difficult for anyone to force him to do so.”11 Nonetheless, the man hailed as the architect of the victory over the French at Dien Bien Phu and other key DRVN leaders thought it in their best interests, for now, to honor the main provisions of the accords. If the accords were successfully implemented, they would secure the withdrawal of foreign forces and national reunification under their own aegis without further bloodshed and material destruction. DRVN leaders “accepted the Geneva compromise,” in the words of a French diplomat, “only because we made them realize that it presented them with a serious chance to achieve, by peaceful means, [their] wartime objectives.”12 For Vietnamese communist authorities, the Canadian commissioner told Ottawa, the outcome of the 1956 national elections on reunification mandated by the Geneva accords was “a foregone conclusion.” The only major obstacle to reunification under their auspices was “foreign support of the competing government in the South” and Diem himself.13 Under the circumstances, it seemed sensible to temporize. DRVN leaders, the Canadian commissioner believed, “expect the worst” but “hope for the best.”14

MODERATES AND MILITANTS

Such were the calculations of the Politburo of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP), the main decision-making body in the DRVN. Specifically, they were those of Giap, president Ho Chi Minh, VWP general secretary Truong Chinh, Party Organization Committee chairman and vice minister of the interior Le Van Luong, president of the Federation of Trade Unions Hoang Quoc Viet, and, possibly, prime minister Pham Van Dong, who then doubled as foreign minister. Wary—and weary—of war, these men pinned their hopes on the Geneva accords and political struggle in the South to peacefully bring about national reunification under communist rule. Among the heavyweights, Ho wished to prevent further bloodshed, preempt American intervention, and reconcile with France; Giap wanted to give the forces under his command a chance to rest, reorganize, and modernize; and Truong Chinh, a leading doctrinaire, was eager to complete the party’s ambitious land reform program, launched the previous year, and get on with the North’s economic modernization and socialist transformation.

The desire of key allies—namely, the Soviet Union and China—to avoid further conflict in Asia with the West reinforced these attitudes. In the aftermath of Stalin’s death, a power struggle had ensued in Moscow that kept Soviet leaders largely focused on domestic issues for nearly two years. Meanwhile, in Beijing, chairman Mao Zedong and the rest of the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) were working on a new constitution and envisioning the country’s first five-year plan for socialist industrialization and transformation of agriculture. As they awaited Vietnam’s peaceful reunification, Ho, Giap, Truong Chinh, and their like-minded comrades in the Politburo agreed that rehabilitating and developing the northern economy while upgrading the armed forces could and should take precedence. On account of their strategic priorities, including caution over adventurism in the South, and the elements that informed them, namely, fear of a war with the United States, these men—with the exclusion of Truong Chinh, who would be demoted in 1956 and would thereafter change his views on reunification—formed the core of the risk-averse and temporizing “moderate” wing of the party that steered DRVN decision-making until 1963.

The other two members of the Politburo, secretary of the Central Office (Directorate) for Southern Vietnam (COSVN) Le Duan and chairman of the General Political Department (GPD) of the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) General Nguyen Chi Thanh, dissented. Both had strong ties to the South, having fought there during the Indochina War, and thought that suspending hostilities on current terms wasted communist gains there. Regrouping communist forces to the North was most galling to them. According to historian Stein Tønnesson, Le Duan, who was still in the South when the other members of the Politburo accepted the Geneva accords and ordered the troops to regroup to the North, felt betrayed by the acceptance.15 The only way to achieve the party’s objectives below the seventeenth parallel, he believed, was through military struggle, irrespective of the dangers entailed.16 While Le Duan and Thanh might have reconciled themselves to a strategic pause in the war, they opposed an extended lull and especially the withdrawal of Viet Minh forces from the South. Also, they did not think the party should prioritize economic recovery and development in the North while waiting on events in the South; Paris, Washington, or Saigon, if not all three, would never allow Vietnam to be reunified under VWP authority without putting up a fight.

On the basis of their convictions, the two men formed the nucleus of the party’s hard-line, risk-taking “militant” wing, a minority faction committed to expeditious violent liberation of the South after July 1954, whose influence over decision-making increased slowly but surely over time. That nucleus eventually expanded to include Le Duc Tho, Le Duan’s deputy during the Indochina War and his closest ideological ally, and Pham Hung, COSVN’s third-in-command. Though unhappy about the strategic line set by the Politburo majority, the militants did their best to conform to it. As every party member knew, once the Politburo reached consensus and ruled on a matter, publicly questioning or opposing its ruling was strictly forbidden. But the militants, and Le Duan in particular, were not about to give up on their ambition to resume military struggle in the South sooner rather than later.

Though he would play a central role in the coming and waging of the Vietnam War, Le Duan remains an obscure, enigmatic figure.17 He was born Le Van Nhuan on 7 April 1907 in the village of Hau Kien in Quang Tri (now Binh Tri Thien) Province, and as a railway official traveled throughout the country sometime in the 1920s learning what he could about French colonialism and its impact on Vietnam. He joined the radical Revolutionary Youth League in 1928, changed his name to Le Duan, and became a founding member of the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP, the precursor to the VWP) in 1930. A year later he joined the ICP’s Bac Ky (Tonkin, the northern third of Vietnam) Committee for Education and Training, which was in charge of ideological indoctrination. He was soon arrested in Haiphong on charges of subversion, for which he was sentenced to twenty years in solitary confinement. His sentence was commuted in late 1936, and shortly thereafter he became secretary of the Trung Ky (Annam, central Vietnam) branch of the ICP. He was arrested again in Saigon in 1940 and sentenced to ten years at the infamous prison on Con Dao (Poulo Condore) Island.

Le Duan’s years of incarceration were formative, shaping him into a stern, dogmatic, and stoic revolutionary.18 Freed in 1945, he then traveled to Hanoi to join the Party Central Committee in the newly proclaimed DRVN under Ho Chi Minh.19 By the time war with the French broke out in December 1946, Le Duan was back in the South as head of the Nam Bo Executive Committee (Xu uy Nam Bo), tasked with coordinating party and Viet Minh political activities in the southern third of Vietnam, the strategically important area formerly known as Cochinchina. In 1951 he was appointed in absentia to the VWP Politburo, and his Nam Bo Executive Committee was renamed COSVN and granted authority over political as well as military activities.20 After the partition of Vietnam in 1954, while most of his comrades regrouped to the North, Le Duan stayed in the South.21 Variously described as “violent,” “authoritarian,” “tough,” and “ruthless,” he was fully determined to achieve prompt reunification of Vietnam, whatever the cost.22

THE NEW STRATEGIC LINE

In September 1954, the Politburo issued an important statement concerning the situation created by the Geneva accords that confirmed and actually formalized the policy line espoused by the party in the days after the signing of the Geneva accords. Entitled “Politburo Resolution: On the New Situation, New Tasks, and New Policy of the Party,” the lengthy document detailed official views and listed pressing tasks and fundamental requirements to sustain peace and achieve reunification.23 According to it, the party and state faced a series of simultaneous transitions in the postwar era: from war to peace, from national unity to political partition, from a rural to an urban base, and from dispersal to centralization. While the North was now “liberated,” the struggle in the South was not yet over and would in fact continue as long as the Vietnamese there remained under the “yoke” of Diem and his foreign allies. However, the Geneva accords and the pressing need for peace dictated that the “mode of struggle” to complete the liberation of Vietnam must change. The party and its cadres and other loyalists in the South had to renounce violence and replace military struggle with political struggle to achieve reunification without risking the resumption of war.24 Henceforth, propaganda would constitute “the main thrust” of communist activities below the seventeenth parallel.25

Above the seventeenth parallel, the party and the people had entirely different tasks. There, the need was to work together to rebuild an economy ravaged by years of war and foreign occupation, increase agricultural production as land redistribution continued, and develop industry. It was, in short, imperative to improve standards of living and overall quality of life. This stance would not just satisfy popular demands but also enhance the VWP’s and the DRVN’s legitimacy during the campaign for national unification.26 As they sought to rehabilitate the North, DRVN leaders would collaborate closely with friendly political and military elements in Laos and Cambodia for greater regional security and improvement of conditions in those countries. For those leaders, the fate of Vietnam was inextricably linked to that of the peoples of Laos and Cambodia. They “considered Indochina as one geographical entity and a single battlefield,” a former party official later noted.27 In fact, no sooner had the Geneva accords been signed than the VWP set out to support, politically and materially, the creation of a “puppet” state-within-a-state in the area of Laos amenable to its control.28 Regarding other international matters, the Politburo urged its supporters to work with progressive elements in France and elsewhere to ensure implementation of the accords, and with that the reunification of Vietnam. Mobilizing world opinion on behalf of peaceful unification, the Politburo surmised, was fundamental for its achievement.

The document just summarized remained the basis for the DRVN’s domestic and international policy, the foundation of its revolutionary strategy, until 1959. It was thus its most consequential policy statement in the immediate aftermath of the Geneva accords concerning matters related to the coming of the Vietnam War. In its tone and substance, the document reflected the moderate tendencies of the Politburo and Central Committee majority, and quickly became an object of scorn among party militants.

THE WAY FORWARD

Within the parameters of the policies enunciated in the Politburo document of September, the VWP insisted that Viet Minh military forces below the seventeenth parallel regroup to the North. In violation of the accords, the party instructed some troops, approximately ten thousand of them by one account, to remain in the South. Their assignment, however, was not to fight; it was instead to serve as a “hedge against failure of the unification of Vietnam” and support the work of communist “agents,” that is, cadres and regional party leaders, similarly ordered to stay there.29 The continued presence of political operatives in the South to “look after the population” and implement the Geneva settlement was authorized under the accords. But under no circumstances, the party maintained, could they and the remaining troops engage in activities flagrantly violating the accords, especially fighting.30 French sources suggest that many Viet Minh troops whom the DRVN leadership ordered to regroup to the North actually remained in the South. In late August, for example, DRVN authorities contacted the French navy for assistance in transporting some seventeen thousand troops and their relatives from Xuyen Moc District on the coast just east of Saigon to the North. To the authorities’ evident dismay and embarrassment, less than eleven thousand people showed up for regroupment.31 Possibly these and other southerners refused to regroup because they disapproved of the terms of the Geneva accords or the decision to suspend hostilities, or simply because they could not bring themselves to leave the places they called home.32

The Canadian delegation to the ICSC estimated that 173,900 troops and 86,000 “additional persons,” consisting of “military families, administrative cadres, and liberated prisoners of war,” regrouped to the North in 1954–55.33 The number of civilians who relocated there voluntarily is difficult to ascertain but appears to have been negligible. Following their regroupment, southern males of age were integrated into the PAVN, the DRVN’s standing army, while their families were granted privileged access to educational, economic, and social services. Many eventually regretted relocating to the North, and some even asked to return to the South.34 In agreeing to regroup, they had severed ties with friends and relatives and in time developed feelings of homesickness, remorse, or alienation as parochialism made it difficult for them to integrate into northern society. Even within the armed forces, some found it difficult to bond with northern comrades. “The Northerners stayed with Northerners, the Southerners with Southerners,” one regroupee later commented; “they didn’t mingle easily.”35 To ensure that southern regroupees remained where the government put them and did not return to the South (in violation of the Geneva accords), one or more of their children were sometimes sent to China or other socialist countries for education.36 Given these constraints, it is remarkable that DRVN authorities succeeded in regrouping as many troops from the South as they did, and in keeping them in the North.

The voluntary migration of northern civilians to the South, permitted under the terms of the accords, proved a thorny issue for the authorities. To their consternation, significant numbers of people sought to join that exodus, so many in fact that the authorities came to believe that French and SOVN officials and supporters were “enticing” or “pressuring” the northern masses, especially Catholics, to emigrate. Petitions to the ICSC from about one hundred persons from the town of Thanh Hoa in March 1955 indicated that indeed “hooligans are spreading panicky rumours which influenced some of their relatives to move to the other zone.” According to the petitions, priests from a local church had even told people that “if they did not go South atomic bombs will be dropped in North Vietnam and that God will leave for the South.” Other priests allegedly promised people that they would be given land and buffaloes and money for travel if they went south.37 While the imminence of a nuclear attack on the North was a recurrent theme used by DRVN detractors to incite northerners to move South, other themes, according to ICSC investigators, included assertions that “the souls of Catholics will be lost if they stay in North Vietnam”; “famine and flood will be in North Vietnam”; the “Holy Virgin appeared and ordered all the Catholics to go to the other zone”; and the “pope ordered all Catholics to go to the other zone; otherwise they will lose their souls.”38 “Propaganda in regards to atomic bomb [and] Christ moving South,” an ICSC team concluded after visiting Nghe An Province, “appears to be causing an increasing amount of confusion in the population’s minds.”39 In and around Hanoi, which became the capital of the DRVN following the French withdrawal in September and October, more than thirty thousand people had signed up for emigration to the South within days after the Geneva accords became effective.40


Enticing northerners to the South, DRVN leaders presumed, was part of a strategy devised by their enemies to influence the political situation and gather more votes for the 1956 elections. Thwarting that strategy thus became a “pressing struggle” for the party. To curtail the migration of people to the South, leaders urged cadres to work closely with Catholics and other groups with influence among would-be migrants in the North. The cadres were to publicize party and state policies regarding the protection of religious freedom, particularly among the sizeable Catholic communities of Bui Chu and Phat Diem. Those communities included many loyalists of the old French regime, whom cadres sought to co-opt by rallying sympathetic Catholics to spread among them information favorable to the DRVN. To placate Catholic landowners in areas of high Catholic concentration, the authorities suspended reductions in land rents and land redistribution, central features of the ongoing agrarian reform program. The authorities also allowed the circulation of foreign currencies, including SOVN currency, which was prohibited elsewhere in the DRVN. More significantly, they ordered the return of property earlier seized from Catholic organizations and the release of clergy previously placed under house arrest.41 These efforts suffered a major setback on 11 November 1954, when DRVN security forces opened fire on a group of three hundred Catholics seeking to emigrate, killing four and wounding several more.42 On other occasions Catholics provoked incidents, as in December in Tinh Gia District, where a group of approximately one thousand armed Catholics assaulted security and civilian officials while carrying banners reading “Down with Communism.”43

In the end, Hanoi’s efforts to keep Catholics and others from abandoning the North failed dismally, despite the use of both carrot and stick tactics.44 A majority of Catholics, including almost the entire communities of Bui Chu and Phat Diem, opted to “follow the Virgin Mary” and go south.45 Historian Seth Jacobs has surmised that the Catholic population in the North declined from 1,133,000 to 457,000 as a result of the migration.46 Overall, some 930,000 northern civilians left for the South in 1954–55.47 That outcome dealt a huge blow to Hanoi. Not only were those who resettled below the seventeenth parallel likely to vote against reunification under DRVN governance in 1956, but they—Catholics in particular—became in time dedicated supporters of the Diem regime who were eager to exact revenge on communists, whom they held responsible for their exile from the North.

To offset that blow, Hanoi set out to exploit “contradictions” among the French, the Americans, and their allies in the South, as well as between those parties and the perceived needs and interests of the Vietnamese people. DRVN decision-makers correctly estimated that despite their common goal of maintaining a prowestern, noncommunist state below the seventeenth parallel, Paris and Washington disagreed on important matters of governance.48 To illustrate, Paris disapproved of Washington’s decision to support Diem, who despised France and made no secret of it, as SOVN premier.49 Indeed, the French were soon urging Washington to reconsider its decision and replace Diem, to “put together . . . another team” to preside in Saigon.50 Having also learned that the chief of staff of the SOVN army, General Nguyen Van Hinh, a “stooge of the French colonial reactionaries,” disapproved of the elevation of Diem, a “stooge of the Americans,” to the SOVN premiership, Hanoi directed cadres in the South to exploit that enmity and, by extension, the policy differences between the Americans and the French and between Diem and his domestic critics.51 Specifically, it proposed spreading disinformation about the SOVN regime in Saigon and its armed forces while infiltrating both. Cadres were to “closely coordinate legal and illegal political activities, but make the illegal work principal,” and above all to keep everything they did secret.52

This was not an unpromising approach. The South was admittedly “deeply splintered” at the time, so much so that the Diem regime teetered on the brink of collapse.53 The SOVN premier did not control the army, lacked a competent administration, and had little or no authority over sizeable portions of the South, including areas controlled by the powerful Hoa Hao and Cao Dai religious sects. His regime also had to deal with the logistical nightmare of welcoming, housing, feeding, and finding land or jobs for hundreds of thousands of refugees from the North.54 With sufficient political pressure, Hanoi thought, Diem might be ousted and replaced by someone who “cared relatively little about the Americans.”55 “M. Diem has many of the qualities required by a Nationalist revolutionary leader dedicated to saving his country—courage, integrity, persistence, faith and an implacable hostility to communism,” a western assessment noted about this time. He was, however, “incapable of compromise” and had “little administrative capacity.”56

SOUTHERN SKEPTICISM

Southern party leaders—those instructed to stay—did their best to follow Hanoi’s prescriptions, repeatedly praising them in pamphlets and public meetings, and ordering cadres under their command to abide by the letter of those prescriptions. Privately, however, meaningful numbers of them and their subordinates shared Le Duan and Nguyen Chi Thanh’s sentiments and disapproved of the prescriptions as well as the reasoning behind them. They questioned the leadership’s acceptance of the Geneva accords; they could not reconcile themselves to the suspension of military struggle and the turn to political struggle only. Considering the duplicitous history of French colonialism and the mindset of American cold warriors in the mid-1950s, to say nothing of the grim determination of Diem himself, they thought it naive to assume that the other side would permit peaceful reunification under any circumstances.57 Most upsetting to them was Hanoi’s insistence that troops regroup to the North and that those who stayed forswear violence despite the vulnerability of the Diem regime. Vo Chi Cong, a prominent southern communist leader, admitted in a later memoir that he and many other southern party members always felt that regrouping troops and renouncing violence effectively nullified the gains revolutionary forces had theretofore made below the seventeenth parallel, that it crippled the communist movement there and proved detrimental to the long-term prospects for reunification.58

Following discussion of the Politburo policy pronouncement of September, the party’s Executive Committee of Interzone IV, which straddled the seventeenth parallel, told Hanoi that the new policy violated the best interests of the revolution since it left southern communists unprotected, at the complete mercy of enemy violence. Suddenly sustaining a purely political struggle, the committee explained, was “extremely difficult and complex.” While pledging to do the will of the party, the committee made certain that superiors in Hanoi understood the depth of its concern.59 A month later, the Executive Committee of Interzone V, which encompassed northern South Vietnam and the Central Highlands, voiced similar concerns in even more explicit language. Following a three-day discussion in October, this committee sent Hanoi a lengthy critique detailing the negative effects the party’s new strategy had already had.60 Most notably, the regroupment of Viet Minh troops to the North was decimating southern communist ranks. As a result, reactionary and foreign forces suddenly “enjoy military and political supremacy” in the South, which was sure to create “many difficulties in the task to lead the reunification effort.”

In language intimating a sense of betrayal, the committee’s report captured the widespread pessimism enveloping southern revolutionaries, who were convinced that the “imperialists” and their local clients would never give up southern Vietnam without a fight. The Americans were a particularly significant threat, the committee warned, as they clearly intended to “carry out the destruction of peace in Indochina.” With Washington’s help, Paris and Saigon “will not allow us to achieve peace and national reunification through free general elections.” As a result of such circumstances, the committee told Hanoi to prepare for “the subversion of the general elections” and “the resumption of war.”

Hanoi ignored these warnings. On the contrary, it directed that the regroupment of forces from the South to the North continue, and that southern communist outfits restructure themselves with local recruits and otherwise adhere to Hanoi’s policies and the terms of the Geneva accords.61 “We must overcome subjective [and] remorseful” as well as “pessimistic” and “faltering” thoughts, the VWP Central Committee decreed. Supporters of the revolution in the South in particular had to overcome their “lack of belief in the triumph of the political struggle.” Concerned about the consequences of a possible resort to violence by disgruntled southern elements, the committee repeated its earlier admonitions about the necessity of respecting the cease-fire. “We must give all our attention to protecting the foundation [laid by the accords], avoiding provocations, [and] avoiding manifestations of force,” it intoned. Cadres in the South must promote peace actively through the use of such slogans as “Vietnamese Do Not Kill Vietnamese.”62

But Hanoi had a difficult time persuading southern communists and particularly the militants among them of the merits of its strategy. By its own admission, “the campaign to carry out the [Geneva] agreement” experienced “many shortcomings,” most occasioned by organizational problems. Its effort to implement the accords was poorly coordinated, it thought, because local party branches in the South were ineffectively connected to it. As a result, policies and directives were slow to reach lower levels and, when they did, were imperfectly understood. Implementation was thus “oftentimes belated and passive.”63 Such problems were indeed real, symptomatic of the party’s chronic weakness in southern Vietnam. Throughout the Indochina War, the party had struggled to develop a solid base there. The number of members and cadres was persistently low, and their training poor. The pitiful state of the party in the South may have been another reason Le Duan and other militants rejected peace and pressed for immediate resumption of hostilities; war would compel Hanoi to suspend the repatriation of troops to the North and allocate more resources to the South, bringing the southern communist movement back from the brink of imminent extinction.64

To appease militants whose ideas on reunification imperiled party unity, Hanoi eventually professed that war in the South would resume, if necessary, as soon as the North had been consolidated. The DRVN was a brand-new polity created in fact by the Geneva accords, it maintained, and as such it had to be built economically and otherwise before it could guarantee victory in the coming elections, to say nothing of victory in an extended armed struggle in the South. “Our strength resides in the entire nation,” Truong Chinh said in March, but the need for investing resources in the North was “most essential” for the time being.65 “However much the South might demand the attention of the [DRVN] Government, consolidation of the North was not to take second place,” the British Consulate General in Hanoi wrote of this stance.66 In a public address, Ho Chi Minh maintained that the principal tasks of the party just then included not only implementing the Geneva accords and developing stronger leadership at all levels, but consolidating the North while intensifying political struggle in the South.67 The militants were unmoved.

THE DRVN AND THE UNITED STATES

Progress in jump-starting the war-ravaged northern economy was slow. Basic transportation facilities—roads, bridges, and rail lines—had been damaged or destroyed during the war with France, and the production and distribution of food severely disrupted. “In many areas,” historian Fredrik Logevall has written of this situation, Hanoi was “starting essentially from scratch,” not least because in abandoning the North the French had cannibalized factories, post offices, and even hospitals.68 In April 1955 rice rations had to be cut from 15 to 13½ kilos (from approximately 33.1 to 29.7 pounds) per household per month. This decline was due partly to domestic problems in the DRVN, but also to the fact that Saigon suspended all economic exchanges with the North, which had traditionally relied on the South’s surplus production for a significant portion of its rice.69 As a result of this suspension, many people in the DRVN now lived a precarious hand-to-mouth existence.70 Foreign observers reported that the economic situation there deteriorated so much after July 1954 that “the population were not giving the regime full support.”71 Government spokesmen acknowledged that unspecified regions in the North actually experienced famine that year.72

The land reform program contributed in no insignificant degree to this situation, meeting as it did with considerable opposition from the rural masses and hindering production. Meanwhile, cadres were “constantly chided” by Hanoi for failing to “unmask the landlords’ plots” that encouraged the rice shortages, and for not proceeding “ruthlessly enough” with tax collection. Some cadres had even been charged with “right-wing deviationism”—essentially, weakness and hesitation in enforcing party policies.73 Nhan dan, the party daily, editorially exhorted those responsible for carrying out land reform to “banish selfish and pacifist doctrines,” to be “careful but determined in action,” and to “firmly believe in our own forces and resolutely lead the peasantry to crush the whole landlord class.”74 On the basis of these initiatives and priorities, the Indian commissioner on the ICSC wrote of the “indisputably communist character” of Hanoi leaders, whose methods, he suggested, conformed to communist, not nationalist, tradition.75 In the more cynical view of French cabinet chief Claude Cheysson, the DRVN was clearly “committing itself to the infernal circle of the communist world.”76

An important factor influencing Hanoi’s choice of priorities was fear that the Eisenhower administration might exploit the vulnerability of the DRVN and attempt to “roll back” socialism there. “If our northern region is not consolidated, then not only will unification be impossible,” Truong Chinh told the VWP Central Committee, but Washington and its allies “might use the South as a springboard to encroach upon the North.”77 Hanoi was sufficiently concerned about the American threat to fear an attack on the DRVN itself, a potentially devastating scenario that solidified its resolve to abide by the Geneva accords. It was perhaps the feeling that they were dealing with this danger that led party leaders to decide that only after they made the DRVN a viable economic entity would they reconsider their revolutionary strategy, and then only if circumstances dictated. For the time being, the North’s need for peace was as absolute as the perils facing it were daunting. As a precautionary measure, in April 1955 Hanoi ordered the creation of local militias throughout the DRVN.78


By this time, DRVN leaders unanimously agreed that Washington represented the chief obstacle to Vietnamese reunification. In March the Central Committee determined that the United States was now “the primary and most dangerous enemy” of the Vietnamese people.79 American “imperialists” were “the number one enemy of the people of the world” as well as the “number one and immediate enemy of the Indochinese people,” Ho Chi Minh iterated in a public pronouncement.80 Washington was compelling Paris to betray the Geneva accords, the Central Committee claimed, and was also determined to “rely on feudalists and the most reactionary bourgeois collaborators headed by Ngo Dinh Diem” to preclude peaceful national reunification.81 American aid to the French and the Saigon regime, the DRVN National Assembly lamented, was “proof of the deliberate desire of the U.S. ruling circles to deepen their intervention in the internal affairs of Vietnam, prevent the implementation of the Geneva Agreement, and prepare for a definite partition of Vietnam.”82

The American commitment to Diem’s regime was indeed rapidly expanding. The previous October, Washington had instructed its Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in Vietnam, created in 1950 to marshal U.S. aid to French and allied forces there, to develop a training program for SOVN troops. Immediately thereafter, Eisenhower had informed Diem that he intended to assist the SOVN “in developing and maintaining a strong, viable state, capable of resisting attempted subversion or aggression through military means,” and to that end would provide “an intelligent program of American aid given directly to your Government.”83 According to Fredrik Logevall, that pledge marked the actual beginning of the American commitment to South Vietnam.84 In January 1955 the Americans had begun channeling aid directly to Saigon, bypassing the French, and a month later the U.S. Senate approved the creation of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). That approval, in Hanoi’s eyes, formalized America’s commitment to preserving a noncommunist South Vietnam and constituted proof of Washington’s intent to replace the French in Indochina and ignore the Geneva accords.85 Ominously in Hanoi’s view, by the end of spring, the United States had taken over the training of SOVN troops from France. American strategic concerns were turning Vietnam into a crucible of the Cold War.

In May, acting chairman of the DRVN National Assembly’s Standing Committee Ton Duc Thang publicly stated that “our main task now is to oppose the U.S. imperialists’ preparations for the resumption of hostilities in Indo-China and to attain free general elections in order to bring about national unification.”86 Meanwhile, the Politburo referred in the same vein to the Americans as “neo-fascists,” and concluded that the United States hoped to keep Vietnam permanently divided, like Korea and Germany. Washington’s decision to allow West Germany to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and begin to rearm that year, which Moscow answered by creating the Warsaw Pact, informed such thinking. Vietnamese communist policymakers, we now know, were keen observers of international affairs, and the so-called world situation as they saw it conditioned their ruminations on strategic matters to no insignificant degree. They understood that Cold War developments in Europe and elsewhere invariably ratcheted up the international stakes on the Indochinese peninsula. While there is no doubt that Hanoi was genuinely worried about Washington’s intentions, its demonization of the United States also created a “useful adversary” that facilitated “gaining and maintaining public support for the core grand strategy,” and thus for advancing the Vietnamese revolution.87

THE DIPLOMATIC STRUGGLE

In line with the substance of the September 1954 policy statement, DRVN authorities devised a plan to contain American ambitions in Vietnam by rallying world opinion against Washington. Diplomatically isolated, the Eisenhower administration would be hard-pressed to increase U.S. involvement in the country, they thought, or to interfere in the reunification process. To that end, the authorities instructed diplomats abroad to publicize Hanoi’s commitment to peaceful reunification and the obstacles the Americans were raising to the achievement of that goal. The Foreign Ministry generally had to “make . . . the people of the world understand clearly that we have always strongly advocated peace,” that “the opponents of the [Geneva] agreement are the American imperialists and their puppets.”88 This “diplomatic struggle” essentially amounted to an internationalization of the political struggle for hearts and minds in the South.89 Like the masses there, the rest of the world had to recognize the “noble” aspirations of Hanoi and the “wicked intentions” of Washington and be made to “feel resentment” toward the latter, the Politburo insisted.90 Everyone had to accept the slogan “Oppose the Americans, Oppose Diem, for Peace, for Unification.”91

To meet the aims of that effort, Hanoi intensified its public denunciations of the United States as an “imperialist aggressor.” It even introduced and publicized a kind of “domino theory” of its own according to which the Americans, if unchecked, would “oust the French from Indo-China and turn Indo-China into an American colony, seize the economy and resources of Indo-China, suppress the national and democratic movement of the people of Indo-China, turn Indo-China into a springboard for the conquest of the [other] countries of South East Asia, [and] make out of Indo-China an American military base.”92 A few weeks later, DRVN authorities ordered the American Consulate in Hanoi to close down its diplomatic wireless, a move intended to pressure the United States into abandoning its official presence there and to signal Hanoi’s conviction that its differences with Washington were irreconcilable.93 The move had the desired effect, and by the end of the year Washington had closed the consulate.94


Meanwhile, Hanoi solicited political, moral, and other forms of support from the international community. This “line of conduct” was geared toward increasing cooperation with communist countries and strengthening “friendship ties” with neutralist states in Southeast Asia and elsewhere.95 In the context of the Cold War, the Vietnamese crisis had global ramifications that its leaders clearly understood and exploited to their advantage. This involved them in a systematic effort to use diplomacy to get others to see their situation as they saw it themselves. Besides generating pressure on the Americans to limit their involvement in the South, favorable world opinion would help Hanoi garner material as well as political support. The opposition may have been better equipped, DRVN leaders reasoned, but it had no inherent advantage diplomatically. In fact, Cold War Washington had many enemies and even more critics, and Hanoi’s chances of winning the battle for world opinion were far better than those of winning an actual war against American forces in the South.

As the leader of the moderate wing of the party, Ho Chi Minh assumed a central role in the diplomatic struggle. Most notably, he used his worldwide notoriety to cultivate an image of the Vietnamese revolution as a necessity prompted by tragic circumstances over which the Vietnamese had little or no control, and of himself as “Ho the conciliator,” who sought merely to satiate the desire for peace of the people of Indochina and elsewhere.96 The stratagem would pay valuable short- and long-term dividends. After a meeting with him in October, the Indian commissioner on the ICSC reported that Ho was a “patient and tolerant man” bent upon respecting the Geneva accords and “resist[ing] all attempts by Western Powers to draw him into their global conflicts.”97 Over time, Ho’s travails helped promote the idea—the myth, it turned out—that all Vietnamese revolutionaries were in fact peace-loving nationalists compelled by “dark forces” to pick up a gun and fight. British diplomats in Hanoi immediately saw through the stratagem and attendant endeavors. DRVN authorities “attribute to their adversaries—the government of Monsieur Diem and his American backers—a desire to avoid elections and to perpetuate the present de facto partition of the country” with all that entailed, they reported of these endeavors. “They know that they must appeal to world opinion, and especially to the Geneva powers, if they are to succeed in getting their point of view accepted in Saigon” and elsewhere. They were thus “careful to phrase their official pronouncements in moderate and restrained language and to hang their desiderata upon the pegs provided in the Geneva agreement and Final Declaration.”98

With these ends in mind, in April 1955 DRVN representatives attended the conference of Afro-Asian nations in Bandung, Indonesia, where the Cold War–era nonaligned movement originated. There, prime minister Pham Van Dong spoke with “studied moderation” of his government’s commitment to the Geneva accords and to the peaceful reunification of his country promised by those accords.99 A few weeks later, Ho himself led a DRVN delegation to the Soviet Union and China. There, he recycled some of the rhetoric Dong had used in Bandung to obtain pledges for not just moral backing but also “valuable” material advances toward the realization of the DRVN’s political and economic objectives.100 It was the success of such initiatives that the party leadership would assiduously seek to replicate thereafter, on a global scale.

CONFRONTING DIEM

As Hanoi concentrated on convincing southern communists to embrace the Geneva accords, on developing the northern economy, and on containing the United States, Diem slowly but effectively consolidated his authority in the SOVN. Having solved his most critical problems with his armed forces, he immediately targeted the rebel armies of the Hoa Hao, an eccentric Buddhist sect, and the Cao Dai, a more eclectic religious denomination, and the forces of the Binh Xuyen criminal syndicate. Collectively, these factions, not communists, represented the most serious internal challenge to Saigon after the DRVN entered into the Geneva accords and started regrouping the bulk of its forces to the North.

In the spring of 1955, SOVN military and security forces began moving systematically against the factions and their armies. Diem “embarked on a campaign of repression and widespread propaganda for the establishment of a hard authoritarian regime, employing ruthless . . . methods to root out rebels and establish authority,” western observers noted.101 The campaign was a resounding success. According to historian Jessica Chapman, the outcome of the “sect crisis” was a “key turning point” for Diem. His regime had begun the conflict with the factions “on the brink of collapse,” but emerged “with what seemed uncontested control over South Vietnam” and “full support from Washington.”102 If that was not ominous enough for the VWP, in April the deadline for beginning consultations between representative authorities of northern and southern Vietnam to set the terms for the 1956 elections passed with no indication that Saigon or even France intended to respect that crucial provision of the Geneva accords. The French Foreign Ministry itself admitted later that it was a “spectacular violation” of the accords.103 Suspending military struggle and banking on political struggle and the scheduled elections to prevail in the South now looked more and more like a mistake by DRVN leaders.

Despite these alarming developments and to the consternation of southern militants, the “principal aspirations” of leaders in Hanoi nonetheless remained to fulfill the terms of the Geneva accords and await the promised elections. According to Nhan dan, the effort to implement the Geneva accords entered in the summer of 1955 a new phase, in which the party and the people had to struggle even harder “against the reappearance of new hostilities and realize the 1956 elections.”104 In secret dispatches to its agents in the South, the Party Secretariat reiterated that the plan of action for the South remained political, not armed, struggle. In light of Saigon’s growing belligerence and disregard for the terms of the Geneva accords, however, the Secretariat authorized limited indirect support to noncommunist factions fighting Diem’s forces.105 That summer, Hanoi instructed Le Duan to seek a pact on behalf of the VWP with other organizations opposed to Diem in Nam Bo. As previously noted, the Politburo member doubled as head of COSVN, renamed the Nam Bo Executive Committee (Xu uy Nam Bo) in September, and in that capacity directed the activities of three interzonal subcommittees, each responsible for guarding the interests of the revolution in five to seven provinces.106 In October, Le Duan met with noncommunist rebel leaders, including Nam Lua and Ba Cut of the Hoa Hao. Despite doctrinal differences, the three men agreed to form the Southern Committee of the Patriotic Front, which eventually encompassed surviving members of not just the Hoa Hao but the Cao Dai and Binh Xuyen rebel armies as well. Given its professed commitment to peace and to the Geneva accords, the VWP’s ties to the new front remained secret.107

While acquiescing in such collaborations, Hanoi publicly followed an accommodationist course vis-à-vis Saigon. It had laid the foundation for this earlier in the year, when it openly called for normalizing relations between the two zones, a process it proposed should begin with talks on restoring postal communications.108 The approach was sensible and not altogether unpromising. Constructive engagement of the southern regime might improve bilateral relations, save the Geneva accords, and improve the chances for peaceful reunification. At this time, Hanoi considered France, the other signatory to the Geneva agreement on Vietnam, officially responsible for implementing the accords, and therefore for arranging the general elections in the southern half of the country. However, it also understood that its “real interlocutor” in this matter must be the “competent representative authorities” in the South, that is, appropriate officials of the Diem regime, with whom it still hoped soon to begin pre-election consultations.109 In January Pham Van Dong had confided to a western journalist that Hanoi was “prepared to make large concessions for the sake of reaching agreement” on such talks.110 Toward that end, DRVN authorities refrained from using the familiar labels of “criminal” and “traitor” in public references to the SOVN regime.111

“There is no doubt in my mind,” the British consul commented in a revealing cable to London in June, “that [DRVN leaders] are sincere in saying, as they have all along, that they really desire nation-wide elections; I consider that the achievement of this aim has first priority among their political objectives.” National reunification “has always been one of their basic slogans,” the consul continued, “and the fact that they are ready to work for this through the medium of elections reflects their confidence in the result of the polls.” The leaders were “sufficiently sure of their own position in the North, and confident of a sizeable number of votes from the South,” the consul believed, “to feel that they can afford to be flexible in their approach to the question and possibly to make certain concessions to democratic practice in electoral procedure.” The consul thought it “likely” that DRVN leaders were preparing to come to the conference table for talks on elections “in an apparently conciliatory spirit and to make every effort to avoid a breakdown of the talks.”112 The Canadian ICSC commissioner concurred with that assessment. “Given the dominant role which they exert throughout the whole of the Democratic Republic territory [i.e., North Vietnam], and the strong position which their sympathies occupy in various areas in the South,” he felt, “there is little doubt that the mood of [DRVN leaders] is one of confidence.” “For this reason, the North is likely to be prepared, at least on paper, and possibly also in fact, to accept electoral arrangements which may surprise the world in their apparent liberality.” The DRVN leaders’ “most likely tactic,” the commissioner concluded, “will be either to prepare or to agree to arrangements for all Vietnam elections, which will incorporate what they hope will be conditions acceptable to and defensible before free world opinion.”113

During the summer of 1955, the DRVN Foreign Ministry developed “several alternative plans” for holding elections in Vietnam. Pham Van Dong told a Canadian diplomat that Hanoi thought it “inconceivable” that it should not be able to find some common ground, “some basis of agreement,” with the South. It became especially important to placate Diem after he announced on 16 July that as a nonsignatory to the Geneva accords, the SOVN was “not bound in any way by those Agreements signed [between military representatives of France and the DRVN] against the will of the Vietnamese people,” and his government would in fact refuse to participate in any political process designed to reunify Vietnam “if proof is not given us that [Hanoi] put the superior interests of the National Community above those of communism.”114

Another calculation behind Hanoi’s pursuit of rapprochement with Saigon despite Diem’s intractableness was that any such endeavor might antagonize Washington or render it uneasy over the prospect of elections or any other cooperative process between the two Vietnamese governments. Aid from Washington sustained the Saigon regime, and anything that might pry the two apart was worth trying.115 Admittedly, any effort to divorce Saigon from Washington by now had little chance of success, as DRVN leaders understood. But that they made the effort anyway attested to their eagerness to save the Geneva accords and keep alive their flickering hope for peaceful reunification.

Having for all intents and purposes eradicated the main threats to his authority —namely, the rebel armies of the Hoa Hao, Cao Dai, and Binh Xuyen—Diem was completely unresponsive to Hanoi’s overtures and in fact moved to annihilate  what remained of the communist presence in the South starting that summer. On 20 July, one day before the first anniversary of the Geneva accords, he launched a vigorous, violent campaign called “Denounce the Communists” (To Cong) to root out communists and “pro-Communist attitudes” among the population in the South.116 Soon thereafter his government gave carte blanche to SOVN military and security forces to incarcerate or exterminate all known or suspected communists below the seventeenth parallel. The resulting campaign dealt a crushing blow to the southern communist movement, already enfeebled by repatriations to the North. It severely damaged most remaining party organizations and “succeeded in inducing a considerable proportion of the population to view that the authority of the [SOVN] Government had come to stay.”117 Diem’s security initiatives in 1955, historian Mark Moyar writes, “created far more problems for the stay-behind Communists than Hanoi had anticipated.”118 Yet the sheer ruthlessness of the campaign may have had some collateral benefits for the revolutionary movement, as political scientist David Elliott maintains, for it alienated many nationalists from Diem’s government and produced a pool of new recruits.119

In a desperate effort to encourage rapprochement with the SOVN, DRVN authorities developed a plan calling for a modus vivendi between Saigon and Hanoi, leading to a normalization of relations between the two governments as a prelude to reunification. According to the plan, following consultative talks between the two sides, a weak central government would be established, making Vietnam a confederation of two “zonal” governments. From there, each zone would organize its own “amalgamation” into a unitary central government.120 “The problem of unification should be solved by electing two separate chambers of an all-Viet Nam National Assembly, one each for the North and the South,” a revised draft of the plan urged. All political parties and organizations would be free to present candidates. After the elections, the two chambers would work together to elect a “joint Government.” Although formally united under that government, “North and South would [each] retain a large measure of autonomy.” The armed forces of the two zones would remain separate and independent until fused into one army by negotiation.121 The Vietnam Fatherland Front (VFF), a broad-based organization formed in September 1955 in the North, circulated and publicized the first complete draft of the plan. The new organization’s mandate was to promote national reconciliation according to popular shibboleths of independence, unity, and democracy, and to demonstrate the DRVN’s repudiation of violence as a means of unifying the country.122 Western observers cynically saw the VFF as essentially “a step designed to provide a policy to meet M. Diem’s refusal to accept the Geneva Settlement.”123

Unsurprisingly, Saigon promptly rejected the plan. In fact, none of Hanoi’s efforts to mollify Diem bore fruit in the end, as he obdurately refused to cooperate with any of them and insisted that South Vietnam would have nothing to do with the 1956 elections. In October, Diem actually held a referendum of his own asking the southern population to elect him head of state as well as chief of government in a new, democratic, and fully sovereign Vietnamese state.124 Officially, 98.2 percent of the resulting vote favored him.125 Despite claims that the result was rigged, the referendum enhanced Diem’s legitimacy as well as that of his regime, as it in effect abolished the French-sponsored SOVN and paved the way for creation of the Republic of Vietnam (RVN). Unlike its previous incarnation, the new state had no colonial past, no ties to France, and therefore even less reason to honor the terms of the Geneva accords.126 The “obvious purpose” of the referendum, thought Pham Van Dong, was “creating a separate state in the Southern part of Vietnam, in stark contradiction with both the letter and spirit of the Geneva Agreements.”127 On the other hand, a western observer believed, “the success of the plebiscite was a measure of the success of the policies pursued by the [Saigon] Government and the extent to which the people had been successfully conditioned not merely to reject [Bao Dai, the ousted head of the SOVN,] but to accept M. Diem as leader.” To be sure, “the methods employed undoubtedly increased the opposition and particularly intellectual opposition to M. Diem in South Vietnam,” this observer noted, “but they also secured for the time being at least that that opposition was ineffective.”128

DRVN leaders had grossly underestimated Diem, it seemed, and overplayed their hand by opting to pursue their revolutionary objectives politically and diplomatically while suspending military operations. To Le Duan and other VWP militants, developments in the South since the Geneva accords reinforced the conviction that the moderates in the Politburo had erred in assuming that they could meet the main goals of the Vietnamese revolution without armed struggle. “As they had done in 1946, during the negotiations that preceded the outbreak of [the Indochina War],” Fredrik Logevall writes, Ho and like-minded leaders had “overestimated the power of what they like[d] to call ‘democratic elements’” in enemy circles.129 For all its heavy-handedness, Diem’s rule in the South had quelled dissidence and established him as the sole vector of power there. As Diem’s success continued unabated, many in the VWP came to see that the revolutionary movement in the South was in dire straits, as the “old-style French colonial society” there was transformed into “a new-style American colonial society,” with Diem at its helm.130

SUSTAINING PEACEFUL STRUGGLE

In 1956 Hanoi openly acknowledged for the first time that the prospects for peaceful national reunification were dim and the struggle for reunification would probably be longer and more difficult than anticipated.131 But because the moderate consensus prevailed in the Politburo and the Central Committee, the communist revolutionary strategy remained unchanged. Instead of arming and fighting, Hanoi advised its followers in the South to continue infiltrating the Saigon regime and subverting it from within. It also urged them to broaden their popular support by earning the trust and sympathy of “neutral” or indifferent southerners, to infiltrate labor unions, women’s and youth organizations, and other such groups, and to try to integrate large numbers of rural and urban youths into mass-based revolutionary organizations similar to the VFF in the North. The party also initiated a major effort in both halves of the country to silence detractors of its revolutionary line inside and outside the VWP, and to “make cadres and the masses believe in the line of political struggle of the party at present,” to convince them that that was “the most effective means” of achieving national reunification.132

DRVN decision-makers stuck to the current line for various reasons. Ideologically, Ho, Giap, and other leaders still strongly objected to a military solution; realistically, the success of Diem’s “Denounce the Communists” campaign had “render[ed] very doubtful the issue of a recourse to force, at least in the short term.”133 Owing to the decimation of communist forces and their sympathizers in the South, Hanoi could not at that time launch an effective guerrilla struggle, even if it wanted to.134 The PAVN, for its part, was unprepared for war. In 1955 Hanoi had initiated, at Giap’s urging, a five-year plan to modernize the northern armed forces. But since then the government had reduced defense spending in the interests of the North’s socialist transformation.135 To that end, thousands of experienced soldiers had been demobilized and assigned to nonmilitary units and duties.136 In June 1956 the government began demobilizing no less than eighty thousand additional soldiers to “strengthen the labor potential.”137 Also, the PAVN still had no armored units and no air force, indispensable assets in the event of a resumption of hostilities with possible American involvement.138

Satisfying allies’ aspirations for peace was another incentive to wage only political struggle in the South. Both Beijing and Moscow opposed resumption of hostilities in Vietnam after the signing of the Geneva accords. Instead of fighting in the South, they advised, Hanoi should concentrate on rehabilitating the economy in the North and wait on events below the seventeenth parallel. Each had been emphatic about its desire to not see war start anew in Indochina; acting against their wishes therefore might jeopardize the aid they provided, a risk Hanoi simply could not afford to take at the time. More than 13 million people lived in the North in 1956. Yet among them were only thirty engineers and technical experts with the kind of training and expertise needed to improve the industrial base, the centerpiece of the economic development the party wanted to achieve.139 Early in the year, the government launched a program of economic modernization centering around consolidation and expansion of the industrial base and production of manufactured goods for export. “Healthy [foreign] trade will stimulate the development of industry and agriculture,” the program’s originators promised, “contribute to raising the standard of living of the people, stabilize commodity prices, stabilize currency, consolidate state finances, [and] make the national economy thrive.”140 Without the support of its two biggest allies, Hanoi would never achieve the goals of the program. In fact, to help its neighbor meet their economic objectives, China dispatched the first of what eventually became thousands of technical and other advisers to North Vietnam.141 To sustain this flow of support, it was necessary for Hanoi to exercise caution in the South and at least pretend to heed the desires of its Soviet and Chinese allies “counseling moderation.”142

The insistence on respecting the Geneva accords and the continuing effort to influence domestic and world opinion encouraged the same conclusion. As part of the effort to win hearts and minds abroad, Hanoi dispatched urgent pleas to the British and Soviet governments, cochairs of the 1954 Geneva Conference, to convene “a new Geneva Conference on the Question of Indochina.” A new conference, it affirmed, was “necessary and urgent” to put an end to the accruing military commitment of the Americans to Saigon.143 It might also lead to better relations between the two halves of Vietnam, a necessary prelude to peaceful unification.144 “It is clearly on the diplomatic front that DRVN political leaders have chosen for the time being to deal with their differences with the South,” French diplomats in Hanoi reported in March in light of recent DRVN endeavors. Above all, Hanoi sought to “present itself before the eyes of world opinion as embracing pacifism at all costs,” and to that end had “gotten into gear” its entire propaganda machine.145 It was also pressing the French government to accept a permanent DRVN representation in Paris, which it planned to use to rally the Franco-Vietnamese community against Saigon and foreign interference in Indochina.146

PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE

In late February 1956 Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev stunned the socialist camp during the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) by denouncing Stalin, condemning his “crimes,” and detailing the errors of the personality cult he had cultivated. Without previously consulting or even informing allies, Khrushchev also proffered on behalf of the CPSU, the Soviet Union, and the rest of the socialist camp a commitment to “peaceful coexistence” with the West. This concept had first been voiced at the Soviet-sponsored World Peace Council in 1949, then codified in a treaty between China and India in 1954, and eventually adopted by the movement of nonaligned states. In the future, Khrushchev announced, Moscow and other members of the socialist camp would forswear violent struggle against capitalism and its proponents in favor of constructive diplomatic engagement and economic competition, all with the aim of reducing Cold War tensions.

Khrushchev’s pronouncements had serious implications for Vietnam. According to historian Galia Golan, from that moment Moscow operated “under Khrushchev’s doctrinal tenet that local wars would inevitably escalate to global, nuclear proportions”; as a result, it opposed even more determinedly the resumption of hostilities in Indochina.147 “As one of the nuclear superpowers,” a western assessment noted, the Soviet Union “had the same interest as the United States in avoiding any disturbance of the lines which have been gradually built up between the Communist and Western powers” since 1954, especially in Vietnam.148 To impress upon DRVN leaders the seriousness of its commitment to peaceful coexistence and the attenuation of Cold War tensions, Moscow sent deputy premier Anastas Mikoyan to Hanoi in early April.149 Mikoyan informed his hosts that “they were always assured of the support of his government and of communist bloc countries,” but they had to “demonstrate patience and prudence in the pursuit of their final objective” of national reunification under communist authority.150

The VWP Central Committee convened shortly after Mikoyan’s visit to discuss the meaning for Vietnam of Moscow’s turn to peaceful coexistence. Though Khrushchev’s position validated Hanoi’s current strategy, including the “North-first” policy, many who spoke at the plenum voiced dismay at the apparent meaning of peaceful coexistence both for the socialist world generally and for Vietnam and its reunification struggle specifically. These speakers interpreted Khrushchev’s move as a unilateral concession to the United States that constrained the freedom of action of communist parties, threatened the unity of the socialist camp, and set back the prospects for world revolution and for their own effort to reunify Vietnam should peaceful reunification on their terms fail to materialize. As much as socialist countries loved peace, they reasoned, it was not always a viable option because of the implacable nature of capitalism and imperialism and of the structural forces that determined American Cold War policy. The enemies of socialism “have aggressive designs,” the committee reported in summarizing the discussions. Thus revolutionary forces in Vietnam and elsewhere must always be prepared to meet any challenge by any means.151 Unfortunately, henceforth the VWP and other communist parties would be unable to resort to military struggle to meet their revolutionary goals without running the risk of alienating Khrushchev and losing Soviet political and material support.152

According to Ho Chi Minh, Hanoi’s current strategy did satisfy the tenets of peaceful coexistence. However, even he, a force behind the decision to suspend military struggle in favor of political struggle in the South after July 1954, recognized that disavowing war altogether was unsound and potentially dangerous. “We must always remember that the enemies of our people are the American imperialists and their puppets,” and “they are preparing for war.”153 The refusal of Saigon and Washington to comply with the Geneva accords proved that blind faith in peaceful coexistence was problematic concerning the future of the Vietnamese revolution.154 Ho acknowledged that military action in the South might be warranted if the Americans and their lackeys continued their campaign of oppression, but he pointedly failed to specify at what point that warrant should be implemented.155 Other speakers at the plenum objected to Khrushchev’s attack on Stalin, whom Vietnamese communists generally held in high regard despite his flaws and errors. The denunciation of Stalin’s personality cult was especially galling, since it could be read as a criticism of the VWP’s cult of Ho Chi Minh, whose image was practically everywhere in Hanoi and whose every major public utterance was treated as an article of revolutionary faith. Equally offending was the fact that Khrushchev had presented Hanoi with a fait accompli, scoffing at the congeniality supposed to govern relations among “fraternal” world communist parties.

Despite these criticisms and reservations, the plenum’s final resolution endorsed the outcome of the CPSU’s Twentieth Congress. To do otherwise would have been an unthinkable breach of socialist etiquette and could have compromised Soviet–DRVN relations as well as the unity of the socialist camp more broadly. For the same reasons, after the plenum, DRVN leaders publicly praised the correctness of the views espoused by Khrushchev. “The collapse of the Stalin myth,” a western assessment of this plenum and its aftermath noted, “has not, on the surface at least, embarrassed the leaders nor given rise to any [public] criticism of the Kremlin’s leadership.” Interestingly, within days of the plenum’s conclusion, a large portrait of Ho was removed from the façade of the municipal theater in Hanoi, where the National Assembly convened. DRVN authorities also ceased to make official pronouncements in the name of the VWP and the DRVN government in addition to “President Ho Chi Minh.” Given the dependence on Moscow’s political and material backing, French diplomats believed, Hanoi “cannot hesitate in conforming in all circumstances its attitude” to “Soviet theses,” or in expressing its ideological loyalty to the Kremlin.156 At a minimum, it had to pretend to be loyal.

In an address to the nation shortly after the plenum, Ho Chi Minh reiterated that “resolutely implementing the Geneva accords by peaceful means on the basis of the unification of the North and the South . . . of the fatherland” was the “sacred mission” of the Vietnamese people.157 But there were limits as to how far Hanoi would go to mollify Moscow. Most notably, the party continued to give precedence to its own concerns in decision-making and to exploit the personal prestige of Ho Chi Minh, of his personality cult. This exaltation of the DRVN president was a part of North Vietnamese cultural reality, not just an act of propaganda. Ho’s prestige was “far too great an asset” to dispense with for the VWP posing as “champio[n] of a united and independent Vietnam.”158 Ho remained “a benign hero and father figure to the masses,” another assessment of this phenomenon noted. “He is an exemplar of the Vietnamese virtues—‘l’homme vietnamien réussi’ [the accomplished Vietnamese man]—in the fullest sense, and not merely a material one.”159

THE DEATH OF THE GENEVA ACCORDS AND DEMOCRATIZATION IN THE NORTH

In July 1956, the deadline for the promised elections on Vietnamese reunification passed. That outcome satisfied the United States. Fearful of a communist victory in those elections and thus of “losing” Vietnam, even while insisting publicly that free elections were impossible in a totalitarian state such as the DRVN, Washington had never supported elections or even reunification, just as it had never failed to impress those views upon Diem and his government. “Neither the United States nor Free Vietnam,” Senator John F. Kennedy, a prominent Democrat, had argued, “is ever going to be a party to an election obviously stacked and subverted in advance.”160 Reassuringly for Hanoi in light of their recent endorsement of peaceful coexistence, the Soviets were quick to excoriate Washington for this lapse of the Geneva accords.161 The Eisenhower administration’s expressed opposition to the elections and other aspects of the Geneva accords and its perceived leverage over Saigon have convinced many scholars that Washington was indeed responsible for the collapse of the accords. The decision, it is now clear, was made by Ngo Dinh Diem, who needed no American pressure or even advice to prevent the elections by refusing to arrange for them in the South.162 Diem was certain the DRVN would never permit free choice or an honest count in elections so vital to its interests.163 More significantly, he felt that he had worked too hard to consolidate his authority in the South to risk everything in elections in which his opponent would be Ho Chi Minh.164 Indeed, considering Diem’s personal characteristics, “the hope of unifying the nation by peaceful methods may never have been capable of achievement.”165

This outcome was a “grave disappointment” for DRVN leaders, but it was hardly shocking in light of developments in the South. Only recently, Diem had further solidified his position by successfully staging another election, this one for a constituent assembly mandated to draft a constitution for the newly established RVN. He had also ordered the withdrawal of all remaining French forces from the South and the closure of the French High Command, the organ charged with carrying out France’s obligations under the Geneva accords. Western observers took the latter action, effective on 28 April, to signal the “death” of the Geneva accords.166 Still, Hanoi reacted to these events with surprising passiveness, suggesting that key leaders, such as Ho and Giap, still thought peaceful reunification was ideologically sound and realistically achievable, or else that armed struggle remained an impossible choice.

Instead of going to war in the South, in late July 1956 the North actually “entered a period of calm” during which its leaders concerned themselves almost exclusively with domestic, northern matters. There were new initiatives of political and social liberalization, a domestic “détente” characterized by relaxation of personal controls and travel restrictions, reduction of mandatory political meetings, release of political prisoners and others arbitrarily arrested, and “remarkable” extensions of free speech.167 By November, the Council of Ministers and the National Assembly were jointly working on legislation to “guarantee democratic liberties and the individual rights of the population,” return the northern population to a “freer” life, end much of the arbitrary authority exercised by party cadres, and “reject all errors committed owing to ‘stalinism.’”168


Why did Hanoi respond so passively to the “killing” of the Geneva accords? Why did it not resume military struggle at that point, choosing instead to loosen its control in the DRVN? Beyond the litany of reasons previously discussed that militated against resumption of war, including the state of the armed forces, the wishes of allies, and the fear of American intervention, a main reason for those decisions was the general state of affairs in the North. Even if other circumstances had been more favorable, by mid-1956 DRVN authorities had too much on their plate at home to effectively support and sustain hostilities in the South. During Hanoi’s Municipal Party Congress in July and August, “grumbles” about party policies on such issues as security restrictions and tax collection were widely and aggressively pressed. These episodes, combined with similar ones a month later during the Eighth National Congress of the CCP, which concluded with a call for greater measures of conciliation on the part of the party with the people of China, played a meaningful role in precluding Hanoi from resuming hostilities in the South and spurred détente in the DRVN.169

Most consequential, however, was the fallout from the bungled handling of land reform. The party had so poorly managed that program that it caused both widespread hardship and resentment throughout the North. It distributed land to some eight million previously landless or poor peasants but created almost universal discontent due to the arbitrary methods used by cadres to classify households and reallocate land.170 Following party condemnation of the lack of zeal and forcefulness among cadres tasked with implementing the redistribution, many cadres had overreacted, manifesting “too much of the ruthlessness that was necessary and successful during the war” but which alienated people when applied indiscriminately in peacetime.171 At Quynh Luu in crisis-prone Nghe An Province, the political alienation and economic dislocation occasioned by the land reform campaign precipitated a rebellion. The denouement of that episode was bloody enough to compound the more general problems facing DRVN leaders trying to accomplish other basic social changes. Many of the rebels at Quynh Luu were Catholics, and many of the PAVN troops sent to suppress them were embittered southern regroupees.172 So serious were the problems caused by this and other, less serious crises provoked by the land redistribution program that Hanoi suspended it that summer, and Ho Chi Minh publicly apologized for its shortcomings.173

At its Tenth Plenum, which exceptionally lasted for forty days, in September and October, the VWP Central Committee confirmed the party’s commitment to the “democratization” these aforementioned actions represented, to the “North-first” policy that they amounted to, and to the current strategy in the South.174 “In our struggle to reunify the country, the consolidation of the North is the fundamental task,” the committee decreed. A subsequent official communiqué repeated the line that the struggle for national reunification would be “long, difficult, complex.” A British assessment noted that after the July 1956 deadline for elections passed, the party had not only failed to react but actually had “relegated the struggle for peaceful reunification to third place behind democratization and improving the conditions of workers, soldiers, cadres and functionaries” in the North.175

The Tenth Plenum convened specifically to address and find remedies to the disastrous consequences of land reform and their debilitating effects on party morale. Among the policy innovations included in what foreign observers variously called détente, democratization, or “de-Stalinization” were a special review of land reform, new limits on police powers, suspension of special courts for arbitrary trials, reinstatement of party members who had been punished for lack of enthusiasm in enforcing land reform, and disciplining of members guilty of committing grave errors as a result of too much enthusiasm for enforcing party reforms.176 The massiveness of the land reform program’s excesses is hinted at by the stature of the leading men who became casualties of this disciplining process. Chief among them was Truong Chinh, who had to resign his post as general secretary of the party. His closest associates, who, like him, had been zealous supporters of modeling Vietnam’s land reform program after China’s, were also demoted. They included Le Van Luong, who stepped down as both head of the powerful Party Organization Committee and vice minister of the interior; Hoang Quoc Viet, who lost his seat in the Politburo; and Ho Viet Thang, who was expelled from the Central Committee and compelled to give up his posts as vice minister of agriculture and vice chairman of the Land Reform Committee.177

Possibly, the four men were scapegoats sacrificed for the serious errors of the leadership and its agents during the land reform campaign, and possibly, too, for the decision to suspend military struggle and accept the Geneva accords.178 Also, it is not improbable that the sacking of Truong Chinh, Luong, Viet, and Thang had to do with a tug-of-war among DRVN leaders pitting those who thought the party should move as slowly and cautiously in the North as it was in the South on the one hand, against their more doctrinaire comrades committed to the rapid socialist transformation of the North in accordance with orthodox Marxist-Leninist principles on the other. In May the British Consulate had speculated about the possible emergence of a cleavage dividing “ideologists” headed by Truong Chinh and unnamed “responsible ministers and administrators” led by Ho and Giap. “The former group might wish to press ahead with the ‘revolution’ [in the North] too fast for the taste of the latter, and, in the name of communist solidarity, might be willing to yield greater influence to China than nationalist sentiment would welcome,” the consulate hypothesized.179 During the Tenth Plenum, the Central Committee in fact condemned “leftist deviations”—that is, dogmatism, a perversion typically associated with Chinese radical communism.180

In the wake of the purges, Nguyen Duy Trinh, Le Thanh Nghi, Pham Hung, and Hoang Van Hoan were promoted to the Politburo, and Le Duc Tho replaced Le Van Luong as head of the Organization Committee.181 Until a suitable candidate for the position could be found and vetted, Ho Chi Minh took over as acting general secretary. Overall, these outcomes boded well for VWP militants. Trinh, Hung, and Hoan were no fans of the current strategic line. Tho, Le Duan’s former deputy in the South and most trusted ally in the party, had joined the Politburo after his repatriation to the North in 1955. As Organization Committee head, he would become instrumental in facilitating the appointment of like-minded individuals to the Central Committee and the Politburo, setting the stage for the hijacking of party decision-making by militants in 1963–64.182 For the time being, however, Ho, Giap, and other supporters of strategic peace continued to hold sway over VWP policymaking.

In assessing the latest Central Committee plenum, French diplomats concluded quite correctly that the tendency toward détente in the North and caution in the South had not ceased.183 Immediately following the reshuffling in the Politburo, northern society actually experienced its most “democratic” period. The new, more liberal atmosphere encouraged freedom of thought and expression in all realms, a consequential result of which was the appearance of two new periodicals, Nhan van (Humanities) and Tham hoa (Hundred Flowers, a title borrowed from the Chinese movement of the same name, which encouraged criticism of leftist deviations by CCP leaders and cadres). Both periodicals featured items critical of the DRVN leadership and calling for reformist change. To illustrate, in Nhan van, Tran Duc Thao, a university professor, denounced bureaucratism, cliques, and the personality cult in the North. Until the state withered away, Thao suggested, only individual liberty and the freedoms of press, speech, and association could ensure popular democracy.184 “Following in the footsteps of Soviet and Eastern European revisionist thinkers,” historian Peter Zinoman has written of this episode, Thao and other writers “contrasted the virtues of Leninism with the evils of Stalinism and advocated a fundamentalist return to the humanistic origins of Communist thought.” This criticism of the VWP actually represented a “relatively mild manifestation of [a] global phenomenon.”185

As in China, it was not long before the criticism proved too much for party leaders. Under the supervision of To Huu, a dogmatic, rising member of the Central Committee who oversaw ideological conformity in cultural affairs, DRVN authorities suppressed the offending periodicals and jailed their contributors.186 Eventually, the Politburo reversed the entire democratization project. Possibly, the anticommunist revolt in Hungary in October and November influenced the about-face.187 Whatever its origins, the reversal underscored the pitfalls of flexible and conciliatory—essentially, moderate—policymaking, and put all its adherents, including Ho and Giap, on notice.

LE DUAN AND SOUTHERNERS AGITATE

That Hanoi refused to modify its revolutionary strategy after the July 1956 deadline passed validated the rather cynical belief of many below the seventeenth parallel that the primary function of the war against the French had been to further the hidden agenda of northern-based revolutionaries. That is, its real purpose all along had been to bring about the liberation of northern Vietnam only, and the fighting in the South was never more than “diversionary mischief for the French.”188 Whether this was ever in fact the view of southern revolutionary leaders, many of them were “less than happy with the strategy thrust upon them by the Hanoi leadership” after 1954.189 Few in the South were more disappointed and frustrated with Hanoi at this point than Le Duan.190 Since joining the revolution, he had committed himself to national—not zonal, sectional, or partial—liberation. He also believed not only that violence constituted the most effective tool for combatting imperialism and its lackeys, but that the bloodshed it caused sanctified the revolutionary process. Thus the Politburo majority’s decision to eschew armed struggle starting in July 1954 remained “inconceivable” to Le Duan, who had “made of the unity of the country” one of his reasons “to fight and to live.”191 He, in fact, drafted his own fourteen-point “action plan” outlining a forward strategy of revolutionary militancy to support political struggle in the South and produce national reunification without further delay. Other southern party leaders with whom he conferred and shared his plan endorsed it, but Hanoi rejected it.192

Undeterred, Le Duan privately challenged Hanoi’s stance, telling other southern party leaders and members that “the enemy will not implement the Geneva Agreement,” and that they should all prepare to “wrest back power through violence.”193 According to historian Lien-Hang Nguyen, this member of the Politburo actually flouted the party’s strategic line by mobilizing troops in preparation for a resumption of hostilities. Though he never publicly denounced the party line, Le Duan “fanned the revolutionary flames” in the South to “force his reluctant comrades in the North to go to war” against Saigon, she writes.194 Unless Hanoi acted decisively and soon, Le Duan thought, the communist movement in the South would vanish. Southerners had taken the struggle as far as they could under Hanoi’s constraints. VWP membership in the South was now down to perhaps fifteen thousand and dwindling.195

A few weeks before the next Central Committee plenum, scheduled for December, Le Duan sent a missive to Hanoi entitled De cuong cach mang mien Nam (Directions of the Southern Revolution).196 A revised version of his fourteen-point plan, the document proposed a reassessment of VWP strategy and a bold new course of action in the conduct of the revolution in the South. Its conclusions rested on Le Duan’s analysis as well as the substance of recent discussions with other southern revolutionaries. His proposals had been vetted and revised at a conference of Nam Bo communist leaders in Phnom Penh before he submitted them to the party leadership.197 Le Duan’s main hope was to “nudg[e] his comrades [in the North] to do more to support the revolution below the seventeenth parallel.”198

In his missive, Le Duan made the case for abandoning the party’s current line and at once resuming armed struggle in the South, with comprehensive northern backing. Since he understood that key leaders in the North opposed this course of action, he worded his proposals carefully. He refrained from explicit denunciation of the passive response to Diem’s violent assault on communists and noncommunist former members of the Viet Minh. Similarly, he did not attack Khrushchev’s doctrine of peaceful coexistence, though he thought it deeply misguided and altogether unsuitable for Vietnam. Instead, Le Duan shared his thinking on revolutionary policy and the urgency of the situation in the South. “As long as the [global] capitalist economy survives, it will always scheme to provoke war, and there will still remain the danger of war,” he wrote. In Vietnam, the Americans had schemed to partition the nation politically and were now prepared to maintain the status quo with violence. The “fundamental” problem facing the party was “how to smash the U.S.–Diem scheme of division and war-provocation.” Economic competition, coexistence, and even negotiations were all well and good in certain settings, but none was viable in a situation in which the imperatives that drove the United States and Saigon defied the will of the South Vietnamese people. Those imperatives could not be accommodated without sacrificing the South and surrendering the aims of the revolution.

In view of those circumstances, Le Duan affirmed his position that there was “no other path” but armed struggle for the party and the people of the South. The “line of the revolutionary movement must be in accord with the inclinations and aspirations of the people. Only in that way can a revolutionary movement be mobilized and succeed.” According to Le Duan, now was an “opportune moment” to unleash a wave of revolutionary violence because the Americans and their Saigon allies faced a window of vulnerability before the rising tide of U.S. military assistance became overwhelming. The “vile and brutal” character of the imperialists and their lackeys alienated southerners and isolated Washington internationally. Given the demonstrated willingness of the Vietnamese people properly led and inspired to fight, victory would not take long and the human and material costs would be tolerable. “Any revolutionary movement has times when it falls and times when it rises,” he told Hanoi; “any revolutionary movement has times that are favorable for development and times that are unfavorable.” The French had tried for years to eradicate the communist movement in Vietnam, he claimed, and failed. “It was not the Communists but the French imperialists themselves and their feudal lackeys who were destroyed on our soil.” Now, the United States and its lackeys were trying to annihilate what was left of the revolutionary movement in the South. But communists could prevail again with a new strategy that incorporated a military component.

Le Duan’s appeal struck a somewhat positive note in Hanoi. After lengthy deliberation, the Central Committee authorized southern communists to conduct targeted assassinations of “reactionary traitors” as well as terror bombings of institutions and locations associated with the Diem regime and the American presence.199 That fell far short of what Le Duan wanted, leading Ang Cheng Guan to conclude that after December 1956 Hanoi’s revolutionary strategy remained “essentially unchanged.”200 Still, the authorization to use violence, even on a very limited scale, represented a victory for Le Duan and other militants, as it constituted a tacit acknowledgment by Hanoi, the first of its kind, that political struggle alone was not working and armed struggle might be the answer to the party’s challenges in the South.
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Changing Course, 1957–1959

It did not take long for Soviet-American relations to improve after Premier Khrushchev professed his commitment to peaceful coexistence in early 1956. Within months, Moscow and Washington began cultural exchanges. The concomitant growing militarization of the Cold War and lingering differences over the fate of Germany challenged superpower détente but did not derail it. In fact, in 1959 U.S. vice president Richard Nixon visited Moscow, and shortly thereafter, Khrushchev himself reciprocated with a goodwill tour of the United States during which he engaged in constructive dialogue with Eisenhower.

Moscow’s overtures to Washington contributed to the precipitous decline of Sino-Soviet relations in the late 1950s. Committed to the eradication of capitalism and to “continuous revolution” in China, Mao and other CCP leaders could not reconcile themselves to peaceful coexistence, which they viewed as a form of revisionism, a heresy that threatened to undermine the unity of the socialist camp. Beijing leaders also objected to Soviet proposals for joint military and other ventures, intended, they thought, to humiliate China and undermine its sovereignty. Moscow’s decision of 1959 to withhold from Beijing prototypes and data for producing a nuclear bomb, thus reneging on an agreement signed two years earlier, plus a tense summit between Mao and Khrushchev in October, only widened the gap between the two countries.

Sino-Soviet contentions and peaceful coexistence expanded Washington’s margin for action in Indochina. Impressed by Diem’s ability to defeat his enemies and consolidate his authority in the RVN, the Eisenhower administration increased the level of its aid to the Saigon regime even as it pursued détente with Moscow.


In light of these circumstances, Hanoi began to contemplate revising its revolutionary strategy. Its reluctance to act more decisively in the South, in conjunction with emergent Sino-Soviet differences, exacerbated tensions between southern and northern supporters of the DRVN as well as between militants and moderates within the VWP. To alleviate these and other pressing problems, the Central Committee adopted Resolution 15 in January 1959. Calling for the beginning of a communist-led insurgency in the South, the resolution represented the first meaningful revision of the party’s revolutionary strategy in nearly five years. Fearful of American direct intervention and concerned about the reaction of Moscow and Beijing, both of which continued to oppose resumption of war in Vietnam, the Politburo mandated that the insurgency be restrained, and to that end provided only limited northern support.

NEW AND OLD CHALLENGES

In January 1957, during a meeting of the United Nations (UN) Special Political Committee, the United States introduced a draft resolution calling for the admission of “Vietnam”—not worded as the RVN, though that was implied—to the UN. Without consulting Hanoi, Moscow countered with a proposal recommending simultaneous admission of “the Democratic Republic of Vietnam” and “South Vietnam” as sovereign states in their respective territories. The proposal infuriated and alarmed DRVN leaders. They had unsuccessfully applied for DRVN membership in the UN in November 1948 and again in December 1951 to enhance their government’s legitimacy during the Indochina War. By now, however, they had no such aspiration, unless of course the DRVN was admitted as the sole legitimate government of all of Vietnam. This, they understood, the United States would never allow. Gaining admission along with the RVN, as the Soviets were now proposing, was also inconceivable, since the DRVN, like the RVN, claimed de jure sovereignty over all of Vietnam.1

The Soviet proposal caused consternation in Hanoi not only because it contravened a core principle—that the DRVN was the only legitimate government in Vietnam—but also because it suggested that Moscow, the leader of the socialist camp and its most important ally, was willing to accept the permanent division of the country. Concerned about that prospect and fearful that others, including nonaligned and socialist states, might endorse the call for UN membership for both Vietnams, DRVN leaders suddenly became nervous, no longer certain that time was on their side.

Thereafter, Hanoi’s foreign policy focused more self-consciously on reaffirming its loyalty to the socialist camp, the Third World, and national liberation movements, seeking thereby to enhance the legitimacy and prestige of the DRVN internationally, including among the nonaligned states, and continuing to advocate the reunification of Vietnam under the terms of the Geneva accords.2 At the time, the DRVN had formal diplomatic relations only with members or close friends of the socialist camp, some of which had no representation in Hanoi. Britain and India each had a consulate general in Hanoi and France a general delegation, but none of them officially recognized the DRVN government.3 Starting in 1957, Hanoi sought to establish ties with other countries, including newly decolonized states in Asia and Africa.

DRVN leaders faced other serious challenges that year. Domestically, they confronted recurring waves of social and economic problems: food and housing shortages, rising inflation, and industrial unrest resulting from constant pressure on the part of government authorities for increased production.4 “There is little optimism that the economy of North Vietnam can be expected to develop quickly in the foreseeable future,” a Canadian diplomat reported, following a visit to the DRVN, since “the [economic] plans formulated by the North Vietnamese, in collaboration with the foreign advisers, have neglected the present in favour of the future.” The good news for Hanoi was that “there is little point in speaking of the possibilities of an economic collapse of North Vietnam,” the diplomat derisively concluded, “since there is no economic structure to collapse in the first place.”5

Then, too, there were lingering problems from the botched land reform program. The party reclassified more than half the households it had recently labeled “landlord” and punished accordingly, relabeling them “peasant” and withdrawing the punishment, when possible.6 It also re-educated cadres responsible for these and other “errors.”7 According to a series of articles in Hoc tap, the party’s theoretical journal, the re-education program was necessary to deal with doubts, confusion, and lack of solidarity among cadres.8 At the same time, in the newly formed northwestern Thai-Meo Autonomous Zone, disaffected local cadres joined disgruntled members of the Hmong, Dao, and Khu Mu minority groups to instigate an “armed loyalist movement” against what they saw as an “unjust” local regime. This only compounded the challenges facing Hanoi.9

Meanwhile, Diem continued to strengthen his rule in the South. In May he made a triumphant visit to the United States, where he was hailed as the “Miracle Man” of Asia and received assurances of continued American economic and military aid.10 As a result of the visit, in the words of Fredrik Logevall, the American commitment to South Vietnam was “personalized in a way it never was before,” partly because of the “fawning” press coverage Diem received.11 These developments coincided with the “darkest days” of the revolution in the South, as Diem’s military and security forces successfully intensified their efforts to kill or capture communists.12

SUSTAINED CAUTION

Confronted with these challenges, Hanoi maintained a cautious stance vis-à-vis the South. Key leaders seemed “reconciled for the time being to the de facto division of the country.”13 In the name of peaceful struggle, Hanoi continued to press Saigon for improving relations, to call on Diem to agree to consultative talks on national elections, and to play the role of irritant when Diem refused. Recognizing that the DRVN might have to eventually intervene directly below the seventeenth parallel, Hanoi introduced compulsory military service, experimentally in one province in August and nationally by the end of the year.14 In what would prove to be a fateful decision, DRVN leaders also called Le Duan to Hanoi and appointed him acting general secretary of the party.15 Portending a possible revision of the VWP’s revolutionary strategy, the move may have been engineered by moderates to appease disgruntled southern revolutionaries, including Le Duan himself, or to undermine southern militancy by relocating its loudest voice to the North.

As Hanoi began to prepare for a war it did not want, southern revolutionary leaders braced for the more active struggle they craved. The Interzone V Executive Committee instructed cadres under its command to “develop the ability to wage war” even as they sustained the political struggle for the time being. In response to continued attacks by forces of the Diem regime, revolutionaries in central and southwestern South Vietnam began to form armed units starting in October 1957.16 By the end of the year, there were thirty-seven such units, and by mid-1958 they had engaged in a number of limited “actions” against RVN forces, with some success. Whether Hanoi authorized any of this is unknown. More likely than not, it did, though Lien-Hang Nguyen has suggested otherwise.17

Having recently obtained sanction from the Central Committee to eliminate “traitors,” over the course of 1957, southern revolutionaries murdered, kidnapped, or enticed into their ranks 452 RVN officials, most of them village chiefs.18 Meanwhile, encouraging news came from the Soviet Union: at a meeting of world communist parties in Moscow in November, the CPSU acknowledged under pressure from the Chinese that under certain circumstances episodes of world revolution—that is, transitions from nonsocialist to socialist polities and societies—might not always be peaceful. However, in the final declaration of the meeting in which that acknowledgment was made, the language on permissible forms of “nonpeaceful” struggle was vague to the point of opaqueness. And even that came at the cost of “acute conflict” between Beijing and Moscow over just what kinds of transition to socialism were and were not possible.19

As 1957 gave way to 1958, Hanoi continued its diplomatic advances toward Diem’s regime, hoping to salvage what it could of the Geneva accords. During a visit to Burma in February, Ho Chi Minh repeated the DRVN’s willingness to participate in talks with Saigon to discuss reunification elections.20 Subsequently, via various cultural organs, DRVN authorities invited southern painters to exhibit their works in Hanoi, asked southern intellectuals to speak out publicly in support of reunification, proposed that an “all-Vietnamese” national education curriculum be adopted in both halves of the country, and suggested again that the postal services of the two Vietnams cooperate to permit the circulation of personal mail throughout the divided country.21 Most notably, on 7 March Pham Van Dong wrote to Ngo Dinh Diem proposing a meeting of “the competent authorities of the two zones” to discuss bilateral reductions of armed forces and resumption of commercial exchanges.22 Predictably, Dong’s proposal elicited no response, but even that served the purposes of the political struggle, which may well have been the intent all along. According to the French Embassy in Saigon, southerners “closely followed” the affair of Dong’s proposal, and “seem[ed] disappointed by the negativity manifest in the intransigence of the response of their Government.”23

Consistent with the “North-first” policy, the National Assembly focused almost entirely on domestic matters during its spring 1958 session.24 Meeting later that year, the Central Committee paid no heed to the situation in the South, addressing instead economic conditions in the North. The land reform campaign, it affirmed, had been an overall success “despite some errors.”25 Most importantly, it adopted a three-year plan (1958–60) for economic nationalization and modernization, including collectivization in agriculture. A year earlier, the committee had announced that for the first time overall production levels had exceeded those for 1939, the last year of peace, and the country was ready to move toward socialist transformation. The new three-year plan was intended to do just that.26 This initiative coincided, not unintentionally, with China’s Great Leap Forward.27 “The China of today is the Vietnam of tomorrow,” Hanoi officials proclaimed.28 Collectivization was to be the final stage in the socialist transformation of the North Vietnamese countryside.29 The three-year plan reaffirmed—and extended—Hanoi’s commitment to the “North-first” policy and to moderation in the South.

As they collectivized the countryside, DRVN authorities sought to revamp the urban and industrial sectors of the economy along similar lines. The industrial sector was still notably underdeveloped, a result not only of French calculations during the colonial era but of the subsequent wars against Japan and France. Factories had been damaged, destroyed, or gutted, and those still operating were largely privately owned. Handicraft production still accounted for 59 percent of total nonagricultural production, much too large a share for a would-be modern economy in a self-professed socialist state.30 That began to change as the DRVN expropriated private enterprises and began to build new ones of its own. In 1958, state-owned and -operated enterprises accounted for nearly half of all manufacturing, and the government was in the process of acquiring substantial control of retail trade and transportation.31 Because of a shortage of investment capital and technical and managerial expertise, Hanoi allowed some bourgeois capitalists to retain control of their enterprises and encouraged others to develop new ones. Such actions were consistent with Lenin’s endorsement of collaboration with capitalists where necessary to facilitate development and modernization of the industrial sector. Later that year, chairman of the State Planning Commission Nguyen Duy Trinh told the National Assembly that the socialist transformation of the economy, to be completed by the end of 1960, must be assiduously pursued because it would solve the food problem and improve “the people’s life” in the North.32

THE ONSET OF THE SINO-SOVIET DISPUTE

In October 1957, the Soviet Union successfully launched the Sputnik satellite into space. That plus Soviet claims of missile superiority over the United States a month later validated the very real concerns of the Eisenhower administration about a growing missile gap between the two superpowers. The second Berlin crisis of 1958 further hampered bilateral relations. Yet, in spite of these developments, Moscow remained committed to peaceful coexistence, and Soviet-American relations improved over time. The Soviet Union manifested its commitment to peaceful coexistence by offering to host the American National Exhibition in Moscow and Vice President Nixon in 1959, and even agreed to a visit to the United States by Premier Khrushchev.

Meanwhile, Beijing’s domestic and foreign policy underwent a process of radicalization, largely the product of Mao’s commitment to “continuous revolution,” to pushing the Chinese revolution forward through successive mass mobilization campaigns. In 1958, Mao and the CCP launched the Great Leap Forward, an ambitious program of accelerated industrialization and communization. In August, they provoked the second Taiwan Strait crisis by resuming sustained bombardment of islands controlled by the Nationalist Chinese regime of Jiang Jieshi in Taipei.

China’s “left” turn as the Soviet Union continued steering “right” strained relations between the two countries. Increasingly by this time, Mao openly objected to the Soviet foreign policy course set by Khrushchev. In April 1958, Moscow approached Beijing with a proposal to construct a long-wave radio transmission center and receiving station on Hainan Island to facilitate Soviet naval communications. Shortly thereafter it made another proposal, this one for setting up a joint submarine flotilla. Both proposals offended Mao, who thought they were part of a larger Soviet plan to gain more influence in the PRC, even to control it. According to historian Chen Jian, Mao’s reaction was likely conditioned by “China’s humiliating modern experiences,” which encouraged Chinese leaders to “suspect the behavior of any foreign country as being driven by ulterior, or even evil, intentions.”33 Beijing soon accused Moscow of practicing “big-power chauvinism” and began taking its distance. The rift between the two became public for the first time shortly thereafter. When the PRC and India began to clash over their border, a conflict that intensified after Delhi granted asylum to the Dalai Lama, Moscow refused to side with Beijing in the dispute. For Mao and the CCP, the refusal was tantamount to supporting Delhi and betraying an ally.


The Sino-Soviet dispute was potentially devastating for the future of the Vietnamese revolution. Over the years, Hanoi had established proven, intimate ties with both countries. Each had supported its revolution politically and materially, helping to deter Washington from intervening militarily in Vietnam. The dispute between Moscow and Beijing was thus dismaying and dangerous. It was dismaying because Hanoi could find no obvious way to deal with the problem to its entire advantage, and because it threatened to compromise the world revolution and the special role DRVN leaders already envisioned for themselves in that revolution. It was dangerous because there might come a time when Hanoi would have to choose between its ideological and material benefactors—to pick a side in their dispute and thus risk vital losses.

As VWP members lamented the deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations, they also developed an affinity with either Moscow or Beijing. Party leaders did their best to preclude this taking of sides, since it risked undermining the unity of their organization, but even they succumbed. Militants, including Le Duan, who had been deeply disturbed by Khrushchev’s call for peaceful coexistence, were quick to side with China, whose boldness they respected and even came to admire. After all, boldness was what they thought the leadership in Hanoi needed to show more of if Vietnam was ever going to be reunified. Moreover, militants considered China’s recent historical experience more relevant than the Soviet Union’s to Vietnam’s present circumstances and their own purposes. They felt an “automatic identification” with China because it remained engaged in some of the same tasks confronting the Vietnamese, including completion of national liberation and reunification. Indeed, American support of rival governments on Chinese and Vietnamese soil drew together Vietnamese militants and Chinese hard-liners, and made both implacably hostile to the United States.34 Vietnamese militants also remembered that during the recent war with France the DRVN had received far less assistance from the Soviet Union than from the PRC.35

Ho, Giap, and other moderates, on the other hand, tended to be more supportive of the Soviet Union. Despite their reservations, the policy of peaceful coexistence vindicated the current revolutionary line in both halves of Vietnam for which they were responsible. Like Moscow, they embraced moderation and flexibility in decision-making, had no desire to be involved in a major confrontation with the United States, and preferred to concentrate instead on strengthening the domestic economy. Moreover, leading moderates had a fondness for the Soviet Union, having studied or spent time there or otherwise admiring the accomplishments of the country, its leaders, and its people since the October Revolution. To them, the Soviets were the undisputed champions of the socialist cause. “At least sentimentally,” moderates were “apt to be partial to the Soviet Union.”36 Conversely, the “Chinese element” appeared to most of them to “essentially be an element of instability, turmoil, even adventure.”37


The Sino-Soviet dispute thus amplified cleavages within the VWP between militants and moderates, between advocates of armed struggle in the South and exponents of peaceful reunification and the “North-first” policy. Over time militants identified more closely with “radicals” in Beijing, as moderates did with “pacifists” in Moscow. As these tendencies continued and polarized the party, its militant wing became identified as “pro-Chinese” and the moderate wing as “pro-Soviet,” although neither actually answered to foreign patrons.

THE CENTRAL COMMITTEE’S FIFTEENTH PLENUM

In January 1959, the VWP Central Committee met to “discuss the situation inside the country since the signing of the Geneva accords of 1954 and bring forward the revolutionary line for the entire country and the southern revolution.”38 To get a clear picture of the state of affairs in the South, the committee invited leading southern revolutionaries to describe the situation there and recommend policies for dealing with it. Those invited included Phan Van Dang, Hai Xo, Tran Luong, and Vo Chi Cong, all regional party heads. Le Duan, who had been shuttling between North and South since his appointment as acting general secretary of the party, also addressed the committee on what he called the “real situation and the struggle experiences of the southern compatriots over the last several years.” Predictably, he presented a bleak picture. In addition to reiterating the substance of what he had reported to the Central Committee in December 1956, he now more urgently pressed the case for complementing political struggle with military struggle in the South. He movingly described the growing despair among revolutionaries there over the losses they had endured and the deteriorating conditions they faced. There was an urgent necessity, he insisted, to respond in kind to the mounting aggressiveness of Saigon’s military and security forces, emboldened by increasing American aid and their successes over a virtually impotent communist resistance. It was time for communist and allied forces to fight back, or the cause of the revolution in the South would be lost.39 Already, rogue, unsanctioned cadres were joining other dissidents in retaliatory violence, while other disaffected cadres had abandoned the party to protest its pusillanimity in responding to Diem’s outrages. The widening credibility gap between Hanoi and the southern militants was threatening to compromise the party’s integrity and the revolution itself. Hanoi had to respond radically, Le Duan insisted, and to do so before it was too late.40

The effectiveness of Le Duan’s testimony and that of the other southern leaders, who echoed his sentiments, was electric. Politburo spokesmen acknowledged that organ’s similar concerns over the growing successes of the Diem regime in the wake of increasing American assistance.41 The regime’s success was now much greater than Hanoi had anticipated it ever would be. “In the provinces and the districts,” the Politburo reported to the Central Committee, Diem’s regime had “increased the reactionary quality of the [political and security] organs” at its disposal. At every level in these organs, “the majority of old bureaucrats [are being] replaced by new people, some chosen from among local Catholic reactionaries, among [recent] immigrants [from the North], some from the armed forces, the police, and some were old government employees who had submitted to Diem.” Even at the village level, Diem was “consolidating organs . . . more than before.” The “U.S.-Diem clique” was thus now on the verge of “achieving a dictatorial fascist regime,” the “most fundamental policy” of which was annihilation of all resistance, including the communist movement, in the South in the furtherance of American “imperialist” objectives.

The growing capabilities of Diem’s military, the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), were an alarming and immediate threat. His armed forces were significantly better trained, led, and equipped than before. The resulting effectiveness enabled them to “terrorize” revolutionaries and civilians alike. According to Politburo calculations, Washington had provided Saigon with more than $965 million in assistance between 1955 and 1958, two-thirds of it military. That assistance financed the significant increases in the strength of Diem’s forces, which the Politburo estimated in 1959 at 150,000 regular and more than 50,000 irregular troops. All indications were that Washington intended to maintain or increase its present level of support, which meant that Saigon’s armed forces would continue improving in quality and growing in size.

Economically, revolutionary prospects in the South were similarly parlous. By now the Americans had entirely supplanted the French there, the Politburo felt, because of their greater economic might: “The American imperialists have more money than the French, can pay more” and thus “buy” more allegiance. Those thus “bought” in turn became “the hand puppets of the Americans.” This sustained an increasingly large “reactionary” class that would surely hinder the transition to socialism in the South following reunification, as would the growing “commercialization” of the southern economy. Only “a small part of [American] foreign aid has been in the form of foreign currency, while the large part . . . has taken the form of goods.” That ratio would likely change, the Politburo believed, for Washington’s goal was to make the South Vietnamese people not only militarily but also economically dependent on the United States. As this transformation progressed, the South would become an outpost of American capitalism as well as American imperialism. The more the economy integrated into global capitalism, the wider the divide between northern and southern societies would become, and the more difficult reunification would be. The American project in the South amounted to “nation-building” and would have to be confronted as such.

In view of this gloomy assessment, the Politburo candidly acknowledged that the results of its policy of favoring political struggle almost exclusively had indeed been misguided: “We used the political strength of the masses; the enemy used force.” Unfortunately, “our political strength has not yet been able to translate into material strength [sufficient even] to fight back,” much less to “topple” the Saigon regime. As a result, the “U.S.-Diem clique” had not only endured but now occupied a “dominant position” in the South. The Americans were “richer,” “more ruthless,” “more fascist,” “more expansionist,” and “stronger” than the French had ever been. The contradictions between “our people” and the “imperialists and feudalists” could only be “solved by revolution.” To that end, the nation had to “increase its unity” and “elevate even more its revolutionary will” for the sake of “socialist revolution” in the North and consolidation of the “people’s democratic revolution” in the South.

RESOLUTION 15

In response to these assessments and recommendations, the Central Committee adopted what came to be known as “Resolution 15.”42 This was one of the pivotal policy statements in the course of events that propelled Hanoi into the Vietnam War, the most meaningful revision of strategic policy since September 1954. The new resolution reiterated the priority of socialist transformation in the DRVN, remarking that “if we do not strive to consolidate the North and actively guide the North to socialism, then we will not have a firm base” to bring about Vietnamese reunification. But more significant for the eventual outbreak of hostilities was the acknowledgment in the same document that the conduct of the struggle in the South had been too restrained. “Resolving the problem of ‘who defeats whom’ between socialism and capitalism,” it read, “is the objective requirement of northern society in its phase of development; at the same time, it is also the objective reality of the revolution in the entire country.”

In its tone and substance, Resolution 15 called for more aggressive action against capitalism and feudalism below the seventeenth parallel. “Only the victory of the revolution can fully end the plight of the poor and miserable people in the South, thoroughly defeat each wicked policy of the American imperialists and their puppets to divide and provoke war,” it noted. Conduct of the revolution below the seventeenth parallel “cannot deviate from the general revolutionary law” guiding liberation struggles everywhere. “The basic road to development” of the revolution there must be “insurrection,” the Central Committee asserted. While the revolution would continue to use the “strength” and “political force” of the masses, henceforth it would also rely on “armed force” to protect itself and create favorable conditions to “topple the dominant regime of the imperialists and feudalists” and “bring about a revolutionary regime of the people.” However, the wording of the resolution was careful enough to give cover to the concerns of Ho, Giap, and other leading moderates in the party, as well as to those of Moscow and Beijing: political struggle in the South would remain “primordial.”


In authorizing armed insurrection, the Central Committee promised the formation of a “truly broad” “people’s front for reunification and opposition to Diem and the Americans.” The new front would include workers and peasants, of course, but also “representatives of all classes and segments” of the southern population, even including bourgeois “nationalist forces,” in order to form “a wide democratic people’s alliance” of everyone opposing Diem and the Americans: “We must unite all people who can be united.” To facilitate recruitment, the new front would be an organization of southerners only, “only for the southern region.” Only after a bourgeois revolution in the South—that is, after destruction of the Saigon regime, creation of a provisional coalition government, and expulsion of the Americans—would the party launch class struggle there as part of a socialist revolution. Until these intermediate goals were achieved, it was important to downplay divisions among the people. The united front would facilitate this by, among other things, making the party and its southern supporters appear to be nationalist patriots rather than communist ideologues. In effect, the Central Committee proposed to resurrect the Viet Minh under a different, southern guise.

By party reckoning, there were in the South no less than eleven socioeconomic classes that had significance for the prospects of the new front and thus for the eventual success of the revolution. Such a class division of society defied Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy but was consistent with Chinese revolutionary understandings of class divisions as reflecting political attitudes rather than relations of production.43 The most important class by this criterion was the urban proletariat, which must be the “guiding force of the Revolution in the South” despite its minuscule size. Only by infiltrating and then dominating workers’ groups in the cities could the front achieve its political objectives, especially in Saigon. Peasants, the rural proletariat, constituted the second most important class in party calculation because of their sheer numbers. The front aimed to organize and then co-opt a peasant protest movement by joining it to existing anti-Diem movements in the countryside protesting high taxes, high rents, and other oppressive practices. Yet, however numerous the peasants were and however significant their role in the southern economy, it was essential for revolutionary purposes that they be under the leadership of workers and worker representatives committed to Marxist-Leninist principles. “Without a stable alliance between the peasants and the workers under the leadership of the working class,” the Central Committee pointed out, “the southern revolution cannot succeed.”44

Other classes in South Vietnam would likely provide less support for the new front, but their members would be encouraged to join it nonetheless. These included the petty bourgeoisie (small capitalists who received no benefit from imperialism), intellectuals, and most religious and ethnic minorities. Catholics, many of them co-opted by the enemy as “support rear troops,” would likely provide little support, but members of Hoa Hao, Cao Dai, and Buddhist groups disaffected in varying degrees from the Diem regime by concerns of their own were promising.45 Among the remaining classes, the “national bourgeoisie,” so called because of its opposition to the American presence, might support front appeals for peace and expulsion of the Americans. The same might be true of privates in the ARVN, who bore the brunt of the fighting burden on behalf of the Americans. They were almost invariably the sons of peasants (sometimes of workers), and rarely received the least reward or recognition for their sacrifice. Recent migrants with lingering loyalties to their northern homeland might also support reunification. The “compradore,” or high bourgeoisie, and the landlords were the least likely to participate in the front since they benefited from the American presence and thus actively opposed the revolution. While the party could not know with absolute certainty who would or would not support the front, the Central Committee thought the “motive force” of the southern revolution would come from workers, peasants, and the petty bourgeoisie.46 A “general uprising” of these groups was impending, party leaders thought, not so much because of their nationalist resentment of the American presence but because the logic of Marxism-Leninism dictated that once their consciousness was raised concerning the exploitive nature of their “objective” circumstances, workers and peasants in particular would naturally rise against those responsible for their exploitation.

THE LOGIC BEHIND RESOLUTION 15

The Central Committee endorsed Resolution 15 because the majority of its members concluded that the “balance of forces”—the barometer by which DRVN authorities measured progress in their revolution, consisting of the number and condition of military effectives under their command relative to those of the enemy—in the South had reached a crisis point. In some areas, revolutionary forces faced imminent eradication, allowing the Diem regime to assert its authority unopposed and claim legitimacy. In observing the shift in party policy resulting from these conclusions, western diplomats in Hanoi reported “increasing sensitiveness on the part of the DRV leadership to the international status of South Vietnam and the stability of the regime there” during the first half of 1959.47 Unless Hanoi acted, and soon, the communist movement in the South risked disappearing, as militants there had been warning.

Militants had by 1959 long clamored for a more assertive and aggressive strategy, and their aggregate pressures on Hanoi had much to do with the Central Committee’s decision to endorse Resolution 15. By now, they were joined by noncommunist veterans of the Indochina War and other nationalists and xenophobes. “Faced with the fact that the enemy was using guns, assassinations and imprisonment to oppose the people in their political struggle,” an official history of the southern revolutionary movement remarks of this factor, “many voices among the masses appealed to the party to establish a program of armed resistance against the enemy.”48 A group of peasants from Hoa Hoi, in Tay Ninh Province outside Saigon, signed their names to a letter imploring Ho Chi Minh to help them. “The people are terrorized,” “cadres get killed,” they lamented. They implored Hanoi at the least to send back the troops who had regrouped to the North after 1954, so they could “fight the enemy and save the people.”49 Elsewhere, a meeting of village elders adopted this compelling plea: “Uncle Ho! The Americans and Diem have been wicked too much already—we ask your permission to cut off their heads.”

In Thu Dau, a group of thirty peasants asked local party officials, “Has the [Nam Bo] Executive Committee reported on [our] situation to the Center [i.e., Hanoi], to Uncle Ho?” The officials forwarded this plea with one of their own urging a renewal of military struggle. Without that, they insisted, it was “impossible to win.” Besides, they wrote, fighting was the “birthright of the South Vietnamese people.”50 Similarly, villagers from Ben Tre importuned: “We must arm ourselves in order to survive; otherwise we’ll die.” “The Americans and Diem tore up the Geneva accords long ago. . . . If we go on like this, they’ll burn down our houses and will kill us one of these days. We won’t have anything with which to fight back and it will be unbearable.”51 Implicit in some of these pleas was the belief, noted earlier, that Hanoi cared more about building socialism in the North than confronting Diem in the South and protecting the people from him, that narrow northern interests trumped pressing southern needs among DRVN leaders.52 The Central Committee indirectly acknowledged its awareness of such implications in Resolution 15, a stated objective of which was to eliminate the perception among some people that the party believed “the socialist revolution in northern Vietnam is exclusively for northern Vietnamese” without regard to the well-being of southerners.53

According to one analyst of these developments, pressure from militant and other discontented southerners gave Hanoi no choice but to “go along” with their pleas to do something about the deteriorating situation.54 That is also the judgment of historian Philippe Devillers, who wrote of the adoption of Resolution 15 that the “initiative of action came, not from Hanoi, but from the base, literally compelled by Diem to legitimate defense and to armed resistance.”55 In a memoir, Nguyen Thi Dinh, a party cadre in the South in 1959, stated that she and her fellow revolutionaries took the passage of Resolution 15 to mean that “the higher level [in Hanoi] had followed exactly the aspirations of the lower level [in the South] in an extraordinary manner.”56 “Insurrectionary activity against the Saigon government,” according to a less nuanced view, “began in the South under southern leadership not as a consequence of any dictate from Hanoi, but contrary to Hanoi’s injunctions.”57 At a minimum, Resolution 15 was a concession by DRVN leaders to appease party militants and their sympathizers below the seventeenth parallel.

While southern pressure was instrumental in prompting the Central Committee to approve Resolution 15, calls for revision of southern strategy from party members in the North were also likely weighty influences. Circumstantial evidence suggests that by 1959 there existed within the party in the North a growing number of individuals who frowned upon the privileging of political struggle and believed in “the transforming power of violent revolution.”58 Le Duan’s presence in Hanoi undoubtedly played a part in this, as did the presence of Nguyen Chi Thanh, Le Duc Tho, and other hard-liners recently returned from the South. The Central Committee recognized the existence of this minority and was evidently sensitive to its charges that Hanoi refused to sanction armed struggle in the South because it was afraid of the reaction of the Americans and their Saigon “puppets.” In the lexicon of the day, the militants believed the party leadership was subordinating itself to “revisionist” Soviet thinking at the expense of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxies concerning wars of national liberation and world revolution.59 An official history of the party indirectly acknowledges this belief and insinuates that the adoption of Resolution 15 was a response to critics with “deviationist inclinations” within the VWP in the North.60 The British Consulate thought it was not “unreasonable” to attribute the Central Committee’s approval of Resolution 15 to pressure from northern militants who were “tiring” of the moderate strategy the party had pursued even after “it became plain (in 1956) that the South would not fall to them through elections.”61

The alleged mass murder by food poisoning of perhaps a thousand political dissidents, including communists, at a detention camp at Phu Loi, on the outskirts of Saigon, added to the pressure on Hanoi for increased militancy in the South.62 This event, which occurred on 1 December 1958 but was not announced in the DRVN until 18 January 1959, provoked “the most violent anti-Diemist, anti-American campaign ever mounted” in the North. For a week, “the streets of Hanoi resounded to cries of ‘Down with the American-Diemists’ and ‘Americans Go Home’” while “well-organized companies of citizens were paraded up and down.” The mass protest ended on 25 January in “a day of mourning and mass meetings,” for which more than half the people of Hanoi were mobilized. State organs exploited the occasion and the protests for various purposes. After news of the murders broke, for example, the secretary of the Government Workers’ Trade Union urged unionists to “avenge the murdered by outstanding achievements, by overfulfilling the Three-Year Plan, by taking the North toward socialism and by building it into an unshakable base of the struggle for national reunification.”63 The “Phu Loi massacre” and its aftermath may well have been decisive in prompting the Central Committee to authorize armed struggle below the seventeenth parallel.64 The massacre not only galvanized northern opinion concerning the need to do more for southerners, but it also emboldened militants in both halves of Vietnam to press DRVN leaders to take a bold step to placate their critics. Whatever actually happened at the detention camp, according to an official history of the southern revolution, after the Phu Loi massacre “the situation truly ripened for an armed movement against the enemy.”65


Deterioration of the situation in the Central Highlands, an area of strategic importance to the southern revolution, may also have been a factor behind the Central Committee’s decision to sanction armed struggle. In March 1959, two months after the passage of Resolution 15, the Politburo expressed concern that the “crisis” in the Central Highlands could spread. Accordingly, the Politburo directed southern revolutionaries to reverse the recent gains of ARVN forces in the region and hold their position until they secured revolutionary bases there.66 The document relating this information reveals that the enemy’s gains in the Central Highlands alarmed Hanoi, and it suggests that another immediate concern behind the adoption of Resolution 15 was this portentous demonstration of Diem’s ability to project his power into an area of critical importance to the revolution and to the DRVN specifically.

Another incentive for adopting a more forward strategy in the South was, possibly, the second Taiwan Strait crisis. In August of the previous year, Beijing had resumed sustained bombardment of the Jinmen (Quemoy) Islands, controlled by the rival Nationalist regime in Taiwan, raising Cold War tensions in the region. Truong Chinh, partially rehabilitated by then and serving as vice premier, promptly condemned “provocative acts” by the United States that he said caused the crisis, and expressed his government’s support for the “resolute action” undertaken by Beijing. Pham Van Dong also announced that the leaders and people of the DRVN would “stand at the side” of the Chinese in the event the situation escalated, while Ho Chi Minh and other DRVN leaders expressed their support for the “liberation” of Taiwan from the clutches of American “imperialists” and Chinese “reactionaries.”67 In Hanoi, this episode plus the concurrent second Berlin crisis, resulting from Khrushchev’s demand that western powers withdraw from that city, underscored the perils of prolonged national partition. It thus may have impressed upon the Central Committee the merits of, if not the necessity for, more “resolute action” in dealing with counterrevolutionary forces in southern Vietnam.

Finally, the Central Committee may have feared that the party would suffer a crisis of legitimacy if it failed to recommend more forceful action below the seventeenth parallel. By 1959, new mass-based fronts and organizations independent of the VWP were emerging across the South, some of them aspiring to organize and lead the “national” opposition to Diem and the Americans. Among these were the religious sects, which attracted to their militias party sympathizers and members, even cadres, as well as workers, students, and others from “progressive” classes.68 Unless Hanoi acted, such organizations might hijack the anti-Diem resistance the VWP aspired to lead. In the estimate of one historian, by 1959 “various parareligious sects” and nationalist organizations were also vying to lead the resistance movement in the South. “Exasperated by the dictatorship of the ruling [Ngo] family,” some people “began to see that only the nationalists were willing to take a stand, while Communists and leftists, who had formerly been leaders in the struggle against colonization, were now temporizing.”69 According to historian Ang Cheng Guan, Hanoi adopted Resolution 15 because it “understood that it could no longer continue to advocate restraint without losing the control and allegiance of the Southern communists as well as the reunification struggle to Diem.”70

POLITBURO RESERVATIONS ABOUT RESOLUTION 15

Unsure of the impact implementation of Resolution 15 would have domestically and internationally, the Politburo delayed spelling out the tactical details for its execution. As an official source put it, Resolution 15 considered the “responsibilities and strategic aims of the South Vietnam revolution,” but it failed to explain how to achieve these responsibilities and aims. Though it outlined some of these elements, the details were “not sufficient” to “formulate a precise program.”71 While the Politburo and the Secretariat worked out those details, the latter instructed regional party heads to reveal news of the adoption of Resolution 15 to no one except cadres with executive responsibilities.72

The operational guidelines to implement the resolution took no less than four months to finalize and were communicated to southern communist leaders by the Secretariat only on 7 May 1959. As it turned out, the guidelines were significantly more subdued than what Resolution 15 itself called for. They stipulated that southerners could now “use a quick-minded method of armed propaganda” to “help the political struggle.” In practice, that tortured language authorized escalation of the campaign to assassinate “the most dishonest and cruel part of the enemy” that was already under way and to conduct intermittent, small-scale guerrilla operations against ARVN forces.73 Thus news of the “historic resolution” adopted in January 1959 reached revolutionaries in the Central Highlands in early summer as directives giving them “the green light for switching from political struggle alone to political struggle combined” not with armed struggle but with “armed self-defense and support activity.”74 This ironic statement had the virtue of highlighting the top leaders’ reserve. It was inconsistent with the letter if not the intent of Resolution 15, calling as it did for insurgent activity but under highly restrictive conditions.

Essentially, the Politburo’s guidelines called for the expansion of terrorist activity and the beginning of small raids on enemy forces below the seventeenth parallel, thus a low-intensity conflict. They sanctioned revolutionary violence in the South for the express purpose of allowing southern revolutionary organs to defend themselves against the draconian measures instituted by Saigon but not to instigate an actual “war of liberation” to militarily defeat and overthrow the Diem regime. The Politburo’s ambivalence toward revolutionary violence was reflected in the guidelines’ characterizations of the new tactic as “armed propaganda activity” (hoat dong vu trang tuyen truyen) and of the unitsresponsible for implementing it as “armed self-defense forces” (luc luong vu trang tu ve) and “armed propaganda units” (luc luong vu trang tuyen truyen).75 These circumlocutions underscored the determination of the Politburo majority to keep political struggle as the cornerstone of the party’s southern strategy while responding to pressures to resume armed struggle. A “people’s war” in the South abetted by the DRVN, which party militants looked forward to, remained out of the question for key leaders. According to David Elliott’s history of the revolution in the Mekong Delta, “building up larger units would have required heavy weapons for combat support units.” However, such weapons “did not start arriving in quantity in the Mekong Delta from North Vietnam until 1963.”76 Implicit in all the party’s formulations was an understanding that war was too risky or simply impossible at that juncture, and it would commence when conditions were ripe for it and not a day sooner. According to Carl Thayer, those formulations meant that force could be used to “protect the party and its bases” and create the conditions for a wider armed struggle later, if necessary.77

In disseminating the guidelines, the Secretariat told southern revolutionary leaders that the fascist policies and recent successes of Diem and the Americans warranted adjustments to, not yet major revisions of, party strategy. Thus, the guidelines for implementing Resolution 15 permitted southern revolutionaries to accomplish only what was minimally necessary and realistically achievable under current circumstances: to “mobilize a political struggle movement that is broad among the masses” and “at the same time” to “isolate [Diem] politically.” This, southerners were told, would create “favorable opportunities” for preserving, consolidating, and eventually expanding the revolutionary movement below the seventeenth parallel. The guidelines also stressed political mobilization and agitation work among enemy soldiers (binh van) in conjunction with the defense and expansion of revolutionary bases, especially in remote regions such as the Central Highlands.

For the time being, then, political struggle would remain the central task.78 “What is the lesson of our victories over the previous years?” the guidelines asked, responding that only “the political forces of the broad masses can cause defeat of the reactionary policies of the enemy.” Toward that goal, “we must mobilize a broad political struggle movement with a stronger revolutionary spirit, not only among the working masses but among all the classes.” Once that was accomplished, the southern masses would no longer “fret before the terror policies of the enemy” but, on the contrary, would become “revolutionized.” Until then, the Politburo insisted, military adventurism had to be avoided.

The guidelines also instructed southern party leaders and cadres to organize small, localized uprisings in remote or critical areas, such as the Central Highlands. An official history of the VWP presents these instructions as authorizing “piecemeal uprising” to create local revolutionary regimes “on behalf of the people” and in the interests of the southern communist cause.79 But the use of force in these uprisings had to remain subordinate to “the strategy of the political struggle of the masses.” Any resort to excessively violent struggle would have “incorrect strategic implications.” Southerners had to use political struggle backed by violence to establish new “revolutionary rear bases” manned by “revolutionary armed forces” with a view to enabling the southern communist movement to regroup, reorganize, and grow. Eventually, these bases would serve as loci from which to stage a “complete triumph over the enemy.”

The guidelines stipulated that self-defense and armed propaganda units participating in the effort should be small, ideally no more than three to six people, never more than twelve or fifteen. The aim was to prepare for a subsequent larger struggle, not to pursue victory itself just yet. According to an official history, armed propaganda and self-defense units in the South in mid-1959 were so small, poorly trained, and ill equipped that they “would never be able to engage the enemy in warfare and would never be able to become an actual revolutionary army.”80 In view of such a reality, a Vietnamese scholar has explained, Hanoi hoped through the guidelines to create preconditions favorable to the growth of the revolutionary movement below the seventeenth parallel but “not completely” to challenge the Saigon regime and its American allies.81 In the somewhat different formulation of another source, the guidelines for implementing Resolution 15 “permitted the active use of armed forces only in combination with the political struggle as local circumstances required and not for the purpose of militarily defeating the Diem regime by commencing a large-scale guerrilla war or ‘people’s war.’”82 To take armed struggle to the point of striving for total victory was to risk total defeat under the present circumstances. “Tendencies to take adventurous violent actions,” the guidelines warned, risked causing a major war that the party and southern revolutionaries could not handle and the DRVN could not sustain at this time. Instructions to southerners remained basically consistent with these views until 1963–64, when the next major—and most consequential—revision of the party’s revolutionary strategy took effect.

The delay in drafting the guidelines, as well as the differences between their convolutions and the belligerent language of Resolution 15, is probably best explained by the lingering concerns of Ho and Giap, and doubts among the rest of the policymaking elite about the wisdom of instigating armed struggle in the South on any scale in the spring and summer of 1959. These concerns and doubts would also explain the injunction against immediately revealing news of the adoption of Resolution 15. To be fair, the Politburo had ample reason to reject a bolder strategy of armed struggle in the South that year. To have an impact, such a strategy would have required a substantial and immediate commitment of the DRVN’s scarce human and material resources. Above the seventeenth parallel, many important tasks remained to be completed before a military push for southern liberation and national reunification could be successful. “The most important thing for us now,” Ho Chi Minh repeated during an interview, “is to work and to improve the people’s living conditions.”83 “A socialist country needs peace to achieve national construction in all fields, to make the country powerful,” to “improve the people’s living standards,” and to ensure “the victory of the revolution,” a writer in Hoc tap later explained. “Therefore, a socialist country, immediately after coming into existence, advocates the implementation of a peaceful foreign policy.”84 In April, the secretary of the Hanoi branch of the party listed the major tasks facing the people as completing the socialist transformation of private industry and commerce, accelerating economic and cultural development, and improving daily life.85 Shortly thereafter, the National Assembly decreed that there could be no compromise or relaxation in the task for completing the socialist project in the North, for until it was completed the DRVN would never be a “firm socialist base for [national] reunification.”86 To expedite the transformation, Hanoi undertook currency reform, as well as campaigns against illiteracy and counterrevolutionary activity.87

Another source of concern at the time remained the state of the armed forces at Hanoi’s disposal. Those in the South numbered less than ten thousand. Their weapons were archaic or nonexistent, their organization poor, and their training deficient. To have any chance of success in an actual war, they would need support from the North’s armed forces. But those forces were also in no position to challenge the enemy successfully in a war. The modernization of the PAVN was ongoing, as previously noted, but had thus far “led many officers to stress discipline at the expense of persuasion and education.”88 Moreover, the recent introduction of mandatory three-year conscription for all men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five had lowered the age of inductees, “straining the party’s capacity to indoctrinate them” and increasing the time needed to train them adequately.89 Until the armed forces in both halves of Vietnam overcame such challenges, political struggle had to remain the major form of struggle. That is, winning the allegiance of the southern people must be the chief objective in the contest against Saigon.

An additional obstacle to instigating a war in the South in 1959 was, in the eyes of the Politburo, the state of the party in the South. Both organization and leadership remained poor, and membership was still extremely low, a result of the pressure brought to bear upon southern communists by the Diem regime.90 Many villages were without a party cell, and cells in many other villages amounted to only a few members. An official party history estimates that in 1957–59 more than ten thousand communists had been killed or captured in the provinces of Can Tho and Soc Trang alone. In Ben Tre, another seventeen thousand people with ties to the revolutionary movement were killed, captured, or tortured by Diem’s forces, and one hundred party cadres had been exposed.91 In all of Nam Bo, the party now counted less than five thousand members. In parts of the Central Highlands, the situation was even worse. There, 70 percent of party cell executives, 60 percent of district executives, and 40 percent of provincial executives had been killed or captured, and in twelve districts there was no party presence at all.92 As for the surviving leaders and cadres, Hanoi suspected that many of them failed to understand or to agree with Politburo thinking on revolutionary tactics and strategy. The cadres especially were deficient in their understanding of the nature and centrality of political struggle—of propaganda activity—in the communist revolutionary effort.93

International circumstances were no more propitious than those in Vietnam for a turn to war in the South. Open engagement of PAVN forces below the seventeenth parallel would validate enemy claims that Hanoi was the driving force behind the instability in the South and thus in violation of the Geneva accords. That would, as historian Douglas Pike has observed, “undercut the DRV’s legal position and its basic contention that only in the [Geneva] Agreements lay hope for a satisfactory settlement” of the Vietnam problem.94 DRVN leaders still wanted to avoid being “liable to be arraigned as violators of the Geneva Agreement,” to which they still attached importance.95 Besides, openly violating the accords by deploying PAVN units would invalidate Hanoi’s long-standing contention that the southern liberation movement was indigenous and sustained from within the South. It would also make it more difficult to retain international support for the revolutionary cause, especially in the Afro-Asian and western worlds, and thus would adversely affect the ongoing diplomatic struggle. “The current [international] propaganda campaign [of DRVN authorities] is organized according to a well-known formula,” French diplomats surmised. “The southern regime is a fascist and antipopular regime”; “favorable to war, it wants to eliminate by all means possible the patriots who love peace.” As the purported champion of those “patriots,” Hanoi had to remain cautious.96

More important than this concern with appearances was the impact a turn to war in the South might have on relations with allies, Moscow in particular. Hanoi was at the time facing mounting pressure from the CPSU to “prevent the Vietnamese Communist revolution from becoming a major issue in East-West relations.”97 Though Chinese influence and material aid were increasing in 1959, while Soviet aid had been comparatively reduced, North Vietnamese leaders were “at pains” to not “lose touch” with Moscow despite the latter’s lukewarm support for the Vietnamese revolution and its sustained commitment to peaceful coexistence.98 Although the CPSU had endorsed the 1957 Moscow Declaration acknowledging the possibility of nonpeaceful transition to socialism, Khrushchev remained opposed to anything that might increase Cold War tensions and derail peaceful coexistence, which dramatically escalating hostilities in the South would surely do. The VWP Politburo knew that, which is why it did not share the substance of Resolution 15 with the Soviet Embassy in Hanoi until the middle of May.99


Finally, Hanoi resisted a more forward strategy in the South because it still feared the prospect of American intervention and wanted to give Washington no pretext to deploy its forces in Vietnam. “In adopting the 15th Resolution on political and military struggle,” Nguyen Vu Tung of the Vietnamese foreign ministry has written, “a hope was pinned on a peaceful course” because the party “had in mind the danger of U.S. direct military intervention.”100

RESOLUTION 15 IN CONTEXT

In view of all of these factors, what was the significance of Resolution 15 in the coming of the Vietnam War? What was its meaning? Most historians in Vietnam who have written on the subject maintain that the resolution marked a turning point in the course of the Vietnamese revolution, the beginning of the comprehensive effort to liberate the South from the ever tightening grip of Diem and the Americans. They have interpreted it as signaling that the time had come for Hanoi to “push the armed struggle against the enemy” in the South, to “coordinate the political strength of the masses with armed force in order to overthrow the yoke of the American imperialists and the feudals, [and] to elevate the revolutionary regime of the people.”101 In doing so, the resolution followed “historical logic.”102 Some western historians have accepted this assessment. K. C. Chen, for example, has contended that Resolution 15 “set the general policy of the ‘liberation’ of the South—i.e., the overthrow of the Diem regime, and the establishment of a coalition government favorably disposed toward reunification with communist North Vietnam.”103

Admittedly, Resolution 15 meaningfully amended Hanoi’s revolutionary strategy, sanctioning as it did the onset of insurgent activity in the South backed, to a limited degree, by the North.104 Most notably, it augured the incremental deployment of thousands of “volunteer troops” (quan tinh nguyen) to the South. By one estimate, the DRVN dispatched approximately 4,600 cadres, technicians, and military advisers trained and equipped to organize guerilla squads, as well as armed propaganda brigades, to the South in 1959–60 alone.105 It also sent supplies and other personnel, including nurses and physicians.106 To facilitate the movement of these human and material resources, engineering units of the PAVN established a maritime infiltration route between North and South Vietnam, and also built or upgraded a network of roads running from the DRVN into the South via Laos and Cambodia—the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail.107

That response gave southern revolutionary organs greater tactical freedom and support for their activities. It also forestalled further deterioration of the situation in the South and in fact may have saved the revolutionary movement there from impending annihilation. Arguably the most important long-term consequence of Resolution 15 was that it ended Hanoi’s policy since 1954 of benign neglect of the South and the revolutionary situation there. Beginning with the adoption of Resolution 15, party strategy below the seventeenth parallel became, by official account, to contain reactionary forces long enough to complete the socialist project in the North while consolidating and expanding the revolutionary movement, after which a full-fledged armed struggle could be undertaken with better, surer prospects for victory.

For the time being, however, the Politburo obdurately refused to comprehensively engage the North in the liberation of the South, or even to privilege violent struggle over political struggle there. More tellingly, it committed no PAVN units to the revolutionary surge sanctioned by the Central Committee. In fact, DRVN decision-makers had for the time being “no intention of employing PAVN regular units” in a war with Saigon’s armed forces or “sanctioning a policy of all-out attack” on Diem’s regime.108 Therefore, as historian William Turley has noted, Resolution 15 encapsulated a party decision to extend “limited” northern support to the southern revolutionary movement, which it authorized to use violence “under restrictive conditions” mainly to protect itself.109 These limitations are important in light of subsequent party decisions concerning the South. After January 1959, Hanoi’s strategic priorities—pursuing socialist development in the DRVN, precluding American intervention in Indochina, accommodating the Cold War concerns of key allies, and encouraging international support for its revolutionary cause—remained unchanged. Resolution 15 was indeed a “relatively muted” response to the situation in the South.110 “The constant if waning hope of top [DRVN] leaders was still that the party could attain its objectives by inducing the Saigon government to crumble without having to mount a major military effort backed by the North,” Turley has written.111

In retrospect, Resolution 15 set no “general policy” for liberating the South, nor did it symbolize Hanoi’s “opening shot” in the Vietnam War.112 Similarly, the deployment thereafter of hundreds, eventually thousands, of troops did not mean that Hanoi’s “war machinery” had been set into motion.113 These were mostly PAVN troops, to be sure, but they were not actual northerners; they were almost exclusively southerners who had regrouped to the North in 1954–55, and had then been integrated into the DRVN’s regular armed forces.114 Some of them even asked to be sent back to the South, as noted in the previous chapter. And since these troops infiltrated—returned to, in actuality—the South as volunteers, they did not wear PAVN uniforms. If captured, it would be impossible for the enemy to ascertain that they indeed came from the North, unlike northerners, whose accents would betray their provenance. In that sense, their deployment posed minimal risk for Hanoi as it was entirely deniable. Sending ethnic Korean troops from Beijing’s armed forces to North Korea “did not necessarily indicate that in late 1949 and early 1950 Mao supported Kim Il-sung’s plan for reunifying Korea by means of war.”115 Similarly, dispatching southern regroupees to the South did not mean Hanoi had committed to bringing about Vietnamese reunification by force a decade later.


Resolution 15 represented an important revision of party strategy concerning the South as that strategy had existed since the signing of the Geneva accords. But its support of armed struggle was in qualified, deniable terms, particularly regarding the troop support it provided. These qualifications, that reserve, made clear Hanoi’s continued unwillingness to achieve southern liberation at once, by force. The general policy of southern liberation—that is, Hanoi’s commitment to war to meet revolutionary goals below the seventeenth parallel—was articulated not in 1959 but in 1963–64, as will be demonstrated later. Similarly, comprehensive engagement of DRVN resources in the South “with the expressed goal of attacking and annihilating the enemy’s forces” occurred only after the latter date.116 The importance of Resolution 15 has thus been overstated by historians, especially those in Vietnam. It marked the onset of an insurgency below the seventeenth parallel, of a “new politico-military struggle,” to be sure, but not of an actual, truly national “war of liberation.”117 As Ang Cheng Guan surmises, the armed struggle that began as a result of Resolution 15 was intended merely to support, and not replace, the ongoing political struggle below the seventeenth parallel.118

REFOCUSING ON THE NORTH

At the next plenum of the Central Committee, in June, the situation in the South received almost no attention. Instead, the focus was on efforts to improve agricultural production in the North. In the aftermath of land reform and with the onset of collectivization mandated by the three-year plan, Truong Chinh reported that “there exists in the countryside a struggle between two ways, the socialist way and the capitalist way,” and that resolving the contradiction was necessary to strengthen and complete the socialist transformation of the DRVN. To that end, the party must press on with rural collectivization, the most effective means of accomplishing urgent revolutionary objectives. These objectives were, in Truong Chinh’s reckoning, to “contribute to the final eradication of the foundation of the regime of exploitation of man by man in the North of our country, consolidate the development of the rural economy on every front, effect complete renovation of agriculture, contribute in a big way to socialist industrialization of the state,” and “bring about for the peasants as well as for the [rest of the] people of the North of our country a truly peaceful, free, and happy life.” By official count there were 6,830 “agricultural production cooperatives” in the North at the end of March 1959, averaging thirty households each and encompassing most but not all peasant households above the seventeenth parallel.119 The final resolution of the June plenum declared the completion of agricultural collectivization to be the “central revolutionary task of our party and people.”120

The British consul’s assessment of conditions in and around Hanoi at the time of the June plenum confirmed the economic challenges still confronting the North, despite recent improvements. “So far as Hanoi town is concerned, we can see with our own eyes that the standard of living is sinking steadily into ever shabbier and drabber uniformity. Even the poor are poorer,” he noted. “We feel we are not exaggerating in saying that the number of people who have benefited from Communism in Hanoi (and I think the same can probably be said of the other towns) does not exceed 5 percent of the population.” “No member of the Western community here has ever met a Vietnamese who was in favour of the regime, except the members of the regime itself and those few, mostly young men, who are attracted and convinced by the Communist ideology. The bourgeois, whether large or small, are in despair as the screw of cooperativisation [i.e., nationalization] is turned.” The situation was slightly better in the countryside, where rice production had recently increased. Unfortunately for the peasants, “any increased revenue for [them] resulting from greater production has been more than taken care of by increased taxation.” In parts of the countryside, peasants were demanding to leave the cooperatives into which they had just been organized.121 Despite the increased rice harvests, total production was a million tons short of the planned target. Similarly, though “a considerable amount of new industrial construction is visible throughout the country,” progress in that area was not “as rapid as planned.”122 Northerners generally, the consul concluded, were “worse off under Communism than they were before,” and peasants remained “extremely reluctant” to join rural cooperatives.123

As long as such problems persisted, the North would be unable to sustain a war below the seventeenth parallel. To make sure that the membership understood their positions on these and other matters, DRVN leaders mandated a series of special “political re-education” sessions. The ten-day program studied the resolutions adopted at the last three plenary sessions of the Central Committee.124 The sessions were also used to address persistent deviationist tendencies among party members and “serious” deficiencies in the performance of government officials, especially those responsible for such rural tasks as tax collection, dike repair, and consolidation of agricultural and other cooperatives.125 A communiqué from the Council of Ministers in July boasted that the socialist revolution in the North had entered a “high tide,” and admonished all workers in the state sector to improve their political and ideological standards to meet the requirements of that revolution.126 A Nhan dan editorial emphasized the major aims of the re-education campaign: to “teach cadres and members of the party to understand seriously the basic problems of the revolution in the North,” and in doing so enable them “to distinguish clearly the dividing line between socialism and capitalism, to recognize friends and enemies,” and “to press forward with energy the policy of socialist reform.”127

RESOLUTION 15 IN THE SOUTH

When southern revolutionaries finally learned of Resolution 15, they were relieved to hear that Hanoi at last supported armed struggle in the South, if only on measured terms so they could defend themselves against the punishing force of the Diem regime. In the Central Highlands, revolutionaries and their sympathizers were reportedly “elated,” especially by the resolution’s declaration that “the people are one, the party is one, our country is one.” Hanoi, they thought, had not forgotten them after all.128 A meeting of southern cadres “burst out in stormy applause” when told of the passage and provisions of the resolution.129 The number of such reports in the Vietnamese archives indicates that the notion that Hanoi had abandoned the South after the Geneva accords was indeed widespread there. In this sense, Resolution 15 “solved” the “deep longing of the people” and “kindled the smoldering, once blazing, revolutionary flame, creating a fire spreading all over the countryside, the mountains, and the cities.”130

Southern revolutionaries wasted no time in acting upon the resolution once they were apprised of it. They intensified their attacks on individuals with known or suspected ties to the Diem regime. Almost at once, armed propaganda units started assassinating bureaucrats, schoolteachers, hospital employees, village chiefs, and other civil servants at the rate of fifteen per week.131 In 1959–60, they assassinated about 1,700 South Vietnamese officials and government employees, and kidnapped and detained or otherwise dealt with perhaps 2,000 others.132 “Our purpose” in these activities, one revolutionary later stated, “was not only to eliminate those who could be harmful to the [communist] movement”; it was also to act “with a view toward making the people afraid and to prevent them from cooperating with the [RVN] government.”133 The “generalization of organized terrorism” in the South, which is really what implementation of Resolution 15 amounted to at first, was reportedly “effective” and paid immediate dividends for revolutionary forces.134

Southern communists were also quick to organize “popular uprisings” against the Diem regime, particularly in remote, minority-dominated areas of the Central Highlands. The first of these occurred not in the highlands but in Tra Bong, in Quang Ngai Province. The uprising had been planned for months and in fact broke out before Hanoi distributed the guidelines for implementing Resolution 15. This timing and sequence confirm that local party leaders and cadres frustrated by Hanoi’s lack of response to worsening conditions sometimes “initiated combat without the knowledge” and in defiance of their superiors.135 Vietnamese sources now acknowledge that long before adoption of Resolution 15 some of these leaders and cadres were planning an uprising at Vinh Thanh to take place in February of that year and had in fact begun implementing the plan before learning of the passage of the resolution.136 In light of Saigon’s aggressiveness and Hanoi’s passivity, the plight of people sympathetic to the revolution was compelling enough to prompt some party operatives to “dare to lead the masses to look for weapons” and “take the initiative to rise up,” even though “that was not the position” of the party leadership.137 According to David Elliott, the first uprisings were precipitated not by party operatives at all but by disgruntled peasants and minority groups who took matters into their own hands. Several other uprisings soon followed the one in Tra Bong, most of them in the Central Highlands. The first uprising in the Mekong Delta occurred in September 1959 in Kien Phong Province. Resolution 15 reached communist leaders in the delta only in October 1959, Elliott claims, which meant that they too proceeded without authorization from Hanoi.138

Generally speaking, the results of these early initiatives were limited. According to a subsequent assessment by southern party leaders, the lasting achievements in this period were minor and largely limited to an ability to “restrict the enemy’s sphere of control, force the enemy to recognize the just rights of the masses, and force [the enemy] to admit that their village and township administration was in a sorry state.” “The South Vietnam people’s forces did not yet have the capability of swiftly overthrowing the entire American-Diemist regime,” this assessment explained, “because the revolutionary armed forces were still weak.”139

In urban centers, the impact of this flurry of revolutionary activity was even more limited, and revolutionaries in Long An Province actually suffered major setbacks in this period.140 Under Resolution 15, as one official account put it, the revolutionary movement only gradually expanded, “advanc[ing] close to the cities and close to the strategic communication routes” but making no inroads into those areas. This absence of a communist presence in the cities made it especially important that the political struggle be pressed forward: “When the South Vietnam cities, particularly Saigon-Cholon [i.e., Saigon’s “Chinatown”], 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.”141 Unfortunately, the movement did not have that capability. One reason for this was the lack of cadres effectively trained to accomplish the task. “There has been a failure to thoroughly understand the city proselytizing targets,” namely, “the workers, the poor, and the elementary, high school, and college students,” an item in Hoc tap soon explained. As a result, “the proper attention was not devoted to the matter of intensifying the propaganda, education, organization and training of cadres and masses in the cities” and “around the cities.”142 William Turley concluded that though “sizeable areas” of the South “quickly fell under the revolution’s sway” following implementation of Resolution 15, Hanoi “judged the balance of forces, particularly on the military side of the equation, still to be decisively in Saigon’s favor.”143

SAIGON ANSWERS RESOLUTION 15

Saigon’s response to the upsurge in insurgent activity during the second half of 1959 was effective and constituted a primary reason that communist initiatives had very limited success. Ferocious ARVN counterattacks led directly to the recapture of most villages lost to insurgents and to the Diem regime’s consequent resumption of administrative control. Law 10/59, promulgated by Saigon in May as the revolutionary surge began, decreed a “sentence of death, and confiscation of the whole of or part of his property, with loss of rank in the case of army men” upon anyone who “commits or attempts to commit . . . crimes with the aim of sabotage, or of infringing upon the security of the state.” Under that law, the RVN government rounded up thousands more dissidents and suspected dissidents, including student activists, leaders of religious sects, and anyone suspected of cooperation with or even sympathy for the communists.144

These actions soon had devastating consequences for southern revolutionaries. Carried out with “drive and energy” by Saigon, they raised the morale of southerners loyal to the regime or opposed to the revolutionary movement, while having a visibly “depressing” effect on communist forces.145 Under the new law, Diem’s security forces had within months rounded up half a million people with ties to the communist revolution, and killed more than 68,000.146 According to a subsequent DRVN National Assembly report, Saigon had been particularly successful in Ben Tre Province, where “the party base suffered heavy losses” and “only 18 cells in 115 villages and 162 party members” survived at the end of 1959. The survivors developed one or the other of two “tendencies,” the report noted. The first was to question their “belie[f] in political struggle” as defined by the party and either “demand of their superiors permission to fight” without restraint or to “cease working until ordered to [carry out unrestricted] armed struggle.” Some “comrades” stopped “believ[ing] in [continuing the] political struggle,” another report noted, and “demanded to stop working until orders for [a full escalation of] armed struggle were issued.” The second tendency was to not want or not dare to do further work for the revolution because survivors “blamed the North for forgetting the South.”147

The Nam Bo Executive Committee convened in late 1959 to review these developments and assess the state of the revolutionary situation within its jurisdiction. It concluded that the revolutionary movement in recent months had exposed the weakness of the Diem regime but had caused the regime no permanent damage.148 In fact, the committee feared that the regime would soon seek to “drown the [revolutionary] movement in blood and fire even more savagely [and] devastatingly” than it had recently been doing. It was confident the movement would survive but expressed concern over Hanoi’s failure to provide greater support to ensure its survival. Because of that failure, “we . . . have not yet used at the right level and also not yet brought into play” the “potential” of revolutionary forces to “attack” the enemy and secure long-term success. The use of violence was too restrained to “bring about realistic support to execute the political struggle of the masses.” The struggle had to be “strengthened” to constrain enemy influence, especially in the cities but also in the countryside, if the appeal of revolutionary sentiment was to spread. The movement especially needed the wherewithal to combat “the policy of cruel terrorism, the policy of exploitation and confiscation, the policy of plundering the country and selling the country [and] enslaving the people and provoking war” of the Diem regime.

The committee had still other concerns. Rank-and-file revolutionaries and even cadres disobeyed orders, questioned party policies, or otherwise disregarded party discipline. Others supposedly under party discipline were “too timid” to use force even to carry out orders, as noted above. Such displays of “rightist deviationist inclinations,” the committee warned, risked “guiding the [revolutionary] movement to passivity and creating more complex difficulties” by making it easy for the enemy to “bully” the masses and attack revolutionary bases. Other revolutionaries showed disdain for Hanoi’s existing emphasis on political struggle. Admittedly, the committee told Hanoi, that emphasis “can only produce defeat or a draw.” But “seeking the sympathy of the masses” without a willingness to use appropriate levels of violence against the enemy, it concluded bluntly in defense of the latter attitude among southern communists, did amount to a policy of gradual “surrender.”

Despite such bluntness, the committee professed its endorsement of Resolution 15 and loyalty to Hanoi. It cautioned, however, that to be successful the movement in the South must have a more fully “revolutionary” thrust, one that would enable it to “seize [the] favorable opportunity to defeat completely the enemy and bring about final victory.” Hanoi’s cautious approach was sound policy, but failure to recognize when circumstances dictated major changes in tactics if not strategy could imperil the entire revolutionary project.

Throughout 1959, DRVN leaders faced challenge after challenge that forced them to make difficult choices balancing the imperatives of the three-year plan and the socialist project more broadly in the North with the vital necessity to sustain the revolution in the South. In endorsing Resolution 15, the Central Committee seemed to suggest that the latter trumped the former. In the guidelines to implement the resolution, however, Hanoi revealed that its greater commitment was still to the North. Clearly, those guidelines were an enterprise of the moderates who still controlled party decision-making. They seem to have been inspired less by a genuine commitment to the merits of revolutionary violence than by a perceived need to placate militants in both the North and the South. This cautious pragmatism, embodying as it did an acknowledgment of the revolution’s weaknesses and dependencies without compromising the party’s purposes, may have been the policy’s most distinctive characteristic. It avoided for the time being risks Hanoi thought it could not afford to confront unsuccessfully.

There is no doubt that DRVN leaders averted a number of potential disasters by adopting a strongly worded resolution and then implementing it with tempered guidelines. Less immediately certain was whether that result would serve the long-term interests of the reunification struggle or only temporarily silence those inside and outside the party who favored a genuinely militant strategy.
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Treading Cautiously, 1960

East-West détente suffered a major setback in May 1960 after a U.S. spy plane was shot down over the Soviet Union. The so-called U-2 incident affronted Moscow, embarrassed Washington, and derailed a summit between Khrushchev and Eisenhower. But that did not end Sino-Soviet contention, as Khrushchev refused to give up on peaceful coexistence. In fact, relations between Moscow and Beijing took a turn for the worse after the Soviets recalled all their experts from China and drastically cut military and other aid to the PRC in an apparent attempt to sow discord in CCP ranks and pressure Mao into adopting more moderate attitudes on domestic and international issues. Angered by Soviet actions and, specifically, the attempted meddling in their affairs, Chinese leaders decided they would no longer play second fiddle to the Soviets and began to vie for leadership of the world communist movement. By the end of the year, Mao and Khrushchev were openly attacking each other, amplifying tensions in the socialist camp.

Mounting concerns about the situation in Vietnam and the potential pitfalls of a failure to contain the nascent insurgency in the South informed Washington’s decision that year to commit more resources, including military personnel, to improve Saigon’s armed forces. Diem, for his part, continued to consolidate his authority in the RVN and proved successful in stemming the tide of insurgent activity during this period.

Judging conditions internationally and domestically unfavorable to escalating the insurgency spawned by Resolution 15, Hanoi continued to exercise caution in the South. Its refusal to involve the DRVN more deeply below the seventeenth parallel was a particularly tough pill to swallow for VWP militants, and it amplified intraparty tensions that year. The VWP’s Third National Congress in the fall not only reaffirmed Hanoi’s commitment to the socialist transformation of the northern economy, to the “North-first” policy, but also decreed a division of revolutionary labor between northerners and southerners that left no doubt as to where DRVN decision-makers stood on reunification of the country by force. Militants did, however, get some reprieve in December, when Hanoi announced the formation of a new united front in the South to contest Diem’s rule and bring about his overthrow.

UPS AND DOWNS OF THE SOUTHERN INSURGENCY

In January 1960, Nam Bo leaders forwarded a new assessment of their situation to Hanoi, and in doing so pleaded, again, for increased militancy. “Political struggle supported by armed propaganda is not enough to protect revolutionary bases,” they insisted. The party had to “elevate” violent struggle to the level of political struggle, to allow offensive in addition to defensive armed activity in order to grow the revolutionary movement. Otherwise, they could do no more than preserve their movement. “We must coordinate closely between the work to protect and strengthen the movement, look upon both fronts, ‘strengthening’ and ‘preserving,’” and “not consider ‘preserving’ as central as before.” They also repeated their wish for more support from the North.1

As Hanoi considered these recommendations, an uprising broke out in Ben Tre Province southwest of Saigon.2 Communists there were reportedly so eager to take the offensive that their leaders were concerned that “once Ben Tre turns to military action we won’t be able to restrain them.”3 The uprising began on the night of 17 January and resulted in the destruction of “large sections of the enemy’s administrative and coercive apparatus in villages and hamlets,” the formation of “people’s committees” to replace that apparatus, and the confiscation and redistribution of land. Though ARVN forces quickly recaptured the area, the action generated revolutionary élan. “From there on,” according to one account, “the tide of concerted uprisings swept over the provinces of Nam Bo, the Central Highlands and several places in Trung Bo [northern and central South Vietnam].”4 The southern provinces of My Tho, Tra Vinh, Can Tho, Bac Lieu, Rach Gia, Tay Ninh, and Chau Doc were especially affected by this burst of action. In Tay Ninh, revolutionary forces joined Cao Dai rebels to overthrow local authorities, an action that demonstrated the party’s willingness to continue working closely with other anti-Diem groups.5

Over the next several months, communists participated in hundreds of such actions across the South. “The uprising of the South Vietnamese peasants did not occur at one time throughout the land,” an official account observes, “but occurred in various places at various times when the conditions were present.”6 Meanwhile, the effort to eliminate “traitors” intensified, averaging more than 130 assassinations per month that year.7 As revolutionary forces thus chipped away at the sway of the Diem regime, violent confrontation increased dramatically in the South, as southern revolutionaries took liberties in implementing the guidelines for Resolution 15 and ARVN forces responded in kind. Wherever uprisings were successful, cadres reconstituted party hierarchies and controls dissipated or destroyed by years of neglect and repression, and formed people’s committees, as occurred in Ben Tre. The committees in turn undertook land reform and other measures to win the loyalty of the people. According to one official source, in 1960 such regimes existed in half the villages in the South (1,383 out of 2,627), and the number of people living in liberated areas exceeded 5,600,000, approximately a third of the South Vietnamese population.8 These accomplishments enhanced the prestige of communism, enabled party operatives to exert greater influence over the anti-Diem cause, facilitated recruitment of fighters and other activists, and began to change the balance of forces below the seventeenth parallel. The new “offensive stance” ended the period of “temporary stability of the U.S.-Diem clique” and augured “a period of continuous crisis.”9

Not to be outdone, Saigon responded as aggressively to this upsurge of revolutionary activity as it had the previous year. It unleashed its military and security forces on the insurgents and their supporters, and continued the Rural Community Development Program, begun the year before, which consisted of forced relocations of peasants to fortified “agroville” communities.10 While the agrovilles produced mixed results at best, the use of force paid dividends; many of the latest gains by insurgents proved ephemeral. Alarmed by the growing tensions below the seventeenth parallel and fearful of the global implications of the “loss” of South Vietnam, the Eisenhower administration committed more military advisers and other resources to train ARVN forces, improve their efficiency, and contain the insurgency. The reluctance of DRVN decision-makers to provide more support for insurgent activity at this critical juncture severely undermined the cause of southern revolutionaries.

Paradoxically, the setbacks in the South reinforced Hanoi’s predilection for caution there. Ton Duc Thang, now chairman of the Standing Committee of the National Assembly, told his colleagues in April that the timing remained inopportune for shifting to war below the seventeenth parallel. Even with DRVN support, the communist movement there remained too disorganized to prevail in such an undertaking. Besides, Thang declared, “the will and keen wish of our people are: work and peace.”11 Clearly, “our people” here meant northerners rather than southerners, for whom peace if not work remained elusive. “We want to preserve peace in order for our people to use their strength to build socialism,” another official stated at the time, similarly ignoring the different circumstances and priorities of many people on both sides of the seventeenth parallel. “Real developments in the North of our country over the past years have been consistent with that wish,” this official continued. The “clearest proof” was that “in recent years our state has demobilized tens of thousands of soldiers” to “increase the workforce” for building socialism. After 1954, “our defense budget has never stopped shrinking, from 27 percent of the national budget in 1955, to 19.2 percent in 1958, and approximately 16 percent this year [1960].”12 International conditions also discouraged escalation, Thang told the National Assembly. “The international political climate has become peaceful, and upcoming summit meetings between leaders of big countries [i.e., the Four-Power Paris summit scheduled for May, at which the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and France would address the status of Berlin] promise new victories for the cause of peace.”13 On the basis of these considerations, in April the Politburo answered the Nam Bo leaders’ plea for increased militancy by reiterating its policy of caution. Unless the party heeded domestic and international constraints, it wrote in a cable to them, it would “meet difficulties and possibly lose ground.”14

None of this assuaged the concerns of southern militants, who kept generating pressure for intensifying the insurgency below the seventeenth parallel and for increased DRVN aid. In March 1960 a group calling itself “Former Resistance Fighters of the Nam Bo Region” and consisting largely of veterans of the war against the French, appealed to Hanoi for more military aid to escalate the armed struggle below the seventeenth parallel.15 Albeit helpful, the group advised, the measures undertaken since the previous year had only marginally improved the position of revolutionary forces, and then only in parts of the South. Similarly, the representative from Ben Tre Province told the DRVN National Assembly that while Saigon continued to “rabidly increase war preparations” and “increase the repression of the people by violent methods,” Washington “stubbornly” executed its “plan of invasion of the South” to “destroy peace” and prevent national reunification. In blunt criticism of Hanoi’s southern policy, the Ben Tre representative added that while northerners strove to build socialism, improve their living standards, and “protect [their own] peace by any method,” southerners faced “an extremely unsafe situation” caused by the ability of Washington and Saigon to impose their will on “the heads of our people” as they “hectically strengthen” their military capability and “prepare for war in accordance with the plans of the Americans.” “The forced conscription of soldiers, the forced recruitment of laborers, home expulsions, land seizures, the construction of military roads and bases, plundering, [and] pauperization of the people,” he continued, were causing “our compatriots in the South to endure untold misery and distress.”16

Two separate measures adopted at two different meetings of southern party leaders that summer reiterated the desire of southern communists to escalate the insurgency, with corresponding support from the North. In the first of these, the Interzone V Executive Committee told Hanoi that recent increases in the number and intensity of attacks by South Vietnamese forces against revolutionary bases had caused significant “human and material losses for us.” As a result, “the correlation of forces between the enemy and us [in Interzone V] at present is still essentially unchanged.” Contrary to what DRVN leaders were saying, the committee insisted, the root of the problem lay not in the shortcomings of political struggle but in the weaknesses of armed struggle. The only viable strategy in the South was simultaneous use of military struggle and political struggle in mutual support.17

In July, the Nam Bo Executive Committee again made a plea to Hanoi for much the same purposes. Recent results of the political struggle, it told Hanoi, had been positive but disappointing. Propaganda efforts among South Vietnamese soldiers and civil servants (chinh quyen van) had been ineffective. At the same time, the armed struggle continued to be weak, plagued by its own inadequacies. Southern fighting forces waited anxiously for modern weapons from the North and “thought little” of “the merits of various types of rudimentary weapons” at their disposal. Most of their small arms were from stocks buried at the conclusion of the war with France by Viet Minh fighters anticipating a resumption of hostilities. These weapons were now “archaic” and in short supply.18 “Our armed forces,” the Nam Bo Executive Committee concluded, did not “meet the requirements of their responsibilities.”19 The meaning was clear and the solution simple: Hanoi had to endorse and support a more forward strategy in the South.

TENSIONS WITHIN THE PARTY

Through the summer of 1960, DRVN leaders studied their options. It was obvious Resolution 15 and the level of support they provided to southern revolutionaries had failed to satisfy the aspirations of many on both sides of the seventeenth parallel. That, in turn, amplified intraparty conflict over revolutionary strategy. The collapse of Syngman Rhee’s “reactionary” regime in South Korea on 26 April and the shooting down of an American U-2 spy plane over the Soviet Union on 1 May, which compromised Soviet-American détente for a time, aggravated that conflict.20 Rhee’s regime and leadership style had had much in common with Diem’s. Its fall did not just demonstrate to militants that “puppet regimes that faithfully obeyed every order by imperialists against the wishes of their people could not last long, even if supported by the bayonets of their foreign masters”; it also convinced them that war in the South would expedite the collapse of the Diem regime.21 The U-2 incident, for its part, derailed the Four-Power Paris summit, which moderates in Hanoi had hoped would “consolidate peace in the world” and, by extension, in Vietnam. Militants, however, felt vindicated by the derailment. As adherents of Chinese revolutionary theses, they, like the Chinese, “had always maintained that this détente was nothing but an ‘American ploy’” intended to deceive Third World revolutionaries as well as world opinion.22

In the aftermath of these events, western diplomats in Hanoi reported increasing tensions between moderates and militants within party and government organs. “We are witnessing” a “dangerous evolution,” one of their reports surmised.23 Indeed, by this time the affinity of views between radicals in Beijing and militants in the VWP was growing, producing a “sinization” of sorts within the party.24 The party itself acknowledged the lack of ideological unity in its ranks at this time, confessing that “dogmatism,” essentially hard-line thinking, colored the attitudes of members at all echelons.25 According to Nhan dan, some cadres and members refused to “correctly conform to the discipline of the party” and were instead “obstinately creat[ing] factions and acting on their own impulses.”26 While it is impossible to gauge just how widespread “leftist deviationism” was in party ranks, the lack of unity was significant enough to prompt Hanoi in the spring of 1960 to mandate another round of political re-education for all members.27

The Vietnamese masses themselves were becoming polarized into moderate “pro-Soviet” and militant “pro-Chinese” camps at this time, a result of both conditions in Vietnam and the state of Sino-Soviet relations.28 In rural areas, anti-Chinese sentiment inspired by historical memory was strong, a western assessment noted. Such sentiment also existed in the cities, among intellectuals and others who estimated that since the end of the war against France, the Vietnamese “have only changed masters: yesterday the French, today the Chinese.’” Conversely, low-level bureaucrats and other state employees boasted of their admiration for China, as did young adults who “have the conviction of sharing a greater affinity” with the Chinese. “The evolution of young Vietnamese generations in support of China,” the assessment observed, “forces us to recognize that elements relatively favorable to Europe . . . will disappear little by little.” Many Vietnamese workers had also become alienated from Moscow because of the behavior of Soviet and other East Europeans who had recently come to the DRVN in growing numbers as technical experts and economic advisers. It seemed to many workers that these people “incessantly complained about living conditions” and openly counted the days they had to remain in Vietnam before their contracts expired and they could go home. Some Vietnamese concluded on the basis of interactions with these and other Eastern Europeans that “‘Whites’ are always the same, Communist or non-Communist.”29

By the summer of 1960, Le Duan and other party militants were exerting unprecedented influence in Hanoi and seemed poised to take over policymaking.30 Signs of this were unmistakable: creation by the government of a “Union of Chinese Residents” in Hanoi; growing numbers of Vietnamese of Chinese descent working as civil servants and political commissars in Hanoi and Haiphong; “extreme hardening” of security concerns manifested in “mass arrests” of Vietnamese who had once served in pro-French armies; and renewed harassment of Catholic clergy and community leaders.31 Though no evidence exists to substantiate the claim, foreign observers at the time even speculated about the possibility of a coup by “extremists” within the party and the armed forces to overthrow the “temporizers” who still dominated decision-making.32


Although their authority and acumen were being challenged, Ho, Giap, and other moderates in the Politburo and the Central Committee retained the upper hand for the time being. They “held their ground,” the British Consulate surmised, after undergoing “a certain amount of criticism from some who complain that the policies of the past six years have brought reunification no nearer and who would therefore prefer a tougher line.” Party militants, the consulate thought, “are at present most unlikely to succeed in modifying the Northern régime’s reunification policy so far as to make open military intervention in the South at all probable.”33 Indeed, for the next three years that policy remained essentially unchanged.

That summer Hanoi mulled over a new plan to bring about reunification peacefully. The first step was the most daunting: replacing the Diem regime in Saigon with one that was “more independent toward the United States.” Far-fetched as it seemed, Hanoi thought that might be achieved through skillful manipulation of public opinion and coordination of mass demonstrations in Saigon and elsewhere. Once Diem was gone, DRVN authorities would negotiate with his successor the amalgamation of the governments of the two Vietnams. Under any such plan, which recycled many ideas that had circulated in Hanoi since 1955, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would fall under Hanoi’s jurisdiction, and the Ministries of Defense and of Finance under Saigon’s control. Control of other ministries would be decided through consultation and by mutual agreement. Eventually, the leadership itself would be amalgamated, presumably under communist control, but that was not spelled out. French diplomats believed in the summer of 1960 that Hanoi possibly had already established contacts with “‘liberal’ elements” in the South.34 After a discussion of these subjects with Pham Van Dong in the early fall, a Canadian diplomat reported that Hanoi might even be open to the possibility of mediation by the UN, an organization DRVN leaders distrusted in the extreme by this time.35

CONFRONTING THE SINO-SOVIET DISPUTE

The insurgency in the South did not sit well with Hanoi’s main allies. The Soviets, who had barely tolerated the passage of Resolution 15 and were still irate that Hanoi had waited weeks before sharing its contents with them, were deeply concerned over the violence and instability it was producing. “The present situation in South Vietnam does not furnish a basis to talk about a favorable internal revolutionary situation, about a possibility to overthrow the Diem regime and to establish the people’s regime,” Asia specialists in the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs concluded in a 1960 report; carrying out an insurgency under such conditions was misguided and even dangerous.36 Hanoi tried to assure Moscow that “the general line” of VWP policy in the South remained to preserve peace “at any price,” but to no avail.37 Soviet leaders worried that any escalation of communist-sponsored violence in Vietnam could lead to American intervention and therefore to an “international conflict” that would undermine or destroy East-West détente.38 Socialist countries must “avoid everything that might be used by reactionaries in order to push the world into the ‘Cold War’ again,” Khrushchev warned.39

The Chinese saw things only somewhat differently. By now Beijing openly preached the inevitability of war between the socialist and capitalist camps. Yet during private meetings in Hanoi in May 1960, Zhou Enlai urged DRVN leaders to maintain the status quo in the South, avoid escalation, and concentrate on the socialist transformation of the North in order to create the “rear base” necessary for an actual war of national liberation.40 Specifically, Zhou advised his hosts to complete agricultural collectivization and build up light industry. On account of domestic concerns of its own, Beijing was both unprepared and unwilling at this point to deal with a war in Vietnam, despite its public advocacy of violent national liberation in the Third World. “Chinese leaders did not encourage a rapid escalation of the fighting,” historian Qiang Zhai wrote, because they “did not want to provoke a U.S. retaliation closer to home.”41 Accordingly, when members of the PAVN General Staff traveled to Beijing shortly thereafter to request more and better weaponry for southern insurgents, their Chinese counterparts answered by “saying nothing.”42 Instead, they warned that war in the South would involve Hanoi in costly struggles on both sides of the seventeenth parallel and possibly bring the United States into direct confrontation with China.43 “There is no longer mention of the inevitability of wars [between socialist and capitalist states] or of the necessity of destroying American imperialism” in Chinese discussions with the North Vietnamese, the French General Delegation in Hanoi noted after the General Staff returned from Beijing. It was as if a “word of order” on “bleating peace” had been issued. By discouraging the escalation of hostilities in Vietnam, Beijing may also have been seeking to disarm the distrust of Asian states fearful of Chinese expansionism, thereby improving the PRC’s prospects for admission to the UN, and perhaps even for reconciling with Moscow.44 Whatever the reasoning, Beijing’s “cautious but ‘principled’” policy toward Vietnam contrasted meaningfully with its positions on other world issues.45

The attitudes of Beijing and Moscow toward the southern insurgency perturbed Hanoi. At a time when the two socialist giants seemed incapable of agreeing on anything, they basically shared the same reservations about Vietnamese communist strategy below the seventeenth parallel. As DRVN leaders tried to reconcile themselves to these reservations, they confronted the nagging and important problem of how to deal with the escalation of Sino-Soviet tensions. In Beijing, articles openly critical of Khrushchev and the Soviet leadership were appearing in the press; heated exchanges took place between Soviet and Chinese delegates at the Third National Congress of the Romanian Communist Party in June; a month later the Soviets withdrew their experts, capital, and technology from the PRC.46 In light of these circumstances, China decided to challenge the Soviet Union for leadership of the socialist camp, dramatically increasing the stakes in their dispute.

The further deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations and the ruptures it caused amplified the significance of every decision Hanoi now faced concerning the revolution in the South.47 Until then it had succeeded in maintaining an even balance in its relations with the two allies. Now its situation was more delicate, “more uncomfortable.”48 As the Sino-Soviet dispute intensified, it became increasingly difficult for DRVN leaders to separate Soviet-Vietnamese relations from Sino-Vietnamese relations and, more problematically, to make decisions without considering their short- as well as long-term implications for relations with each of the communist giants.

What to do? With a clear-headedness that seems surprisingly astute in hindsight, Hanoi acted not only to safeguard its special relations with each but to mend the breach itself. It understood only too well that to gain advantage from being a member of the socialist camp, that camp had to continue to exist.49 Economically, that camp’s support was “indispensable,” the VWP acknowledged, especially since “our country is a backward agricultural country advancing toward socialism, bypassing the stage of capitalist development.”50 “Thanks to the help of our socialist brothers,” Ho Chi Minh told the National Assembly, “we not only succeeded in healing the wounds of fifteen years of war, but we also developed the economy and culture to a level never achieved before in the history of our county.”51 The pursuit of these and related objectives required financial resources that Hanoi did not have, and which only socialist allies could provide.52 Psychologically, socialist unity and “proletarian internationalism” boosted Hanoi’s confidence in its ability to meet the economic as well as political goals of its revolution, and acted as a deterrent against American attacks on the DRVN. Hanoi thus refused to take sides in the dispute, choosing instead to lavish praise fulsomely on both Beijing and Moscow. It commended each for its generous and vital support for the Vietnamese revolution specifically and the world revolution generally. It pressed upon both the necessity of socialist unity for the well-being of all that international socialism stood for and which their own individual histories exemplified.

In August, Hanoi boldly offered to mediate the dispute between the two.53 Three months later, at the second Moscow meeting of world communist parties organized to address the dispute, Ho Chi Minh “worked tirelessly to bring the Russian and Chinese leaders together.”54 In his address to the meeting, Ho praised both the Soviet Union and the PRC for their contributions to world socialism and national liberation movements. His aim was to impress upon delegates representing eighty-one parties, and those from the CCP and CPSU in particular, the importance of socialist unity and its preservation. “One extremely important international issue presently is preserving and increasing the unity among the socialist countries and among the communist parties and workers’ parties of those countries,” Ho urged. Only “increased unity” could guarantee the future of the socialist camp and the triumph of the world revolution. In Vietnam, Soviet and Chinese support “allowed us to secure many important achievements over the past years, and ensures that we will secure even bigger achievements in future years.” Unity was “our invincible force” as communists. “We must continue to unite closely,” he entreated.55

Ho’s pleas failed; the modus vivendi between the two powers that he and others hoped to achieve did not materialize. But his initiatives were instrumental in convincing a reluctant Chinese delegation to sign the final declaration of the meeting, a feat of symbolic if not substantive significance given the etiquette that then governed the conclusions of international socialist confabulations. The tone of the declaration was neutralist on matters touching on the dispute, owing in part to Vietnamese input, though the language was more consistent with Moscow’s positions on East-West relations and world revolution than with Beijing’s. In one estimation, the declaration “leaned strongly” toward the Soviet position on these matters but remained “sufficiently ambiguous so that the Chinese could (and did) interpret it in their favor.”56 That was a major achievement for which Ho and the Vietnamese deserved some credit. Had the Chinese not signed the declaration, Hanoi would have had to decide whether to do as the Chinese or as the Soviets did. Had China not signed, the signature of the Vietnamese in the reckoning of one scholar “would have incurred the gravest displeasure on the part of China, and the consequences of this can only be guessed at, while a refusal to sign would have produced the same effect upon Russia.”57 At the banquet concluding the meeting, Khrushchev toasted the solidarity of socialist countries. According to a Yugoslav diplomat, before PRC premier Zhou Enlai could contest that statement, Ho Chi Minh “rushed round the table to speak to [Zhou], and it seems that this resulted in a conciliatory Chinese speech and the exchange of embraces at the end between Khrushchev and Chou En-lai.”58 Ho’s role at the meeting may also have been instrumental in prompting Khrushchev to announce shortly afterward, in January 1961, that the CPSU intended to increase its assistance to national liberation movements in the Third World in order to “use postcolonialist momentum [to] break into the ‘soft underbelly of imperialism’ and win sympathies of the millions of people” in decolonizing and decolonized states.59

 After the Moscow meeting, Hanoi continued to work assiduously to mend the Beijing-Moscow breach while studiously avoiding any public profession of support for one side over the other. This policy aimed not only to “avoid confrontation as long as possible” but “always [to look] for the common ground.” In walking so tight a rope, it was vital that no North Vietnamese official be “caught” siding with one or the other major powers. The VWP Secretariat ordered members to take “advantage of any opportunity” to increase socialist unity, avoid “tension,” and cause “no hatred to anyone” in acting in accordance with party directives. The pressing necessity was to “form [a] reasonable relationship” with each of the socialist giants “without turning the relations with one power against another and with full consideration to future developments and their implications within the overall regional and global framework.”60 Hanoi had to “balance its ideological position with the necessity of maintaining close relations with whichever disputing faction was capable of supplying the quantity and quality of assistance needed,” one western assessment has noted. In doing so, it is possible that Hanoi “found it necessary to subordinate ideological questions to practical logistical considerations.”61 It is also possible, however, that Ho and Hanoi sought to mend Sino-Soviet differences for ideological reasons: to protect socialist unity, to follow Marxist-Leninist orthodoxies, and to prevent the socialist camp from splitting into western and eastern sections, European and Asian. A historical account of Vietnamese diplomacy is circumspect on this point. After 1960, it concludes, the main task of Vietnamese diplomacy was “contributing to and preserving” socialist unity “in the interests of Vietnam, of the socialist camp,” and of “the world revolution.”62

These developments undercut claims that Ho Chi Minh was first and foremost a nationalist who joined the socialist camp and paid lip service to Moscow and Beijing only because he needed their material and political support to achieve Vietnamese reunification and independence. They also dispel claims that Ho was an actual or potential “Asian Tito,” a communist nationalist.63 Ho, like the majority of his peers—whether moderate or militant—in the upper echelon of the party, genuinely believed in the world revolutionary process and in the imperative to eradicate capitalism domestically and at least contain it internationally. Unlike Tito, a nonmember of the Soviet-led socialist camp who disrupted its unity, Ho and his colleagues embraced that camp and endeavored to preserve its unity while appearing to accommodate themselves to Moscow and Beijing. “The fact that neither the Russians nor the Chinese showed any resentment towards these activities by Ho Chi Minh was partly due to his personal standing as a successful practical exponent of Communist theories,” a Yugoslav diplomat noted. “It was also partly because they did not wish to offend him.” Hanoi was “walking on a tightrope,” this diplomat continued, “but her position at the center of the struggle between the two big Bloc powers gave her disproportionate influence.”64 Besides, Ho and the movement he led were too skeptical of American designs in Indochina to contemplate breaking with the eastern bloc and pursuing rapprochement with the western bloc, as Tito and Yugoslavia had done. Ho’s sidelining from active leadership of the party shortly thereafter by militants vehemently opposed to “Tito revisionism,” or national communism, nullified any prospect of transforming the DRVN into another Yugoslavia, if that prospect ever existed.

THE THIRD NATIONAL PARTY CONGRESS

As it navigated the dangerous waters of the Sino-Soviet dispute, the VWP confronted myriad continuing problems at home. Besides the lack of ideological conformity in its ranks addressed earlier, there was also the economic situation and popular opposition to the regime to deal with. Hanoi understood that these continuing problems had some relationship to the lack of popular understanding of its strategic priorities. Was the socialist transformation of the DRVN still its first priority? If so, how important was improving the revolutionary situation in the South, and what means were permissible to accomplish the latter? How was the balance between these goals to be explained not only to cadres but to the people?

At the Third National Party Congress in September, the first such gathering in nine years, 576 delegates representing more than half a million members approved a five-year plan (1961–65) emphasizing increased agricultural collectivization and the development of heavy industry in the North.65 The goal of the plan, prepared by the Politburo, was to transform the DRVN economy into a “socialist economy” by 1965 through reorganizing the peasantry into cooperatives of more than a hundred households each, replacing private trade and industry with “state capitalism,” and promoting industrialization.66 This would constitute a major step toward the realization of “true” communism in Vietnam.

The plan was ambitious, to say the least. The economic situation in the North remained dire everywhere, despite advances in some fields. The Czechoslovak ambassador reported that some peasants refused to sell their surplus crops to the state and hoarded food because they feared the consequences of currency reform, launched the previous year.67 As a result of that and other problems, during the second half of 1960 the government had had again to reduce rice rations, already dangerously low.68 In the cities, many of the new factories functioned poorly, in part because the technicians who ran them had insufficient training or failed to follow the directions of foreign advisers. Elimination of that situation was unlikely, at least in the near future, because the standards of the technical training Vietnamese nationals received, most of it in Eastern Europe, were “deplorably low.” Furthermore, in selecting individuals to study abroad, the government favored combat veterans over persons with appropriate skills or talent. Hanoi, the Czechoslovak ambassador felt, was squandering much of the assistance it received from its socialist allies.69 According to other foreign observers, economic and other shortcomings of the regime were causing “considerable discontent” in cities, especially among intellectuals, shopkeepers, and Catholics.70 This situation was also widespread in the countryside, where disenchantment with Hanoi and its policies was “rampant” and “90 percent of the population” was “ready for an uprising if it had the means.”71

Party leaders were cognizant of the challenges they faced.72 Because of the economic backwardness that was at once the cause and result of their circumstances, and in defiance of Chinese advice, the five-year plan included ambitious goals for development of heavy industry, which were to be achieved “at all costs.”73 But given the progress already made, the leaders were optimistic. By official account, 55 percent of peasants, 70 percent of handicraftsmen, and 49 percent of merchants were now members of cooperatives, and industrial production, which accounted for 17 percent of the gross economic product in 1955, had increased to 40 percent in 1960.74 These improvements were the results of party guidance, support from the masses, and aid from China and the Soviet Union.75 “The entire revolutionary project of the people of the North is firmly directed,” Ho Chi Minh told the congress of this progress, “on the basis of a solid alliance between workers and peasants, by the [VWP], an authentic Marxist-Leninist party.”76

To accomplish the five-year plan, the party pledged to complete a series of “subrevolutions” to reduce private ownership of property, eliminate small-scale production for local use, centralize production, increase industrial production and productivity, and encourage national unity and party popularity through “moderate” approaches to economic change and social reform.77 In thus prioritizing economic development and party popularity over class struggle, the party leadership promised the people a “new democracy,” a concept introduced by Chinese communists to signify the combination of economic development and political consolidation that was requisite for successful transition to socialism.78 To facilitate the promised changes, the party would streamline its oversight of the economy by bringing all economic assets into organizations managed by state employees, who would in turn be responsible to national economic planners for setting and meeting production targets, fixing prices, and performing other managerial tasks. The party even agreed to further reductions in the size of the regular army. “At present, economic construction in the North has become the initial [i.e., foremost] task of the party,” Vo Nguyen Giap told the congress in explaining the reduction. “That is why our defense budget must be reduced and military effectives cut appropriately, so that both our manpower and material resources can be concentrated on economic construction.” “This is a very correct policy,” Giap said in an endorsement of the current line.79 Party leaders hoped these measures would enable the DRVN to achieve autarky, as Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy prescribed.80

The congress also addressed the lingering general weakness of the party, another major problem. In the North, that weakness had much to do with the rapid expansion of the VWP, whose membership had grown from five thousand to more than half a million since 1945. According to Le Duc Tho, head of the VWP Organization Committee, this expansion had brought into the party “undesirables,” mostly members from incorrect classes. In rural areas, to illustrate, a large percentage of the new members came from upper-middle and rich peasant backgrounds; some were even former landlords! Though all party members were expected to act as models for the masses, some of those from these classes failed to pay the mandatory rice tax or sell their surplus rice to the state. Similarly, of the approximately 110,000 national government cadres in the DRVN, many had never actually joined the party. These included holdovers from the French colonial era retained by the DRVN government after 1954, most of whom came from bourgeois backgrounds. By official account, only 34 percent of cadres were of poor peasant or working class origins, and overall, workers and poor peasants accounted for only 54 percent of party members. According to Tho, the membership generally did not understand core tenets of communism, and the practice of criticism and self-criticism was poorly developed and largely ineffective.81 Moreover, cadres in urban areas wasted too much time in holding meetings and disseminating political propaganda, and offered too little “effective assistance” to the masses.82

To solidify the party’s position in the DRVN and improve the quality and effectiveness of cadres and rank-and-file members who would be responsible for mobilizing the masses in support of the five-year plan, the congress adopted a new party statute. Among other provisions, the statute mandated a purge of members who “exploit” others, recruitment of new members only from “revolutionary elements” of the peasantry, shortening of the probationary period for new working class recruits from a year to nine months, and courses on theoretical communism for mid-rank and senior members of the party.83 According to historian Lien-Hang Nguyen, the statute did much more than that, expanding as it did the powers of security agencies and transforming the DRVN into a police state. Working closely with other agencies, including the PAVN’s own security forces (Bao ve), in the immediate aftermath of the congress the Ministry of Public Security under Tran Quoc Hoan created “a web of security and intelligence personnel who served as watchdogs.”84 Hoan became the “Beria of Vietnam,” and the DRVN thereafter took on the airs of a quintessential authoritarian and, at times, totalitarian state.85

The congress announced no substantive changes in policy regarding the struggle in the South. Given its commitment to reform the northern economy, the party could ill afford increased support for the insurgency there. “Without an adequate stock of necessary materials,” one VWP leader said of the plan to build socialism in the North, “we cannot meet the demands for development of production in good time.”86 The congress maintained that for the time being the party had to give highest priority to strengthening the North “on Communist lines” with a view to transforming the area above the seventeenth parallel into a “strong base” for the reunification of the country.87

Not only did the congress reaffirm Hanoi’s “North-first” policy, but it also decreed that building socialism in the North and carrying out the insurgency in the South would henceforth be pursued separately. That is, the one goal would be the responsibility of northerners and the other of southerners, under guidance from the party leadership in Hanoi. Fundamentally, this meant that the Vietnamese revolution would no longer be a unitary movement, but would consist of two parallel endeavors, which in turn suggested that southerners would in the future get even less material support from the North and have to learn to fend for themselves. “The two revolutionary tasks of the North and the South belong to two different strategies,” the congress announced, “each task aiming at satisfying the concrete requirements of each zone under the specific conditions of our divided country.”88 The people in each zone had to assume responsibility for accomplishing the tasks assigned to them and do so largely with their own resources. From now on, this division of revolutionary tasks would be “the compass for all our actions and thoughts,” at least until the DRVN completed its socialist transformation.89

The congress probably sanctioned the division of revolutionary tasks to impress upon southerners, and party militants specifically, that Hanoi had no intention of committing itself further to the insurgency below the seventeenth parallel, as well as to encourage southern self-sufficiency. The less Hanoi involved itself in the South, the easier it was to deny any involvement, and thus to rally world opinion, retain the constancy of allies, and keep Washington from attacking the North. The sanction was clearly the work of moderates within the VWP and indicated that their control over decision-making remained, for the time being at least, almost absolute. For militants, this was a major setback and a bigger disappointment.

During the congress, VWP leaders again confronted the “unwelcome and awkward problem” of the Sino-Soviet split. In their respective addresses to the assembled local and foreign delegates, Soviet and Chinese representatives attacked each other’s national leaders for pursuing misguided foreign policies and sowing discord in the socialist camp. First, the Soviet delegate denounced Chinese “dogmatists” and “sectarians” who sought to “discover isolated formulas in Marxist-Leninist classics to justify purely subjective conceptualizations.” Then, his Chinese counterpart criticized Soviet “revisionists” for misusing the works of communist luminaries to “distort and negate the living content of Marxist-Leninist theory.” Delegates from other communist states were supportive of the Soviets, though the North Korean delegate expressed no opinion on the split and the Albanian delegate sided with the Chinese. The North Vietnamese themselves “went a considerable way to satisfy the Soviet Union” on matters relating to the split, but ultimately “tried to be middle-men and reserved some points in regard to which they favored China’s views.”90 In his address, Pham Van Dong stuck to the party line on the Sino-Soviet dispute and praised both Moscow and Beijing for their contributions to world socialism, reiterated Hanoi’s support for peaceful coexistence, and pledged that the VWP would continue to “contribute to solidifying the friendship between socialist states and the unity of views among communist parties on the basis of Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism.”91

To lead the party through the five-year plan and deal with the situation in the South, the congress named Le Duan first (no longer “general”) secretary of the party and thus head of the Politburo. In retrospect, this was arguably the congress’s most consequential act, for Le Duan’s imprint on party policy, especially on the conduct of the struggle in the South, would become increasingly evident in the coming months and years. Le Duan was selected as first secretary over Vo Nguyen Giap, a leading moderate and the victorious general at Dien Bien Phu, mainly because of his ties to the South. He had spent most of his adult life promoting the party agenda in central and southern Vietnam, and in fact led the party in Nam Bo more or less continuously between 1945 and 1957. He thus possessed the knowledge and experience necessary to preside over the effort to liberate the South if and when it came to that, and perhaps most importantly, the credibility among southern communists to reconcile them to the policies adopted at the congress, which Hanoi knew would dishearten them. His selection may thus have been part of an adroit effort by the moderates who still controlled the party to finesse the growing division that threatened to split the VWP over revolutionary strategy in the South. Whatever the validity of this line of reasoning, Le Duan’s qualifications to lead the party included his background as a committed revolutionary, a proven organizer and mobilizer, and an experienced tactician.

The 1960 congress also selected a new Politburo whose membership reflected the party’s growing internal divide for and against war. Its members included Ho Chi Minh and Le Duan, as well as Truong Chinh, Pham Van Dong, Pham Hung, Vo Nguyen Giap, Le Duc Tho, Nguyen Chi Thanh, Nguyen Duy Trinh, Le Thanh Nghi, and Hoang Van Hoan, as well as Tran Quoc Hoan and Van Tien Dung as alternate members. These thirteen men were also among the forty-seven members of the new Central Committee.92 Besides Le Duan, three others, namely, Le Duc Tho, Pham Hung, and Nguyen Chi Thanh, were from the South or closely tied to it, and harbored strong militant sympathies, as previously noted. Their reappointment, as historian William Duiker has surmised, attested to “the growing importance of the Southern revolution” in party concerns.93 Interestingly, though Le Duan, Hung, Tho, and Thanh were also appointed to the Secretariat, Ho and Giap were not. The rising fortunes of Nguyen Chi Thanh were especially telling. Until now, Vo Nguyen Giap had been the most notable military figure in the upper ranks of the VWP. Thanh’s reappointment to the Politburo had been preceded the year before by his promotion to full general (dai tuong) in the PAVN—a rank previously held only by Giap. The promotion, a French assessment noted, presaged the “fading of [Giap’s] star” and the rise of hard-line influence in Hanoi.94 Certainly Le Duan, Thanh, and other militants were increasing their numbers and influence at the top levels of party leadership, but their views remained for now those of a minority in Hanoi.

THE FOUNDING OF THE NLF

In the aftermath of the National Congress, in December 1960, Hanoi announced the formation of the National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF) and, soon thereafter, of the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF). The latter was the military arm of the former, but it was also in fact “part of the [PAVN], created, constructed, trained, and led by the party.”95 The NLF was to be a broad-based alliance of “all the patriots from all social strata, political parties, religions and nationalities” in the South, much like the Viet Minh had been. In its own words, the NLF called on the South Vietnamese people to “form a bloc to rise up as one man and struggle heroically in order to fulfill the plan aimed at overthrowing the camouflaged colonial regime of the U.S. imperialists and puppet administration” in Saigon.96 In Le Duan’s words, the NLF was a “broad united front” to fight imperialists and their reactionary allies.97 To Saigon, however, it was “nothing more than an extension of the machine of North Viet Nam, controlled by the [VWP],” its mission “to unify and reinforce VC [Viet Cong, i.e., indigenous communist] activities in the South.”98

According to its own manifesto, the NLF “undertakes to unite all sections of the people [in the South], all social classes, nationalities, political parties, organizations, religious communities and patriotic personalities, without distinction of their political tendencies, in order to struggle and overthrow the rule of the U.S. imperialists and their stooge—the Ngo Dinh Diem clique—and realize independence, democracy, peace and neutrality and advance toward peaceful reunification of the Fatherland.”99 Its program, officially adopted in February 1961, included ten points: to overthrow the colonial regime of U.S. “imperialists” disguised as the “dictatorial” administration of Ngo Dinh Diem and to form in place of that regime a coalition government of all “democratic” forces; to establish a democratic state in the South; to build an independent economy there to improve living standards; to carry out rent reduction and land reform for peasants; to build a national education system and a democratic culture; to build an army to defend the Fatherland and the people; to guarantee equal rights for all nationalities and both genders and to protect the rights of foreign residents in Vietnam and of Vietnamese living abroad; to implement a foreign policy of peace and neutrality; to establish normal relations between northern and southern Vietnam and then peacefully reunify the country; and to oppose aggressive war and actively defend world peace.100

The NLF’s establishment fulfilled the provision of Resolution 15 calling for a “people’s front for reunification and opposition to Diem and the Americans.” By late 1960, when Hanoi proclaimed the Front, southern communists needed an umbrella organization with wide appeal among southerners, especially in the cities, and the NLF, they hoped, would do that as well as facilitate the recruitment of partisans and fighters.101 It would draw to its ranks people of all classes and political persuasions opposed to the Diem regime and the American presence. If successful, it would enhance party control of the southern insurgency by bringing large segments of the southern population into a single organization under a leadership secretly beholden to Hanoi. Control over the anti-Diem, anti-American movement in the South had always been tenuous for Hanoi. As previously shown, it had even had trouble reining in its own subordinates there. Since 1954, the Nam Bo and Interzone V leaderships had continuously questioned its strategic priorities, albeit never openly. Southern communists’ dissatisfaction with Hanoi’s handling of the situation in the South had been increasingly problematic during 1959 and 1960. Though the NLF’s rank-and-file was always more nationalist and anti-Saigon or anti-American than communist, its leaders were for the most part committed communist revolutionaries selected by and answering to Hanoi. These circumstances and considerations may have been decisive in the party’s decision to shift to a united front strategy in the South.

According to a study based on classified files from Vietnam’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there may have been another significant consideration underlying the creation of the NLF, stemming from the way foreign powers and international groups were beginning to perceive the situation in the South. The author of that study, Tran Minh Truong of the Institute of International Relations in Hanoi, claims that VWP leaders created the NLF in late 1960 expressly to enhance the legitimacy of the southern revolutionary movement in the eyes of the international community generally, and of Beijing and Moscow specifically. “In reality, the creation of the [NLF]” as a “representative organization for all classes of nationalists in the South,” Truong writes, constituted “a flexible diplomatic tactic of the party and of Ho Chi Minh” to “win over wider consent and support from the world’s people for the cause of southern liberation.”

Specifically, Truong writes, Hanoi intended the tactic to serve two purposes, essentially the same as those behind the recent decree to divide revolutionary labor between northerners and southerners. The first purpose was to “give the USSR and China no reason to [continue to] oppose the armed struggle in the South” by showing that the revolutionary movement there was broad, inclusive, and indigenously southern. This would demonstrate to the socialist giants and the rest of the world that in endorsing Resolution 15 Hanoi had merely responded to the wishes of the people, and of southerners in particular. The second purpose was to “counterattack and defeat the propaganda theme” of Washington and Saigon that the insurgency below the seventeenth parallel was all Hanoi’s doing, a case of external “communist aggression” against freedom-loving people who supported their established government and wanted to be left alone.102 According to another Vietnamese source, with the formation of the NLF, “an important diplomatic offensive began with people’s diplomacy at its core.” The “banner of peace and neutrality proposed in the Front’s political programme achieved widespread approval from the freedom and justice loving people in the world, including Americans and those who disagree with communism.”103

After the Third National Congress came and went, Hanoi had to worry about the reaction of its partisans, especially in the South, to decisions to continue prioritizing the socialist project in the North and to separate northern and southern revolutionary tasks. In selecting Le Duan as first secretary and, specifically, forming the NLF, Hanoi may have been acting to pre-empt dissidence, which sometimes bordered on mutiny, over its strategic priorities. Though focused on transforming the North and, now, keeping a distance from the South, Hanoi still sought to control events—to the extent that it could—below the seventeenth parallel.
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Buying Time, 1961

The year 1961 witnessed a dramatic escalation of Cold War tensions. After severing relations with Havana following the Cuban revolution of 1959, the administration of U.S. president John F. Kennedy sanctioned a failed invasion of that country, prompting Fidel Castro to declare himself a Marxist-Leninist and align with Moscow. Stern warnings from Washington against Soviet interference in Congo preceded an abortive Kennedy-Khrushchev summit in Vienna and the placement of U.S. nuclear-tipped missiles in Turkey, within striking distance of Moscow. Another crisis erupted over Berlin after Moscow issued a new ultimatum calling for the withdrawal of U.S. and allied armed forces from the western half of the city. This crisis led to the construction of the Berlin Wall, a telling symbol of the state of East-West relations at that point. It also produced a tense standoff between American and Soviet forces in the city, which Moscow followed up by resuming atmospheric nuclear testing, previously suspended.

As Beijing approached the Soviets to end their bitter feud, new cleavages within the socialist camp became manifest when Moscow severed diplomatic relations with Albania over Tirana’s refusal to end its tirades against Khrushchev and peaceful coexistence. Kennedy’s decision to send additional military personnel as well as helicopters to South Vietnam evinced the new president’s desire to thwart communist ambitions there and portended the onset of yet another major Cold War crisis.

The perilous international situation and Kennedy himself deterred DRVN leaders from meaningfully revising their revolutionary strategy that year. On the one hand, they did not want to disrupt Sino-Soviet rapprochement; on the other, they feared that Kennedy, whom they considered a staunch cold warrior, might respond aggressively to the launching of an actual war of national liberation in the South. They did, however, authorize a moderate escalation of insurgent activity there and undertook a series of other endeavors to improve the coordination and effectiveness of communist-led military and political activity. As Hanoi remained committed to the “North-first” policy, by the end of the year the Vietnamese revolution had developed the dual character sanctioned during the VWP’s Third National Congress of 1960. As northerners transformed the DRVN, southerners resisted Saigon and Washington as best they could.

RECALIBRATING THE SOUTHERN STRATEGY

In January the new Politburo convened for the first time to assess the situation in the South, deemed uneven. In the Central Highlands conditions seemed to be improving. Support from ethnic minorities and peasants was strong and the presence of the Saigon regime diminishing, both of which facilitated the creation of active revolutionary bases. In the rural lowlands and the Mekong Delta, however, the picture was less rosy due to the ease of access by enemy forces and Saigon’s consequent ability to exert its power and influence there. The “political strength of the masses” in those areas was considered high, but the revolutionary presence was “not strong enough.” Specifically, there were too few cadres there, and the revolutionary tactics they employed were ineffectual. The situation in the cities was still more problematic. Though the “struggle movement of the [urban] masses” was developing, it was “not yet like [that] in the rural areas.” As a result of this unevenness across the whole of the South, the Politburo concluded rather understandably that the “united front for reunification” remained “narrow and weak,” having not yet “assemble[d] really widely” the forces and tendencies opposing Diem and the Americans.1

The Politburo determined that southern revolutionaries placed too much emphasis on violent struggle and committed too little of their efforts and resources to political struggle, to winning hearts and minds, especially in cities. The appeals of southern cadres elicited little or no response among students, petty capitalists, certain religious denominations, and even workers. The Politburo attributed this to the failure to get across the “united front” message—that the revolutionary movement was an expression of Vietnamese nationalism and anti-imperialism, an effort to force the Americans to leave Vietnam and to destroy their puppet regime, rather than a conspiracy to foment social revolution. The Politburo recognized that many southerners, especially in the urban classes, were variously indifferent to, apprehensive about, or hostile to anything that smacked of social revolution or communism.2 Such sentiments were, in reality, probably increased by a sense of the lack of candor in the communists’ message. Though cadres preached unity among exploited classes, many of them distrusted urban dwellers and only reluctantly recruited them into the NLF or worked with them after they joined. Cadres from rural and poor backgrounds, for example, often considered students to be privileged and self-indulgent, and thus unpromising recruits to the revolutionary cause. The same tended to be true of their attitude toward intellectuals, whom they almost invariably considered unfit and unwilling to struggle physically, and therefore untrustworthy “comrades.” As for the petty bourgeoisie, what cadres knew of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy taught them that such people were “objectively” unreliable.

After its deliberations on the state of the revolution in the South, the Politburo adopted what it called “a very important new strategic directive” concerning “the development of the theoretical position [of the party] on insurrection” below the seventeenth parallel. “The process of attacking the enemy [and] vanquishing the regime in the South,” the directive stated, was not about to go from “relative calmness” to an “explosion” of revolutionary activity in a short period. However, the Politburo now recognized that resort to war would likely be necessary in the future to achieve the liberation of the South, that political struggle and self-defense would probably prove insufficient. Accordingly, it ordered operatives below the seventeenth parallel to work diligently to improve the strength of southern forces and raise the level of their combat readiness. Once that objective was met, the southern revolution would be better positioned to take on and destroy enemy troops in a protracted conflict and gradually bring about favorable changes to the balance of forces below the seventeenth parallel. As they carried out these orders, the Politburo cautioned, revolutionaries in the South had to continue concentrating on political struggle and avoid military adventurism.3 The directive was not for waging war, but for making further preparations for war.

At long last, DRVN decision-makers unequivocally acknowledged the potential necessity of war to accomplish revolutionary objectives in the South. The acknowledgment portended a recalibration of the struggle in the South but not the overhaul of the party’s revolutionary strategy there. For the time being, the Politburo stressed again, political struggle remained central to revolutionary purposes.4 According to historian William Turley, this latest directive “laid down basic strategy for a long struggle.” In that strategy, military struggle might “conceivably” become dominant, Turley observed, though for the time being “it was more important [to Hanoi] to develop the capacity for coordinated armed and political struggle.”5 Uncertainties about the reaction of the new Kennedy administration, which the Politburo considered more anticommunist and hot-tempered than its predecessor, and of close allies, whose position on war in Vietnam had not changed, made that caveat sensible in the party leadership’s eyes.

These assessments rest less on the banal passage from the Politburo directive quoted above than on the language in which the directive was communicated to southern party leaders. The language was that of a fellow southerner who was now the party’s highest official, the militant Le Duan, who, for the time being, quietly went along with the moderate consensus still dominant in Hanoi. In one of a series of “letters to the South,” this one dated 7 February 1961, Le Duan told his southern compatriots that Vietnam must not repeat the Chinese revolutionary model of protracted military struggle, which called for liberation of the countryside and only then an assault on cities. That model had forced the CCP to endure a revolutionary struggle that lasted more than a quarter century, from the 1920s until 1949. Instead, Vietnam should follow its own model: simultaneous struggle in both urban and rural areas. In doing so, it should work to consolidate and increase its armed forces, expand its revolutionary bases perhaps only in isolated regions at first, but then wherever possible, and eventually coordinate local episodes of violent activity, culminating in a “general uprising.” In that course of events, military struggle would at some point become important, but political struggle would remain dominant until that point arrived. “We must strengthen the building of our political forces while building our armed forces” for a general offensive, Le Duan told southerners, accentuating the aggressive potential while repeating the essence of the current line. “The correlation of forces is deterministic”; appraising it correctly was crucial for revolutionary success.

Presciently, Le Duan acknowledged an important reality that accounted for many of the shortcomings and failures of the communist movement in the South: its overall weakness. “We are weaker than the enemy,” he pointedly admitted. The party below the seventeenth parallel did not yet have the human or material resources necessary to mount a successful comprehensive military campaign against Saigon and its armed forces. Resorting to war under such conditions would only imperil the southern revolution. It might even give the United States the pretext it sought to send its own armed forces to southern Vietnam, which would surely doom the communist effort there. Besides, the Russians, Chinese, Cubans, and Laotians, Le Duan wrote, had all demonstrated that successful revolutions draw their strength from the masses. However, due to the misapplication of party directives and a shortage of competent cadres, communists in the South had not yet won over the people. Addressing these fundamental problems was the most pressing task. “We must know to exploit time,” Le Duan concluded.6

PREPARING FOR WAR IN THE SOUTH

As part of its preparations for war in the South, the Politburo ordered the unification of southern guerilla forces. Insurgent activity had theretofore largely been locally planned and executed. The uprisings in the Central Highlands and elsewhere in 1959–60, for example, had essentially been spontaneous and uncoordinated, sometimes with little purpose larger than the action itself. Some of them had been staged without Hanoi’s knowledge or approval and even in defiance of its directives, as previously noted. To eliminate this problem and help set the stage for a new level of coordinated armed struggle, Hanoi mandated the creation of the Liberation Army of South Vietnam, soon renamed the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF). Organized into regular as well as guerrilla or militia units within the PAVN, the PLAF was under direct command of party leaders in Hanoi.7 To improve its organization and effectiveness, in 1961–62 Hanoi secretly dispatched to the South an additional 19,150 personnel from the North, mostly regroupees.8 The PLAF became the chief engine of revolutionary violence in the South until the introduction of PAVN units three years later.

Pursuant to its January directive, the Politburo also changed the name of the Nam Bo Executive Committee back to Central Office for Southern Vietnam (COSVN). The change was revealing. COSVN had coordinated political as well as military activity in Nam Bo during the Indochina War. Following the Geneva accords and the September 1954 Politburo resolution formalizing the commitment to peaceful reunification, COSVN lost its license to direct military activity and became the Nam Bo Executive Committee. The decision to change the organization’s name back to COSVN meant that its responsibilities had been enlarged and its license to direct military activity reinstated. More fundamentally, it affirmed the Politburo’s commitment to military preparations in the South.

Nguyen Van Linh, who had replaced Le Duan after the latter was recalled to Hanoi in 1957, remained as COSVN’s leader, assisted by PAVN major general Tran Luong.9 Their chief aides were Vo Chi Cong and Vo Van Kiet, as well as Tran Van Tra, the acting military commander.10 All of them had been involved in the party’s organizational work in the South since the Indochina War and were protégés or loyal disciples of Le Duan. COSVN’s mandate from this point was to oversee “all affairs of the party,” political as well as military, in Nam Bo. Specifically, it was tasked with “executing the guidelines, policies, lines, [and] working plans” adopted by Hanoi and “guiding their implementation.”11 Whenever problems arose, COSVN had to ask for instruction from Hanoi. When that was impossible because of circumstances, COSVN was to take no action inconsistent with party guidelines. Otherwise, COSVN must at all times “execute the platform and the concrete determinations of the rule of the party in South Vietnam.” The “line of party control” thus ran thereafter from the Politburo and Central Committee in Hanoi to COSVN, and then to party committees at provincial, district, and village levels.12

The actualities of COSVN’s duties included selecting, training, supervising, and assigning party cadres in the area of its jurisdiction, administering party finances there, and running the insurgency.13 American intelligence reported that COSVN not only had some “policy-making powers,” but its responsibilities included the duty to “study the situation [in the South] and suggest policy to [VWP] Headquarters.” “The direction given by the [VWP] to COSVN consists for the most part of suggestions rather than orders,” the Americans estimated. Hanoi’s “suggestions” became “directives” only after “long consultations with COSVN.” In this way, COSVN “tailors the policy directives of the [VWP] to the specific situation in the South and incorporates them in COSVN’s own resolutions and policies.” It also handled most military matters by itself, “though following the broad military policy laid down” by Hanoi. COSVN thus enjoyed a measure of autonomy, though less in policymaking than in policy implementation.14 To avoid American and international outrage and perpetuate the notion that the southern insurgency, which COSVN actually directed in parts of the South, was purely indigenous and largely nationalist in character, the organization’s existence was kept secret, and its ties to Hanoi were “top secret.”15

To ensure compliance with its strategic directives, the VWP ordered a purge of all southern cadres of questionable loyalty and reliability and, when possible, replaced them with more dedicated operatives. It also placed “unprecedented emphasis” on training and indoctrinating cadres throughout the South, and dispatched there increasing numbers of agents specializing in “secret and important work” and warfare, as well as more physicians and nurses.16 An average of 150 such agents infiltrated the South each month in 1961, each of them having assumed a new identity to conceal his or her northern origins in the event of capture (even though their accents would almost surely betray where they came from).17

Later that year, the VWP leadership instructed its southern branch, the Party Committee of South Vietnam (PCSVN), to rename itself the People’s Revolutionary Party (PRP). This was another initiative designed to prepare the southern communist movement for a protracted struggle while concealing Hanoi’s involvement in revolutionary activities in the South.18 Retaining the old name, a COSVN directive explained, would reveal that the PCSVN was a branch of the VWP and thus “subjected to the leadership of the Party Center in the North.” The enemy could exploit such a revelation to “slander” southern communists, “distort” the truth about their purposes, claim that “the North’s intervention in the South is subversive,” and otherwise “creat[e] difficulties.” More positively, the new name would create “favorable conditions for the North in its effort of diplomatic struggle to serve the liberation of the South,” as well as “favorable conditions for the PCSVN to call upon the people of the South to use every method of struggle to combat the enemy.”19

Interestingly, a French assessment noted of the name change that “Hanoi’s agents [in the South], who had until now opted to use the NLF to act in South Vietnam, may have estimated that it was preferable to present themselves henceforth with unconcealed faces to influence in an authentic Marxist way the all too independent orientation of the Front.” The PRP was created, in other words, to leave no doubt as to the commitment of southern revolutionaries to the “triumph of Marxism,” to the establishment in the South of “not a neutral government but a communist regime.”20 According to American intelligence, the founding of the PRP, which officially took place in 1962, was merely “a restructuring of the [VWP] in South Vietnam,” a “tactical maneuver to disguise northern direction of the insurgency.”21 Indeed, the maneuver enabled Hanoi to continue its control of a southern revolutionary movement that increasingly comprised “persons who are not party members and who do not realize the extent or degree of party control” over “their” movement.22 In the words of the VWP Central Committee, the creation of the PRP, like the earlier formation of the NLF, “allowed the southern revolution to win over more supporters and isolate the enemy to a high degree domestically and internationally.”23

In thus reconstituting and relabeling its organizational apparatus in the South, Hanoi was acting to not only conceal the central role it played in directing the insurgency there, but also to put the southern revolutionary movement in position, to borrow the formulation of historian Nguyen Vu Tung, to overthrow the Saigon regime and establish “a coalition government that would adopt a policy of neutrality, ask the U.S. to withdraw its military forces from Vietnam, and realize national reunification.”24 It still sought, in other words, to bring about a set of circumstances that would achieve victory through political struggle without resort to war. Hanoi hoped through policies of stealth, indirection, and subversion to generate a mass protest movement and a presence so evidently popular and so insistent in its demands as to collapse the Saigon regime. If successful, the effort would avoid DRVN entanglement in the South, preclude American military intervention, enable the socialist transformation of the North to continue apace, and satisfy foreign allies.

COPING WITH CHALLENGES IN THE DRVN

It was in light of these hopeful dreams about the South that in June 1961 Politburo member Nguyen Chi Thanh reaffirmed in Hoc tap Hanoi’s prioritizing of socialist construction in the North over escalating and increasing its contribution to armed struggle in the South. Thanh, a leading militant, had recently been assigned to direct reform in agriculture. His appointment testified to Hanoi’s determination to “put more drive” behind that important sector, and may also have been arranged by moderates to mollify Thanh by making him a stakeholder in the socialist transformation of the northern economy.25 The VWP, Thanh stated, regarded socialist construction as its “central task.” Although class struggle was ongoing “in a certain sphere” in the North, he wrote in a passage that reveals the emphasis Hanoi was giving to reform, “the struggle between laboring people and nature to eliminate poverty and economic and cultural backwardness has become extremely important.” By highlighting the primacy of socioeconomic problems over other issues, Thanh was signaling just how important those problems remained in party thinking.26

Despite satisfactory progress on some fronts, the DRVN’s economic challenges in 1961 did remain daunting. According to the party’s own statistics, between 1958 and 1960 foreign imports into the North increased by an average of 26.7 percent annually while exports grew by only 15.6 percent.27 Unable to generate sufficient capital internally, Hanoi still depended heavily on foreign aid to finance its ambitious programs of socialist development and industrialization.28 Prime minister Pham Van Dong revealed to the National Assembly in April that per capita production of grain in 1960 had fallen to 304 kilograms from 367 in 1959. This drop was partly due to the fact that the North’s population was increasing by nearly half a million a year, and the implications for the people’s quality of life were obvious. People’s lives were “deficient and hard,” Dong reported, and in a year of poor harvest such as 1960, “the consequences that everybody can see” were “unavoidable.”29

Peasants unhappy about collectivization, heavy taxes, and squalid conditions in parts of the countryside migrated to the cities in large numbers, adding to the challenges authorities there faced. By one estimate, Hanoi’s population grew by an astonishing 300,000 people in 1960–61, the year of the poor harvest.30 Bad weather was largely responsible for the very low yield of paddy and other crops in 1960. Rice rations were often diluted with corn, and the state applied rationing to meat and sugar, among other commodities, as food prices generally rose. The agricultural shortfall severely impacted the industrial sector. During the first half of the year, many factories failed to meet production quotas due to shortages of raw materials, hurting exports and creating a slew of new financial difficulties.31 “The standard of living of the population is very low,” foreign observers reported. “The rice ration will be reduced again, and that for meat,” including cat and dog, “will be only, starting in May, fifty grams for three days.”32

These harsh conditions appear to have been the cause for mass protests and other incidents that threatened the DRVN’s internal stability in mid-1961. “Disenchantment is, indeed, real among the masses,” the French Delegation reported in June. Widespread social unrest occurred in Haiphong, where 1,500 PAVN troops had to be deployed to restore order. During ensuing clashes between the troops and protesters, the latter set fire to rice stocks and harassed policemen and firemen trying to put out the flames. In August, saboteurs set ablaze a bicycle factory, two state stores, and enough dwellings in Vinh to leave a reported twenty thousand people homeless. They also set fire to a state store in Hanoi; exploded a bomb that badly damaged an electrical plant in Dong Anh; targeted a rubber factory in Haiphong, cutting phone lines and neutralizing its guards before setting it on fire; and cut underground electric cables to a chemical products factory in Viet Tri, disrupting production.33

According to foreign observers, these episodes were caused by “the persistence of economic hardships and food shortages” above the seventeenth parallel.34 Cadres and troops newly returned from service in the southern insurgency noted that overall material conditions were “much harsher” in the North than in the South.35 The DRVN indeed remained a poor country, so poor in fact that it barely met its own needs. To develop, it desperately needed foreign aid. Unfortunately, a portion of the aid received from abroad, particularly from the socialist camp, had to be paid in kind, mainly by rice. According to political scientist Céline Marangé, China absorbed half of the DRVN’s rice production, even during “lean” years, as well as three-quarters of its coal production.36 That reality was not lost on the average peasant, who “understands that a large share of his paddy [i.e., rice] harvest will invariably be subjected to these rules” and therefore “suffers such exasperation” that “he starts to neglect, even sabotage, his own crops.”37 Disenchantment in the North became so widespread that even “the spouses of the highest ranking personalities in the Regime” complained about “the inadequacy of food rations allocated to their families and deplor[ed] the austerity measures imposed on the [people in the] capital”!38

These problems were compounded by RVN commando units sent into the North to destabilize the DRVN government through economic sabotage and political subversion.39 These units exploited popular disenchantment with central or local authorities, particularly in minority-dominated areas, to incite unrest and create “centers of resistance” within the DRVN. In June, French diplomats in Hanoi reported that men, weapons, and supplies had recently been air-dropped “in certain mountainous areas” in support of antigovernment forces, and that RVN commandos specializing in sabotage operations and psychological warfare had landed in certain coastal regions.40 In July, the DRVN Foreign Ministry confirmed these reports, including the existence of resistance centers in the Thai-Meo Autonomous Zone, where disgruntled members of ethnic minorities had joined forces with newly infiltrated commandos and disillusioned southern regroupees to stir up trouble.41 That same month, a group of regroupees aided by minority tribesmen attacked a PAVN convoy. Soon thereafter a “small revolt” broke out among PAVN units near Lao Cai.42 Fearing the onset of an insurgency, Hanoi deployed several PAVN units to the northwest.43 Despite this response, the troubles spread. In early August, Hmong tribesmen in Lao Cai attacked military convoys on two occasions.44 Shortly thereafter, subversives derailed a train carrying supplies from China near Viet Tri and distributed anti-DRVN leaflets in Hoa Binh.45 By September, new resistance centers existed in Son La, Lai Chau, and Sapa—all minority areas, prompting Hanoi to intensify its efforts against them.46

Cumulatively, these developments had important repercussions throughout the DRVN. Curfews, arbitrary arrests, and incarceration of anyone suspected of involvement in the disturbances became widespread. The suppression of resistance centers by PAVN forces was particularly ferocious and involved forced relocation of rebellious tribes.47 Ultimately, the draconian measures proved effective. By October, the disturbances and rebelliousness had been contained; in November, PAVN forces were “methodically pursu[ing] the asphyxiation of resistance centers”; a month later, “the danger seem[ed] remote”; and in January 1962, dissident forces were “if not completely destroyed, at least neutralized.”48 Challenges to public order thereafter became rare in the North, particularly in cities, and people generally were in a mood of “passive resignation.”49

As DRVN authorities repressed dissidence, they tried to appease the people by undertaking liberal economic measures, allowing soup vendors and tailors to exit cooperatives and increasing meat rations when possible.50 Ho Chi Minh addressed economic and related problems in a “rectification” address to the Central Committee in July.51 Reminding his listeners of the enthusiasm and fervor with which the party had launched economic reforms in January, he insisted that it was imperative to continue those reforms now. The party leadership remained entranced by the prospect of realizing its dream of socialist modernity. “We must strive to make fast, significant, and steady advances in the effort to develop agriculture,” he said, and to “provide enough grains and raw materials to develop industry and bring about socialist industrialization.” Summarizing the thinking of the leadership at this time, he stated that with “good agriculture” and “good industry” the socialist transformation of the North “can proceed well,” eventually enabling the DRVN to “serve as a strong base” for the southern liberation struggle.52 A North Vietnamese delegation had recently traveled to China, the Soviet Union, and much of Eastern Europe asking for economic assistance, and had received pledges totaling 295 million rubles to help finance the new five-year plan, the money to be spent on building some eighty new enterprises.53 For its part, the party had recently “subjected itself to a process of self-examination” and resolved to give “higher priority” to agriculture by committing itself anew to the improvement of agricultural techniques.54

Since transforming the North into a strong rear base for the southern revolution required improvements in national defense, the leadership established air and antiaircraft forces, beefed up reserve and self-defense forces, upgraded airfields and ports, and expanded strategic transport routes throughout the DRVN. Finally, in a bid to increase discipline and quality in the armed forces, all PAVN political officers had to undergo a new round of ideological training.

ESCALATING POLITICAL AND DIPLOMATIC STRUGGLE

The year 1961 saw a dramatic escalation of Cold War tensions in flashpoints around the world: mounting tensions in Laos, another crisis in Berlin, accelerating decolonization in sub-Saharan Africa, the politically motivated assassination of Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba, the continuing war in Algeria, and the failed effort at the Bay of Pigs to overturn the Cuban revolution. Hanoi held capitalism and Washington in particular responsible for these developments.55 “Consistent with traditional [American] policy,” the Kennedy administration was “increasing weapons production, following a policy of ‘limited war’” in the Third World, and “creating tense situations and expanding [its] military ventures throughout the world,” a DRVN report noted. As evidence of this, the report pointed to plans by Washington to “invade Cuba [and] to expand the war in Laos,” to its role in the “coup d’état” in South Korea that brought the reactionary Park Chung-hee to power in Seoul, and to unspecified other government overthrows in South America.56

Such developments, actual or only apprehended, alarmed Hanoi and fueled its sense of siege. The significant activity related to national defense and security in the DRVN just noted, much like the substance of the Politburo’s January resolution, reflected Hanoi’s increasing concern about Washington’s confrontational stance in the Cold War, and in Vietnam and the rest of Indochina in particular. In view of its continuing efforts to achieve southern liberation and national reunification without a major war, Hanoi’s response to this stance in the middle months of 1961 was more political than military. Domestically, the DRVN’s “subversive propaganda” concentrated on mobilizing the people in both halves of the country against the Americans and the legal authority of Diem’s regime in Saigon, with a view to bringing to power there a new administration. That administration, Hanoi hoped, would be more amenable to the peaceful “fusion” of the two Vietnams.57

Internationally, Hanoi sought to mobilize and manipulate world opinion against the American presence in the South, and to enhance the prestige of the DRVN and the Vietnamese revolution as emblems of national liberation and anti-imperialism, thus isolating Washington. This amounted to “supplanting” Saigon and Washington “on the international chessboard.”58 The “diplomatic struggle,” a report to the National Assembly noted in October, “is of major significance” in the DRVN’s effort to “create conditions to elevate the spirit of self-reliance of our people for the cause of building socialism in the North.” It was equally important in the effort to build momentum internationally for peaceful national reunification as well as “the consolidation of socialist unity.”59 “The spirit of unity and mutual cooperation between our country and all socialist countries,” a national assemblyman said of Hanoi’s diplomatic strategy, “is extremely important,” “a firm guarantee for each of our revolutionary victories,” “the foundation of our diplomatic policy.”60

At this time, the DRVN Foreign Ministry was desperately trying to “win over” foreign governments to the nation’s cause, not just those in the socialist camp but others in Africa and the rest of the postcolonial and decolonizing world. This was done chiefly by establishing diplomatic relations and extending political aid and whatever material support Hanoi could provide.61 “The basic direction of our diplomatic policy,” newly appointed foreign minister Ung Van Khiem, a staunch moderate, noted in October, consisted of “striving to tighten friendly, collaborative relations with fraternal socialist countries,” “contributing to the effort to increase unity between the countries of the socialist camp,” and developing ties with newly independent states.62 Through diplomacy, Hanoi also sought to obtain political and material support for its socialist project in the North while generating criticism of American activities in Indochina and increasing pressure on Washington to keep its military forces out of Vietnam. To those ends, in 1961 the Foreign Ministry again aggressively denounced recent American initiatives in the South on the grounds that they violated the Geneva accords.63 Shortly thereafter, the government circulated a letter affirming its commitment to peace and to implementing the accords to “the governments of the entire world, whether they have diplomatic relations with us or not,” with the exception of the United States and “a number of colonial countries of the United States.” The letter denounced the perfidy of Washington and its friends in Saigon and warned of the disastrous consequences of leaving American ambitions unchecked. Hanoi also sent a letter to the governments whose representatives had endorsed the Geneva accords, urging them to pressure the ICSC to demand that the “U.S.-Diem clique” honor the accords.64

CO-OPTING THE ICSC

As this last initiative suggests, Hanoi hoped that the ICSC could be used for its purposes, unlike Diem, who by now sought its abolition. “The North in the past manipulated the International Control Commission to their own advantage rather more successfully than the South did,” the Foreign Office reported in early 1962. “No doubt” DRVN leaders “consider that, given the difficulty of establishing the facts about infiltration, they stand to gain a great deal in the near future by sticking to the [Geneva] Agreement” or maintaining the pretense thereof.65 The ICSC “has had little effect on the preservation of peace in Indochina,” a DRVN national assemblyman observed in October. However, “if it is determined to maintain a fair attitude then it might still contribute to the implementation of the Geneva accords in an equitable way.”66 Unfortunately, the ICSC could do little about anyone’s violations of the accords and had in fact grown increasingly critical of Hanoi in the last year or two.67 Whenever the commission voted to investigate an alleged violation by either side, Hanoi condemned the vote, “fearing that a step had been taken toward its being cited by the commission for violation of the Geneva Agreements.” Such a citation might alienate some of Hanoi’s foreign supporters and thus undermine the diplomatic struggle.68

More to the point, Hanoi had always accused the Canadian representative on the ICSC of partiality toward Washington and Saigon, and by 1959–60 began accusing India, the “neutral” member of the commission, of the same thing. In commission deliberations, unaligned India was indeed increasingly siding with capitalist Canada against socialist Poland, a consequence of the deterioration of Sino-Indian relations that culminated in war in 1962. The “dramatic realignments in India’s external relations” that accompanied these developments, in the words of one study of the subject, were “paralleled in [the ICSC] delegation’s behaviour.” India in fact joined Canada on the commission to vote against Hanoi on the legality of three “extremely critical issues”: the presence of DRVN military forces in the South, the presence of American military advisers in the South, and Saigon’s draconian Law 10/59 against dissidence in the South.69 Not surprisingly and with some justification, Hanoi surmised from these votes that the ICSC was a deck stacked against its legitimate interests, a body acting in bad faith and thus itself “violating the accords of July 1954.”70 In 1961 a Polish diplomat concluded that “whatever happened at the Commission was interpreted by the Indians through the prism of their hostility toward China,” and thus to the detriment of Hanoi.71

This partiality of the ICSC, in the estimation of historian Douglas Ross, reflected the conclusion of its Canadian and Indian members that the commission should function as a “shield” for the RVN, which was “too weak to defend itself” and thus “required a measure of external buttressing if American intervention and possible Sino-American confrontation were to be precluded.” By June 1960, in Ross’s judgment, the Canadians were using the ICSC “to the fullest possible extent” to “combat the DRVN campaign of ‘indirect aggression’ against the southern regime,” and the Indians were “in effect working with Ottawa . . . to strengthen the [Saigon] regime and thus forestall a return to open warfare between the two sides of the Indochina conflict.” Thus “all of the truly important decisions and ‘non-decisions’ in this period were taken by Indo-Canadian majority vote” and, “without exception,” favored Saigon to the detriment of Hanoi.72

The commission thus not only validated Washington’s “magnified” claim that Hanoi was sending soldiers into the South but legitimated American efforts to protect the South.73 In early July 1961, the VWP Secretariat took note of the fact that the ICSC majority had “illegally” assumed the right to investigate all subversive activities taking place below the seventeenth parallel, whether or not they had anything to do with the Geneva accords. That was, the Secretariat insisted, “entirely contrary to the responsibilities and mandate” of the commission. It was also “dangerous,” inasmuch as it created a circumstance that would encourage the Americans to believe that they could introduce their own military forces into the South without reprimand for violating the Geneva accords.74

This change of direction by the ICSC dealt a major blow to Hanoi’s diplomatic struggle. Nonetheless, DRVN leaders continued to regard the commission as “more useful than not.” In a pointed effort to encourage the Indian commissioner to take a more “objective” stance on the introduction of more and more American military hardware and advisers into the South, Hanoi openly supported Delhi in its dispute with Portugal over Goa.75 Also, to shore up diplomatic support for the DRVN generally, and in its treatment by the ICSC specifically, foreign minister Ung Van Khiem traveled to Guinea, Mali, Niger, Morocco, Tunisia, and the United Arab Republic (that is, Egypt and Syria) in the spring.76 Then, in June and July, Pham Van Dong visited China, North Korea, Mongolia, the Soviet Union, Poland, and Czechoslovakia for the same purpose, as well as to secure increased material and financial aid. Dong’s visits were also meant to “remind the United States and her allies that North Vietnam had powerful friends, who could be expected to back North Vietnam if hostilities broke out.”77 The visits marked “a new phase in the relationship between our country and [host] countries,” Khiem reported, and were “a positive contribution” to “the effort to increase the great spirit of friendship and the unity that cannot be broken between our people” and socialist as well as Third World countries.78 In a nod to the Soviet leadership, Hanoi announced that Dong’s visits had served to “increase the unity of the socialist camp, with the Soviet Union at its core.”79 Continuing this flurry of diplomatic activity, Nguyen Van Hien of the NLF soon also visited the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Cuba, China, Indonesia, North Korea, and, presumably, war-torn Algeria. Wherever they went, the Vietnamese travelers urged their hosts to do all they could to pressure Washington to exercise restraint in Indochina.

VIETNAMESE COMMUNIST INTERNATIONALISM

On a more general level, this series of diplomatic initiatives reflected Hanoi’s views of its stake in the shifting currents of international relations in the early 1960s. The Cold War had created two implacable blocs and made the situation in South Vietnam a major expression of that implacability. Recognizing that fact, DRVN leaders convinced themselves that success in their revolution could tip the worldwide balance of power in favor of the socialist bloc. This conviction, combined with the fact that they had to conduct their diplomacy from a position of military weakness, made those leaders accomplished practitioners of international politics. So, too, did the totality of their commitment to Marxism-Leninism—however they interpreted it—and thus to anti-imperialism and anti-Americanism. Whatever side of the ideological divide they stood on, whether they were committed moderates or ardent militants, DRVN leaders never, even during the crisis years of the early 1960s, thought strictly in terms of their own interests narrowly defined. “No, no, and no, we are not isolationists,” Pham Van Dong emphatically stated in an interview with a reporter who suggested Hanoi was not attuned to the attitudes of the international community because of its preoccupation with domestic affairs.80

Over the years DRVN leaders had repeatedly iterated this commitment to socialist internationalism and world revolution, and just as often emphasized the central role they assigned to their own revolution in the latter. To be sure, the Cold War, to say nothing of the Sino-Soviet dispute, created myriad challenges for Hanoi, but the contemporaneous process of decolonization in the Third World also created countless opportunities. Specifically, the Vietnamese, who had gained international notoriety for their contributions to decolonization through their war against France, and specifically their dramatic triumph at Dien Bien Phu, were now well positioned to lead the charge against American imperialism and its “reactionary” allies and to inspire others to do the same. Back in 1958, Truong Chinh had spoken to the VFF Central Committee about the DRVN’s international obligations as a socialist state, even as it endeavored to liberate the South. In Truong Chinh’s formulation, that meant contributing to world peace by “opposing all war-kindling schemes of the imperialist aggressors and their agents,” strengthening “friendly solidarity and the fraternal cooperation with the USSR, China, and [other] people’s democracies,” and “support[ing] national liberation movements in the world.” A year later, the VWP Central Committee expressed confidence that “the victory of the Vietnamese Revolution” would have “an enthusiastic effect on the movement of popular liberation in Asia, Africa, [and] Latin America” and precipitate “the disintegration of colonialism throughout the world.”81

The peoples of Africa and Latin America “clearly grasp that the people of Vietnam are loyal friends and reliable friends in their struggle against colonialism and imperialism,” a member of the DRVN National Assembly said, echoing these positions. They “turn to us not only to understand the experiences of revolutionary struggle, but also to understand the experiences of building the economy [and] culture of our country.”82 As Vietnam fought for its own national liberation, other assessments noted, it “vigorously supported national liberation movements in Africa,” particularly in French North Africa, and it “quickly recognized newly independent countries.”83 That support sometimes took concrete forms, reportedly including sending “several North Vietnamese military instructors” based in the United Arab Republic to train insurgents to fight in the Algerian war of independence.84 “The element that we must grasp is that our struggle against the U.S.-Diem clique is not solitary,” another member of the National Assembly stated; it was in fact “part of a worldwide struggle” against “American lackeys, especially in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.”85

In Hanoi’s thinking, then, the prospects for the future of Vietnam and its revolution were linked to the prospects of the rest of the noncapitalist world. “The struggle to maintain peace” and “achieve national reunification of our homeland not only suits the vital interests of the people, our nation,” as the VWP Central Committee put it, “but also suits the general interests of the movement for democratic peace in the world.” The success of revolutionary efforts in both the North and the South hinged on defeating capitalist and reactionary enemies to create “a solid outpost of the socialist camp in Southeast Asia.”86 The liberation of South Vietnam, Pham Van Dong repeated in September 1960, was an integral part of “the national independence movements that agitated the entire world.”87 As “the banner of the movement for popular liberation, the center of big contradictions in the world,” Vietnam had become in Washington’s eyes the “ideal area” for implementing its “counterrevolutionary strategy.”88 In Hanoi’s eyes, that made Vietnam the ideal place to explode that strategy. “Our struggle for national reunification has reached a new plateau: the international political plateau,” a member of the National Assembly affirmed.89 To foreign observers, by 1961 Hanoi was clearly acting as if it had a “unique calling” in the world.90

LINGERING EFFECTS OF THE SINO-SOVIET DISPUTE

The world revolution clearly mattered to DRVN leaders, but even they understood that it would never triumph as long as Beijing and Moscow bickered. Interestingly, by the middle of the year DRVN authorities were acting in public as if the Sino-Soviet dispute “hardly existed” at all and dismissed questions about its possibly complicating consequences by insisting on Hanoi’s neutrality.91 The French Foreign Ministry believed at this time that Hanoi’s primary consideration was maintaining “a certain degree of independence” vis-à-vis the disputing parties, as well as a balance between them to avoid aggravating the situation.92 An exasperated Soviet diplomat told a western counterpart in April that North Vietnamese leaders were just “too nationalistically minded for us to try to put pressure on them.”93 “While consulting their allies at every step, and being influenced by the advice they may receive,” British diplomats observed, “they will reserve the right to make the final assessment themselves, and keep the final decisions in their own hands.”94

Despite this practice of sitting “fairly firmly on the fence, trying always to play off one side against the other, and where possible to mediate between them,” Hanoi’s revolutionary strategy in 1961 remained generally consonant with Soviet aspirations.95 It continued to adhere to “the great lines of Soviet foreign policy,” the French Embassy in Moscow reckoned, “whether it be peaceful coexistence, general and complete [nuclear] disarmament, or the [unilateral] signing of a peace treaty with the two German states.”96 That was the result of Soviet influence in Hanoi, as well as the ideological and personal inclinations of key Politburo members, Ho and Giap specifically, who held the Soviet Union in high esteem and drew inspiration from its example and historic achievements as leader of the socialist bloc. The appointment of Ung Van Khiem, a man known for “his moderate sentiments and his desire to maintain and develop close contacts with the West and with France in particular,” as foreign minister attested to the continued prevalence of moderate views in Hanoi. In the estimate of French diplomats, Khiem’s appointment had represented “a sparkling victory for the moderate tendency in the DRVN.”97 The same tendency was visible in the promotions of two new Vietnamese generals, Song Hao and Hoang Van Thai, who were friends and close collaborators of Vo Nguyen Giap and, like Giap, harbored moderate, pro-Soviet and anti-Chinese sentiments.98


That Hanoi still held the Soviet Union in the highest esteem and valued Soviet aid more than that of the Chinese was evidenced by the growing number of Soviet technicians then in the DRVN, as well as the wider availability of Russian-language books and the higher opinions Vietnamese technicians had of Soviet over Chinese machinery.99 The Soviet Union was the model and inspiration for the DRVN’s socialist modernization; many of the hopes and dreams of Vietnamese communist leaders rested on continued moral and material support from Moscow. Without Soviet aid, Hanoi would never be able to execute its five-year plan of economic and industrial development.100 It was as true for the DRVN as it was for North Korea and other socialist states at this time that only Soviet technology could help them develop heavy industry, since the PRC remained deficient in that field.101 Hanoi “could hardly afford to get far out of line with the Soviet Union” at that time, the British Consulate reckoned; in 1961 the economic aid it received from the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries remained greater than that received from China and more necessary to meet certain pressing goals. Besides, Hanoi may have sensed that Soviet influence could be “a useful counterweight to their uncomfortably large neighbor,” the consulate added.102

Though the Soviet Union made massive contributions to the DRVN’s development, growing numbers of VWP members were disenchanted with Moscow. Its continued insistence on peaceful coexistence and the fact that it did not respect the right of “fraternal” parties to deviate from that line irked dogmatic militants and others who were nationalistically inclined. Equally vexing to these groups was the fact that Khrushchev never delivered on his January pledge to provide greater assistance to national liberation movements. There was no change in Moscow’s endeavors to restrain the use of violence in liberation movements, just as there was no assistance to advance Vietnam’s liberation struggle.103 That was a big disappointment for party militants, whose affinity for China and apathy toward moderate views only grew as a result.

Despite their vociferous public rhetoric in support of violent national liberation, Chinese leaders continued to privately counsel caution in South Vietnam because it suited their own practical interests at this time. Still reeling from the disastrous Great Leap Forward, Beijing wanted to avoid an actual war in Indochina, which was likely to produce American occupation of South Vietnam and perhaps even invasion of the DRVN.104 In the former case maybe and in the latter case surely, China would have to intervene militarily, as it had to do in Korea, if not to rescue an ally or honor a commitment to wars of national liberation, then to protect its own national security.105 Lacking nuclear weapons and estranged from Moscow, Beijing’s capacity to deter American aggression in Indochina was limited.106 “An apparent division of opinion within the Chinese Party on how far it would be wise to flout Moscow” under these circumstances may have accounted for Beijing’s reticence to support a widening military struggle in South Vietnam.107 Beijing in fact sought rapprochement with Moscow during 1961 and the first half of 1962.108

Just as it appeared that unity of the socialist camp might be restored, new cleavages emerged, to Hanoi’s great dismay. Having had enough of Albania’s Enver Hoxha’s diatribes against him and against peaceful coexistence, Khrushchev openly attacked the leadership of the small communist state during the CPSU’s Twenty-Second Congress in late October. Moscow in fact broke diplomatic relations with Tirana, forcing other communist parties to decide whether to follow its lead.109 After the congress, which they attended, Ho Chi Minh and Le Duan discussed the matter with Mao, who refused to break off relations with Albania and actually praised its boldness.110 Citing its unbreakable commitment to socialist unity, and perhaps with the encouragement of Beijing, Hanoi too refused to sever diplomatic relations with Albania.111 According to Hungarian diplomats, the VWP was genuinely disheartened by Khrushchev’s attacks on the Albanians, but ordered members to be silent on the issue and not to discuss the recent CPSU congress until the leadership had formed an official opinion on the matter.112 A month later, Ho returned to Moscow and then visited Beijing to defuse this latest crisis, evidently with no positive results in either place.113 Shortly thereafter, the VWP on its own initiative contacted “fraternal parties” around the world to express its concerns and propose still another meeting to resolve the dispute.114 These initiatives came to nothing, but the effort earned the Vietnamese more acclaim in the socialist world and attenuated Moscow’s vexation at Hanoi’s decision to not break ties with Albania.115

NEW CHALLENGES IN THE SOUTH

While such distractions diverted northern attention from the South, southerners came increasingly to rely on their own resources and resourcefulness to combat the Diem regime, as decreed during the recent VWP congress. According to a western intelligence estimate, by the end of 1961 the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the sea infiltration routes that had been opened earlier to supply the southern insurgency were no longer “vital” because the southern insurgency was learning to “feed itself.”116 Such resourcefulness reflected the growing efficiency and discipline of certain segments of southern revolutionary forces, as did a series of small military victories over Diem’s army in 1961.117 In fact, for a brief period the insurgents turned the Mekong Delta into “the most insecure part of the country,” with “many of the provincial seats [of the Saigon government] resembling islands in a sea of hostile territory.”118 During the first half of the year alone, insurgents killed approximately 1,500 enemy troops and assassinated or kidnapped more than two thousand officials and other civilian supporters of the Saigon regime.119 Meanwhile, in official reckoning, the NLF was enjoying increased popular support, and the PLAF, “though not yet strong,” was gaining strength.120


These successes, while heartening, were variously ephemeral, limited, or overshadowed by concomitant setbacks. The NLF and the revolutionary movement in general developed hardly at all in the cities and in parts of the countryside.121 A NLF assessment of this period noted that Hanoi’s continued emphasis on “long-range revolutionary warfare,” that is, on political struggle and preparation for war, turned “the weaknesses of the enemy” into “his strengths” while creating “severe difficulties for us.”122 By Hanoi’s own admission, progress in the South had stalled after mid-1960 because Saigon and its allies still used “every method” and “every reactionary force” to “destroy the revolutionary movement very criminally.”123 Between 1956 and 1961, DRVN authorities estimated, American assistance to Saigon had grown tenfold, from $41 million to $400 million a year.124 In November, U.S. military assistance to the South began to exceed the level allowed in the Geneva accords, a fact recognized by the ICSC.125 If this were not alarming enough, during a public appearance with Diem in Saigon in May, U.S. vice president Lyndon Johnson not only referred to the South Vietnamese president as the “Winston Churchill of Asia” but pledged Washington’s help in increasing the size and effectiveness of Diem’s armed forces. Hanoi considered Johnson’s public pledges to signal the onset of a “new aggression” against the people of Vietnam.126

The growth, modernization, and increasing effectiveness of Diem’s forces were indeed a problem. According to historian Mark Moyar, even before the assistance Johnson proffered began arriving, ARVN forces were demonstrating “modest improvements in aggressiveness and military competence,” which enabled them to score several “major victories” over insurgents.127 In addition to his regular forces, Diem’s Republican Youth Movement enlisted thousands of rural youths and trained them to “assist in community development projects, provide a fresh infusion of rural leadership,” and “help protect villages” against enemies. In conjunction with a land reform program financed by the United States, this “community-based approach to security” enabled Saigon to extend its influence in rural districts while eroding popular support for the communist-led revolution.128

Equally troublesome for revolutionary forces was the strategic hamlet program Saigon initiated in mid-1961. By the end of the year, the program had established more than five hundred such hamlets, and a year later four thousand.129 Unlike the previous effort to create fortified, autarkic agrovilles—which had proved a clear failure by this time—this latest program involved no forced relocation of peasants. Most importantly for its success, it assigned protective duties to trained and motivated self-defense forces, including members of the Republican Youth Movement, and governing duties to officials loyal to Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, rather than often corrupt regional administrations or government ministries.130

The success of the program gave the Diem regime unprecedented access to and influence over rural communities. It also isolated a large segment of the rural population from the NLF, hindering the latter’s access to new recruits and supplies. “The scale of the regime’s effort,” historian Philip Catton has written of this program, served to “beef up Saigon’s physical presence in rural areas and so threaten the guerrillas’ access to the peasantry.” In the Central Highlands, where the fortunes of the southern revolutionary movement had been improving, the creation of strategic hamlets and of militias loyal to Saigon soon resulted in shortages of food and medicine among insurgents, which in turn precluded expansion of the PLAF and demoralized NLF members. Strategic hamlets, in other words, erected “physical and psychological barriers” between southern revolutionaries and peasants, which the former for the time being could not breach.131 A survey based on captured NLF documents concluded that in parts of the South the program hurt the Front “badly in many ways”: “Young men were defecting to their native villages, intelligence agents were being arrested, tax collections were falling off,” and “travel from base area to base area was becoming more difficult and dangerous.” In Kien Hoa Province, this survey reported, the strategic hamlet program “came close to meeting the requirements for defeating a Communist war of national liberation and achieving the political stabilization which would allow economic and social development to proceed in a well-ordered manner.” There and in other areas where the “basic problems” of land, justice, and “truly responsive government” were effectively handled by local RVN officials, the people readily submitted to the authority of the Saigon regime.132

Initial efforts by revolutionaries to destroy strategic hamlets and otherwise undermine the program produced mixed results. “The insurgents did not usually launch frontal assaults against strategic hamlets,” Philip Catton has written. Instead, they tried to obstruct the construction of new hamlets by recruiting peasants to destroy their fortifications.133 “It was not just a question of rising up one time and destroying a strategic hamlet,” a southern revolutionary leader stated later in an assessment of the effort to destroy the program. “There were times when the masses had to rise up dozens of times and had very strong forces within the hamlet, as in Ben Tre, but the strategic hamlet continued to exist.”134 The program thus “threw the revolution off balance,” as David Elliott has written.135 For a period at least, it caused “considerable problems.”136

COSVN CALLS FOR ESCALATION

In response to the successes of the strategic hamlet program, COSVN met in October 1961 to address deteriorating conditions in the lower South and ponder what to do about the program. The program was so effective, it acknowledged, that it had “definite potential” to threaten the future of the revolution below the seventeenth parallel. “The enemy is actively enforcing the [military] draft, developing his intelligence [capabilities], conducting sweep and encroachment operations [among the population], and relocating the population [wherever necessary] in order to restore his oppressive control,” COSVN noted in detailing its understanding of the program and other enemy endeavors. It also noted, alarmingly, that “the enemy has switched from his policy of active preparation for an attack on the North while carrying out pacification in the South to a policy of concentration of pacification forces in the South while increasing destruction tactics against the North,” the latter a reference to the aforementioned infiltration of RVN commandos above the seventeenth parallel to foment subversion.137

Though COSVN believed that most people in the South recognized “the just cause of the revolution,” fear of Diem’s regime made many of them hesitant to join and fight for the resistance. Besides, the southern revolution had more urgent problems. Its armed forces remained weak; the political struggle lacked uniformity; the NLF had no Central Committee and thus lacked direction; and cadres and party members still manifested “hesitancy and passiveness.”138 The party in the South remained undermanned due to Saigon’s repressiveness and the “fairly major losses” suffered recently. For all these reasons, “committees and auxiliary agencies at all levels are still weak” and “we still have too many weaknesses to be up to the task of defeating all the enemy’s schemes and changing the balance of forces between us and the enemy.”139

Under these circumstances, COSVN surmised that it was best to intensify both political and armed struggle, calling for a “continuous offensive” to culminate in a “general uprising” in the South. It insisted that “our” forces must “attack the enemy in both the political and military fields” despite their weakness. To “speed up the process of the enemy’s disorganization and the development of our own strength,” to “change the balance of forces between us and the enemy,” and to “yield ripe conditions for a general offensive and general uprising,” there must be at least “limited offensives and uprisings.”140 In other words, to gain strength and momentum, the southern revolutionary movement must be proactive, more aggressive. The general uprising that COSVN envisaged as climaxing revolutionary success in the South would unfold gradually, in stages. Unlike the sporadic and ultimately unsuccessful rural uprisings of 1959–60, the final revolutionary upsurge was to be centrally planned and coordinated to ensure across-the-board success. It would begin “with an uprising of the rural population to eliminate the oppressive control of the enemy’s administration in the hamlets and villages.” Once consolidated in the countryside, it would “merge” with a coordinated surge in the cities to “overthrow the upper levels of the [Saigon] administration.” That overthrow would signal the triumph of the southern revolution but “will take a relatively long period to achieve.”

These recommendations echoed previous pleas by southern party leaders as well as the language of Resolution 15 and the Politburo’s January resolution, but in stronger, more alarmist terms. COSVN was in fact asking for “a complete stepping up of the revolutionary potential of the people and our party”; it was recommending a return to the methods of the Indochina War, the resumption of combat operations. COSVN made this plea for now evident reasons. Revolutionary progress in the South was unsatisfactory despite the continuing vulnerability of the Diem regime. The regime’s supporters “possess an outlook of defeat and desperation regarding the future,” which COSVN thought the party could exploit by intensifying armed struggle. Granted, the armed forces were weak, but bold action on their part represented, in COSVN’s view, the best way to draw people to join them. As to the possibility of large-scale U.S. troop deployments in the South, it concluded that that prospect was limited since American and world opinion would never approve of such wanton violation of the Geneva accords.

According to Gareth Porter, the COSVN declaration spelling out these scenarios marked the first time since the end of the Indochina War that a Vietnamese communist body “adopted the line that the revolutionary forces in the world were already on the offensive and that imperialism was on the defensive.”141 The declaration did indeed point out that now was a propitious time to escalate armed struggle because the global balance of forces between revolutionaries and imperialists had shifted in favor of the former. That passage was consonant with the rationale behind Beijing’s denunciation of peaceful coexistence, which pointed to the inevitability of war between the capitalist and socialist camps and to the present as the time to risk that war (just not in Vietnam).142 The substance of the COSVN policy statement underscored the growing disconnect between southern party leaders and Hanoi. The statement’s language was unmistakably militant, endorsing as it did Beijing’s professed views on revolutionary change and national liberation. As such it challenged Hanoi’s moderate line, its “North-first” policy, and its apparent neutrality in the Sino-Soviet dispute. It also underscored the ripple effect of that dispute within the VWP. Hanoi’s recent initiatives to increase “unity of thought” within the party were obviously falling short.

The potential appeal of COSVN’s policy statement in Hanoi rested on the fact that DRVN leaders now generally recognized that not only was the revolutionary struggle in the South going badly, but the successes of the Diem regime were mounting.143 Nonetheless, they resisted COSVN’s plea. In William Duiker’s estimate, key decision-makers in Hanoi “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.” They agreed that the revolution in the South might “triumph by means of a general uprising” but insisted that talk of such an uprising was premature. Equally objectionable to them, Duiker notes, was COSVN’s “apparent conviction” that “victory in the South could be achieved in a relatively short time” despite its own statements to the contrary.144 To be sure, it was naïve to assume, as COSVN seemed to do, that victory was sure and not too distant, just as it was naïve to assume, as it certainly did, that Washington would not react aggressively to an escalation that threatened the Saigon regime simply because the American public opposed violating the Geneva accords.

In the final analysis, Hanoi rejected COSVN’s recommendations because it wanted to focus on completing the socialist transformation of the North, and it continued to fear the likelihood of American intervention and the response of its allies to escalation. “As everyone knows, ever since he came to power, U.S. president Kennedy has aggressively prepared for war,” warned foreign minister Ung Van Khiem; and since Hanoi had given him no legitimate cause for war, Kennedy was anxious for a pretext.145 With such weighty considerations in mind, the National Assembly cautioned southerners to engage only in “just actions” that were “completely consistent with the UN Charter and the 1954 Geneva Agreements on Indochina.”146 Hanoi’s strategy thus remained cautious, as William Turley has noted, because it aimed to “reconcile conflicting requirements.” “On the one hand,” to use Turley’s formulation, “Hanoi needed to maintain good relations with a great power ally bent on ‘peaceful coexistence’ and therefore to avoid provoking the United States.” “On the other hand, the party had to save its Southern branch from extinction if it were to make progress toward reunification under party rule.” “The risk-minimizing path between these conflicting demands,” Turley continued, “was to increase the North’s involvement in gradual, deniable ways while encouraging Southern self-reliance.” Thus Hanoi prepared for military struggle but relied “so far as possible on Southern resources to achieve its objectives.”147 According to a French assessment, Hanoi not only opposed escalation of the insurgency at this point but in fact did not even envisage attempting Vietnamese reunification in the near future. The reasons for this were allegedly that the “implantation” of communist forces in the South “remained insufficient to wage a decisive campaign,” and because of its own economic problems the DRVN leadership “had no desire” to “burden itself further [à s’attacher un nouveau boulet] by assuming responsibility for a South Vietnam that survived only because of American assistance.”148

“We must guard against a clash with the U.S. imperialists and their henchmen, who are armed with modern weapons,” PAVN general Le Quang Dao wrote in Hoc tap in defending Hanoi’s rejection of the COSVN proposal. Despite progress in modernizing and improving the PAVN, Dao remarked, “we are not satisfied with the achievements obtained,” and therefore they were unprepared to cope with the American threat in the South. Highlighting the dangers of southern adventurism, Dao explained that “if a new aggressive war should break out, the anti-aggression war—which we will be compelled to carry out—will be a modern war involving the use of modern weapons and combat techniques.” Such a war “will extend throughout the country and be at a much higher level than the guerilla warfare carried out during the former resistance” against France. It “will require of our army and people a very strong spirit of sacrifice and a sense of combat discipline.” It would also require “a revolutionary army having a high degree of standardization and modernization, an elevated political enlightenment and sense of discipline, and truly modern tactical and technical standards.” Finally, it would necessitate “a powerful reserve, a great militia, and a guerilla force having better equipment and higher combat standards than it had during the resistance,” as well as “a solid rear capable of supplying the front with manpower, foods, medicines, equipment, weapons, ammunition, vehicles, and so forth.” The “quantitative and qualitative” attributes of each of these requirements must necessarily be “much greater and higher” than anything ever attempted in Vietnam. “Failure to fully realize the foregoing new demands,” Dao warned, “will lead to dangerous mistakes and lack of appropriate preparation.” Until “adequate material and moral preparations have been made in peacetime,” the Vietnamese people would remain unable to “give the invaders more bitter lessons than that of Dien Bien Phu.”149 On the basis of such reasoning, both French and Canadian representatives in Hanoi concluded that DRVN leaders would not undertake “risky initiatives” in the foreseeable future.150

RAISING THE STAKES

In the fall, Maxwell Taylor, a senior U.S. general, and Walt Rostow, a senior adviser to President Kennedy, visited South Vietnam. In the days preceding their visit, which lasted from 18 to 24 October, a flotilla of forty American helicopters and four hundred U.S. military personnel to operate and maintain them arrived in Saigon. Hanoi complained loudly that this introduction of foreign combat troops into the South grievously violated the Geneva accords, but no one, including the ICSC, heeded the complaint.151 The introduction of this equipment and the forces to man it, plus the Taylor-Rostow mission, notably heightened the stakes in the Washington-Hanoi confrontation, and moved the two governments closer to war.152 As that reality sank in, Hanoi saw ever more clearly the perils of rash action by revolutionary forces in the South. At the same time, it understood that it must prepare for war with the United States, and it must do so sooner rather than later. American imperialism was becoming “uncontainable.”153

In December, Hanoi welcomed a delegation of senior Chinese military officials led by Marshal Ye Jiangying. A Polish diplomat thought, no doubt correctly, that the mission was a “counter-demonstration” to the Taylor-Rostow mission to Saigon, and that Ye “might well be engaged in contingency planning with the North Vietnamese.”154 Similarly, the British Consulate believed that the “prime purpose” of Ye’s mission “seems to have been to make clear for all to see China’s strong military interest in Vietnam, and to warn the United States in particular that if she further enlarged her intervention in South Vietnam, and a clash between North and South resulted, China would go in on North Vietnam’s side.”155


As suggestive as these speculations may have seemed at the time, a former ranking member of the VWP later said the Chinese mission actually came to urge Hanoi to continue exercising caution in the South and to impress upon its followers there the importance of limiting the scale of their activities to reduce the risk of American military intervention. Beijing’s “main worry,” this ex-ranking member has written, was that “if we provoked the Americans into counterattacks close to the Chinese border, they [the Chinese] would have to intervene as had happened in Korea.”156 This interpretation is supported by historian Qiang Zhai, who writes that economic problems in China, including mass starvation, constrained Beijing to still favor caution in South Vietnam. Not only did escalating hostilities in the South require resources the PRC did not have or could not spare, but it might draw the country into a war with the United States that it was unfit to fight.157

During his visit, Ye publicly praised the DRVN as an “outpost” of the socialist camp in Southeast Asia, endorsed Vietnamese claims that the United States was violating the Geneva accords, and accused Washington of aggression in deploying combat forces in the South. Washington was trying to “drag the armies of subservient countries in the [SEATO] military bloc into interfering more deeply in South Vietnam,” Ye claimed, and by such “criminal acts” was making the situation in Indochina “extremely tense and dangerous.”158

Beijing’s renewed interest in Vietnamese affairs, which Ye’s mission signaled, was both welcome and worrisome for Hanoi. On the one hand, it made Chinese assistance likely in the event of an expansion of hostilities below the seventeenth parallel, a reassuring prospect. On the other, however, it risked compromising Hanoi’s neutrality in the Sino-Soviet dispute. During his stay in the capital, Ye made no public tribute to or even mention of the Soviet Union, something that would have been standard before the dispute. In fact, he publicly alluded to China’s divergence from the Soviet Union over Albania, to the consternation of his hosts. To limit the damage and perhaps also to make clear his personal disapproval of this and other Chinese positions on international affairs, Vo Nguyen Giap stressed in a public address of his own during Ye’s visit that the “key to victory” in Vietnam was the “ever firmer solidarity of the countries of the socialist camp with the great Soviet Union as the nucleus.” Giap also referred to the Soviet army and Soviet aid ahead of the Chinese army and Chinese aid, and praised Soviet achievements in building communism.159 After reading the speeches of Giap and others on this subject, a Canadian diplomat noted that “the North Vietnamese have intended to make abundantly clear that they take a firm stand in the [Sino-Soviet] dispute—on the fence.”160 “One point that we can be certain of,” historian Ang Cheng Guan has observed more substantively, “is that the visit [by Marshal Ye] did not lead to any Sino-Vietnamese military alliance to the exclusion of the Soviet Union.”161

Yet even that plus the flatteries of Giap and others were not enough to assuage Moscow’s pique over Hanoi’s apparent flirtation with Beijing. That at least is one way to read the fact that shortly after Ye’s visit the Soviet Defense Ministry failed to send a congratulatory message to its DRVN counterpart on the occasion of the latter’s Army Day. Since the sending of such messages was routine courtesy in the socialist world, some in the diplomatic corps in Hanoi interpreted the failure as “a mark of Soviet disapproval of North Vietnam for not dropping completely into line over Albania, or perhaps a sign of Soviet disapproval of North Vietnam developing closer military contacts with China.”162

TWO STRUGGLES

By the end of 1961, the Vietnamese revolution had developed the dual character envisioned in the final resolution of the Third Party Congress a year earlier. Northerners were building socialism and transforming their military capabilities; southerners were resisting Saigon and the Americans, more or less within parameters dictated by Hanoi and with limited support from the North. The two populations were waging separate but parallel struggles.

Behind this overly neat formulation, Hanoi’s persistent refusal to engage the DRVN more fully in the southern insurgency disheartened increasingly large numbers of Vietnamese. “Since the day Kennedy became president of the United States,” a southern representative in the National Assembly stated in late 1961, he had “made preparations for war, created tense situations, advanced the policy of provoking war in all places in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America, organized adventurist aggression in Cuba, staged coups d’état in South Korea [and] Brazil, subverted the peace treaty with Germany, waged psychological warfare in the Berlin problem [and] widened the war in Laos.” Because Kennedy had also increased American aid to Saigon, its armed forces could now “fight with modern weapons” and “kill people massively.” The result was a growing “militarization” of southern Vietnamese society, including youth and women, who were now compelled to join military and other organizations of the enemy, such as the Republican Youth Movement. With so much help from the Americans, the Saigon regime would soon be able to inflict irrevocable damage on the southern revolution, perhaps as soon as the end of 1962.163

Evidence for this pessimistic assessment was revealing. According to incomplete statistics compiled by the NLF and submitted by the assemblyman, by early 1961 Saigon had conducted 2,185 “small and big sweep operations,” built 874 political prisons, and incarcerated 270,000 political dissidents. An additional 200,000 dissidents lived as virtual prisoners in some 250 “forced” or “secret” settlements resembling concentration camps. Between 1954 and 1960, the same statistics showed, Diem’s military and security forces killed 77,500 people and detained or tortured 725,000 others. “The life of the people of the South in the past seven years has been a life full of misery,” the assemblyman said, summarizing this evidence. In the South, “the life of one person has no value” and “the United Nations Charter is still worthless.”164

The assemblyman concluded by implicitly deploring Hanoi’s apparent indifference to the suffering he described. “The people of the North sympathize deeply with the compatriots of the South,” he added with more than a touch of irony. They have supported them by “training millions of people through thousands of meetings” and produced “thousands of petitions submitted to the [ICSC].” Meanwhile, they “resolutely build socialism in the North to create stable conditions for the unification struggle of the southern compatriots,” as the latter struggle against a ruthless enemy under the “brilliant leadership” of the NLF.165 This aroused speaker was not the only assemblyman to praise southerners for resisting Saigon and the Americans and to deride northern contributions to the fight against the common enemy below the seventeenth parallel. Following a “tradition of heroic struggle,” another assemblyman noted, southerners “struggled heroically against” Diem and the Americans without feeling “intimidated” by them. “The southern compatriots surely will secure victory.”166

To avoid continued and possibly growing criticism, veiled or otherwise, of its revolutionary line, Hanoi would have to revisit its approach to the South and do so sooner rather than later—unless it could find, via the diplomatic struggle, peaceful ways of defusing the crisis. As it turned out, it would spend much of the next year trying to do just that.
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FIGURE 1. Soviet ambassador to the DRVN Alexander Lavrishchev visiting Lang Son, November 1954 (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 2. DRVN president Ho Chi Minh meeting with members of the Indian ICSC delegation, 1954 (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 3. Vietnamese dockworkers posing with Soviet sailors following delivery of Chinese rice, Haiphong, undated (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 4. Vietnamese demonstrators holding banners calling for U.S. withdrawal from the South (on left ) and support for the independence struggle of the Algerian people, undated (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 5. DRVN delegation led by prime minister Pham Van Dong during a visit to India, April 1955 (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 6. PRC president Liu Shaoqi (on left ), accompanied by Ho Chi Minh, greeted by Hanoians, May 1963 (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).



[image: ]

FIGURE 7. Crowd gathered at Ba Dinh Square in Hanoi to hear a speech by Liu Shaoqi, May 1963 (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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FIGURE 8. Vietnamese of Chinese descent conducting a military training exercise, Haiphong, undated (courtesy of the Revolution Museum, Hanoi).
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Exploring Neutralization, 1962

During the first half of 1962, the cessation of hostilities in Algeria, the recognition of its independence by France, and the signing of a multilateral agreement neutralizing Laos suggested that a less troublesome era in global politics was about to begin. However, the brief but fierce Sino-Indian War soon highlighted the limits of Asian and Third World solidarity, while the Cuban missile crisis brought the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of nuclear war and dealt a near-fatal blow to the prospect for East-West détente. By year’s end, the accords on Laos were unravelling. After a short-lived “ambiguous truce,” Beijing’s enmity toward Moscow resumed and reached new heights as a result of Khrushchev’s refusal to forgive Albania even as he attempted rapprochement with Yugoslavia, maintained close contacts with Delhi during and after the Sino-Indian War, and “capitulated” during the Cuban crisis.

In this tense international context, the United States sustained its commitment to preservation of a noncommunist government in South Vietnam. The Cuban crisis underscored the dangers of unchecked communist expansion and validated presidential calls for increasing aid to Saigon to “save” the RVN.

Hanoi closely followed these events. During the first half of the year, it supported negotiations to neutralize Laos and, upon their successful culmination, envisaged a similar solution for South Vietnam. However, mounting American support for the regime in Saigon, the collapse of the accords on Laos within weeks after their signing, and the outcome of the Cuban crisis convinced many party members that neutralization of the South and any diplomatic solution to the situation there would not work. That conviction marked the passing of what may have been the last good chance for peace in Vietnam before the onset of war.


HANOI AND ITS NEIGHBORS

The deteriorating situation in the South, the growing credibility gap between Hanoi and southern revolutionaries, mounting intraparty tensions, and fissures in the socialist camp perturbed DRVN leaders in early 1962. Now they faced another, arguably more pressing danger: growing American interference in Laos and Cambodia. The machinations of the Americans and their agents in the two countries were not only “worrisome” to Hanoi but confirmed its “worst suspicions” about Washington’s ambitions in Indochina.1

In 1958, Laotian prime minister Souvanna Phouma, a neutralist in Cold War terms, had sought to form a coalition government including members of the communist Pathet Lao revolutionary front led by Souphanouvong, the “Red Prince.” Washington responded by suspending assistance to Vientiane, precipitating the fall of Souvanna’s government. The new government under Phoui Sananikone was manifestly “reactionary,” that is, pro-American and anticommunist. In July 1959, Phoui’s government arrested and detained Souphanouvong and other leaders of the Pathet Lao.2 As a result, the political situation in Laos began to draw “maximum attention” from Hanoi, which suspected that the United States intended to spark a civil war in its small, landlocked neighbor, in part to destabilize the DRVN.3 But in mid-1960 units of the Royal Lao Army under Captain Kong Le captured Vientiane and reinstated the country’s foreign policy of neutrality in the Cold War. Souvanna returned as prime minister and created a new, broadly based coalition government, again including representatives of the Pathet Lao. In December of that year, General Phoumi Nosavan, a staunch anticommunist, and troops loyal to him stormed the capital, ousted Souvanna’s government, and installed the pliable Boun Oum as prime minister. Souvanna fled to the Plain of Jars, controlled by the Pathet Lao, where he proclaimed his the “legitimate” government of Laos, soon recognized by communist and nonaligned states but not the United States and its allies. Despite objections to his heavy-handed tactics by American diplomats in Vientiane, Phoumi secured Washington’s patronage and assistance.4 In fact, he capitalized on American support, even largesse, to consolidate his authority and hound his communist opponents.

The situation in Cambodia was less alarming to Hanoi, but troubling nonetheless. There, Norodom Sihanouk’s government was under increasing pressure from Washington to abandon its neutrality in foreign policy, which Hanoi considered “compatible” with its own interests, and to align itself with the United States.5 To defuse regional tensions and preserve his autonomy, Sihanouk responded to these pressures by calling for restraint on all sides. Sensing that the civil war between Phoumi’s forces and those of the Pathet Lao might “explode into an international conflict” engulfing all of Indochina, a prospect Hanoi seriously feared, Sihanouk proposed an international conference on the future of Laos to involve essentially the same parties that had produced the 1954 Geneva accords on Indochina.6

NATION-BUILDING IN LAOS

After the fall of Souvanna’s government in July 1958, Hanoi had redoubled its effort to strengthen the Pathet Lao. The need to prevent conditions in Laos from deteriorating may in fact have contributed to its unwillingness to commit more of its scarce resources to the insurgency in southern Vietnam. Also, as historian Christopher Goscha has noted, the Ho Chi Minh Trail, opened in 1959, “made all of eastern Laos vital to the northern supplying of southern Vietnam,” limited as that supplying was at the time.7 By this time, too, the Vietnamese and Laotian struggles for national liberation had been intertwined for years, ever since the war with France, if not earlier. The presence of nearly ten thousand PAVN troops and more than four thousand militiamen and support personnel from the DRVN in Laos in mid-1962, while DRVN leaders still refused to commit PAVN units to the insurgency in South Vietnam, attested to the importance Hanoi attached to Laos.8 The military personnel, all officially “volunteer troops,” not only advised and trained Pathet Lao forces but, beginning in the fall of 1960, joined them in combat operations against enemy forces.9 The “economic crisis” in the DRVN, a June 1961 French assessment noted, “does not appear to bother the North Vietnamese Government” in Laos, where it continued to “provide aid to the troops of the Pathet Lao.” Clearly, the assessment concluded, the Laotian problem was “at the forefront” of Hanoi’s concerns.10

Over time the DRVN mission in Laos extended well beyond strengthening and protecting the Pathet Lao. It became a veritable nation-building effort aimed at containing American influence, stabilizing socioeconomic conditions in parts of the country, and laying the foundation for communist domination.11 “The capitalist-imperialist camp will use every method of persuasion” to pull Laos into its orbit, a Vietnamese report stated in 1961. To preclude that eventuality, to help Laos “become a truly independent and positively neutral country, the countries of the socialist camp must have a comprehensive, long-term, and sustainable supply plan.”12 A special committee whose purpose was to achieve those goals coordinated the effort from Hanoi under the supervision of Politburo member Hoang Van Hoan.13 Hoan’s group concluded in 1961 that Souvanna Phouma’s rump state represented Hanoi’s best hope for an alternative to the current regime in Vientiane. A communist government in Vientiane would have been ideal for Hanoi, but the Pathet Lao was too weak to bid for national power. Unfortunately for Hanoi, Souvanna’s government had as yet no “functional bureaucracy” and no “plan to develop the economy.” It therefore required Hanoi’s assistance to survive as a bulwark against American encroachment.14 The “apparatus” of Souvanna’s government had just begun to build itself, a Vietnamese assessment concluded.15 Possibly, Hanoi armed the Pathet Lao and supported Souvanna’s government with a view not only to frustrating Washington’s ambitions in Laos but also to drawing its attention away from Vietnam.

In 1961 Hanoi signed a series of agreements with various Laotian factions, including Souvanna’s government, demonstrating the seriousness of its intent to contain American influence and bring Laos into the Vietnamese orbit. In honoring those agreements, Hanoi dispatched political, economic, and other specialists to Laos, funded their endeavors, and funneled other aid to the Laotians from the DRVN and also from the rest of the socialist camp.16 Hanoi welcomed the latter show of support for its efforts in Laos, despite the logistical difficulties it often encountered in delivering aid goods and materiel. “There are some misunderstandings between a number of [donor] countries and our party and government,” DRVN authorities noted.17 Despite those difficulties, between December 1960 and the end of June 1961, the Vietnamese delivered to Souvanna’s government 4,229 arms of various kinds from the Soviet Union, five tons of medical supplies and fifteen tons of dry provisions from China, and significant assortments of foodstuffs, medications, and sugar from Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Mongolia, and Poland.

Abetted by Beijing and Pyongyang, Hanoi also secretly provided military aid to the Pathet Lao, despite pledges to the contrary to Souvanna Phouma and Moscow. During the six months ending in June 1961, the DRVN supplied Laotian communists with 6,447 arms of various kinds with ammunition from China, as well as 699 weapons plus ammunition from its own stocks. North Korea provided American weapons captured during the Korean War as well as antiaircraft artillery and 80-mm mortars.18 This weaponry was in sharp contrast to the cameras, film projectors, and other such trivia sent to the Pathet Lao by Moscow via the DRVN in these years of peaceful coexistence.19 In view of these disparities, DRVN representatives in Moscow were soon bragging, in defiance of Hanoi’s instructions to keep such matters secret, that “the Vietnamese have played the leading role in the revolutionary struggle of the Indochinese people.” In Laos, the braggarts boasted, the Pathet Lao armed forces, “which grew and became stronger, had many Vietnamese members who helped in the organization of political work and the preparation of cadres.”20 One Vietnamese source even called the DRVN “the supply rear base” of the Laotian revolution.21 Indeed a French report noted that by July Hanoi’s military contributions had been “more important for Laos” than the contributions in nonmilitary goods made by the Soviets and other allies.22 While he appreciated Vietnamese contributions to the Laotian cause—those he was aware of—Soviet premier Khrushchev thought the Laotian situation should be resolved through diplomacy, not violent revolution.23

Moscow’s limited support for these activities was only one of the challenges Hanoi faced in Laos. The roads connecting Vietnam to that country were in such disrepair that aid deliveries were often delayed and always difficult, sometimes simply impossible. Only a single road connected DRVN supply depots to the “liberated” Laotian province of Xieng Khouang, and that road was variously described as “destroyed, usable for only six months of the year, difficult [to use] during the rainy season, [and] impossible to use some months.” After December 1960, the Vietnamese had at least ten Soviet transport aircraft at their disposal in the effort to supply Laos, but the small planes could transport only two tons of goods per sortie and were limited to two flights daily, and poor weather often forced cancellation of flights.24 “Although the requirements of Laos are not very many,” a DRVN report noted, “foreign aid is still not enough.”25 Part of the problem stemmed from the refusal of socialist states to coordinate their aid efforts because of the Sino-Soviet dispute. “It is at least possible that the USSR has undertaken the support” of Laos “as a gesture of good faith,” a western analyst wrote at the time, “while the Chinese prefer to let the Russians get themselves involved in an area where China will inevitably have the ultimate profit.”26 Historian Ilya Gaiduk remarks that Moscow wanted to contain “reactionary” influence in Laos, but without running the risk of widening the conflict.27 Keeping the Laotian situation “in hand” would deny Beijing a pretext to enter into it and thus to stir up trouble there that could threaten peaceful coexistence. According to historian Mari Olsen, Moscow came to the aid of Laos at the urging of Hanoi but limited its assistance because it feared further destabilization in Indochina.28 Soviet suspicion that supplies earmarked for Laos were redirected to South Vietnam prompted Moscow to suspend aid deliveries to Hanoi temporarily in November 1961, further impeding the Vietnamese mission in that country.29

THE GENEVA CONFERENCE ON LAOS

As Hanoi endeavored to defend its interests in Laos, the International Conference on the Settlement of the Laotian Question convened in Geneva on 16 May 1961. The brainchild of Cambodian leader Norodom Sihanouk, as noted earlier, the conference aimed to avert internationalization and intensification of the civil war in Laos by creating a neutral government of national concord sanctioned by international accords. Hanoi had reservations about such a conference and also about the prospect of a neutral Laos. A genuinely neutral Laos would hamper its ability to support the insurgency in southern Vietnam and might cramp the freedom of movement of the Pathet Lao. Also, Washington might use the conference to sabotage Laotian sovereignty and create new obstacles for the Vietnamese revolution. The British Consulate thought DRVN leaders were “very hesitant” in “deciding whether a communist or a neutralist Laos would be best for them.” A communist takeover in Vientiane would give Hanoi “an assured corridor of approach to supply the rebellion in South Vietnam” as well as a “guarantee” of security along part of the DRVN’s western border. On the other hand, a premature or unsuccessful power grab by the Pathet Lao would likely cause the United States to “react sharply in defence of their position in South East Asia.” If that reaction resulted in destruction of the Pathet Lao and consolidation of an anticommunist regime in Vientiane backed by western military force, Hanoi would certainly be less able to influence events in South Vietnam, and it might provoke the Chinese to intervene militarily in Laos. “I think,” British consul general J. F. Ford wrote London, “that the North Vietnamese would not like to see a situation arise in Laos in which the Chinese would feel impelled to enter in strength.” Their “main interest,” he surmised, “is in having Laos friendly to them, and free of American influence.”30

In the end, Hanoi attended the Geneva Conference on Laos and committed itself to neutrality. Hanoi recognized that the Pathet Lao movement was incapable of making a successful bid for control of the country, even with the help available from the socialist bloc. The movement, in their judgment, was too weak and disorganized to govern a state. By official account, Laotian communist forces had liberated three provinces—Houa Phanh (Sam Neua), Phong Saly, and Xieng Khouang—and parts of four others, which together constituted about three-fifths of the country’s area and perhaps a million of its people.31 On the basis of these successes, Hanoi believed the Pathet Lao had “a wide party base in the provinces.” However, it also thought that the Pathet Lao leadership “from the center to the localities” was “not yet unified.”32 Moreover, the movement had no secure revolutionary bases outside the three liberated provinces. Given these realities, neutralization was a way to buy time for Laotian revolutionary forces, time they could use to consolidate and expand existing bases. Even if the proposed neutralization ultimately failed and hostilities resumed, Laotian communists would by then be better prepared.

A neutralist regime in Vientiane recognized by the international community might also preclude further American encroachment in Laos and possibly elsewhere in Indochina, a development that would isolate the Saigon regime. “Every day,” a member of the National Assembly told his colleagues, “American forces and [allied] Thai forces maneuver across the Mekong River” and “collude with reactionaries in South Vietnam” to “intimidate liberated areas” in Laos. Such activities created a “very big threat to the security of our country and a threat to peace in Southeast Asia and the world.” “We cannot not care about conditions in Laos,” the assemblyman concluded.33 According to this reasoning, Laotian neutrality would deny Washington a base for intervention in Vietnam. Also, a neutral Laos under Souvanna Phouma would have friendly political and economic ties to the DRVN, as Souvanna himself had made clear. Souvanna had also declared his support for the peaceful reunification of Vietnam under the terms of the Geneva accords. Together with the existing neutralist governments in Cambodia and Burma, a neutral Laos would form part of a purportedly neutral bloc that would “undercut the anticommunism of the South Vietnamese Government,” which would find itself “the odd man out” in a Southeast Asia tilted toward nonalignment in the Cold War.34

Finally, Laotian neutrality on terms Hanoi envisaged would facilitate northern support of the southern insurgency. Though largely self-sufficient at the current level of hostilities, that insurgency still depended on supplies and personnel from the North, and when hostilities intensified—an eventuality Hanoi was already preparing for—infiltration routes through Laos would become indispensable. That the movement of North Vietnamese troops and supplies via Laos would constitute a violation of Laotian sovereignty as well as the terms of its neutrality, even then being negotiated, did not trouble Hanoi. In fact, long before the end of this Geneva conference, the VWP Central Military Commission had issued orders to “develop capacity for mechanized transport over new routes still deeper in Laos.”35 In addition, sites in Laos had long served as sanctuaries for NLF leaders and PLAF units, and nothing in the available record suggests that Hanoi ever considered the possibility of ending that practice. In fact, should the Americans widen the war in South Vietnam, revolutionary forces would benefit from safe havens across the border in “neutral” Laos.

Hanoi thus wanted not actual or permanent neutrality of Laos, but neutrality on its terms and for as long as those terms served the purposes of the Vietnamese revolution and its desire to have a friendly, pliable government across the border. That meant until American interest in Laos subsided, until Pathet Lao forces seized power in Vientiane, and until Hanoi had contained the American threat in its own country. Accordingly, Hanoi pushed for a diplomatic solution in Laos in the interests not of peace in that country but of its own anti-American struggle. “I see the danger,” one foreign diplomat wrote, that Hanoi “may profess to favour a neutralist Laos” and even work to that end, but then look on the achievement of that end “as a preliminary step towards a communist take-over.”36 “While it may be that the DRV will hesitate to push the Communization of Laos too hard for their own safety,” another observer remarked, “it is difficult to accept the thesis that they will not push it at all.”37

The Geneva agreement making Laos neutral was signed in July 1962, after prolonged, difficult negotiations.38 It mandated the creation of a coalition government of representatives from the three largest political factions—“reactionaries,” communists, and neutralists. Such a mandate hardly guaranteed peace or stability, but it was “the best which the circumstances allowed.”39 For Hanoi, the arrangement was acceptable: Washington would no longer have a pretext to interfere in Laos if the new government carried out its responsibilities, and with that government’s legitimacy validated by the agreement it would be difficult for Washington to subvert and replace it.

The agreement on Laos was “a big victory” for its people, foreign minister Ung Van Khiem told the DRVN National Assembly. It “restores peace in Laos after many years of war on the basis of recognition and respect for the independence, sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity, and neutrality” of the country. It was also “a big victory for national liberation movements and other forces seeking to preserve peace worldwide.” Perhaps more significantly, Khiem stated, the new agreement “not only reaffirmed the basic clauses of the old [1954] Geneva accords but also reinforced and developed them further,” and in so doing “eliminated a threat of war” by precluding Washington from “intensifying the civil war in Laos and threatening peace in this region.”40 In Nguyen Vu Tung’s later judgment, the outcome pleased Hanoi because it created favorable conditions for the expansion of revolutionary forces and eliminated for the time being the possibility of direct American intervention. Those were essentially the same goals Hanoi pursued in South Vietnam.41

Hanoi welcomed the agreement on Laos as evidence of the VWP’s “policy of co-existence and the peaceful settlement of disputes by negotiation.”42 That sense of success may have prompted the repatriation of PAVN forces from Laos, which reduced the North Vietnamese presence there to less than 250 political and technical specialists by year’s end.43 That at least is the claim made in a PAVN internal history. “After the 1962 Geneva Agreement on Laos was signed,” this unpublished history notes, “to implement our promises, our Central Committee and Central Military Party Commission ordered the withdrawal of all volunteer forces and the bulk of our military specialists back to Vietnam.”44 To first secretary Le Duan, the agreement represented “a big achievement not only for our dear friends of the Laotian revolution but for our entire side.”45 That assessment reflected Hanoi’s conviction that the fate of Vietnam was inextricably linked to that of Laos.46 Important as it was to defeat imperialism worldwide, it was more important for the moment to defeat it in Indochina. Imperialism and socialism could not coexist in a peaceful Indochina. Vietnamese independence and revolutionary success were pipe dreams as long as any part of Indochina remained under the rule of imperialists or their lackeys. Because Cambodian communists were problematic allies, a neutral Laos was all the more important. It would prevent the Americans from interfering in South Vietnam via Laotian territory.47 It also lessened the potential for an immediate conflagration in Indochina.

CONTEMPLATING NEUTRALITY FOR SOUTH VIETNAM

This initial wave of enthusiasm for the idea that neutrality could prove an effective device for getting the Americans out of Laos and precluding a wider war raised Hanoi’s interest in using the same device to the same ends in South Vietnam. Why not, DRVN leaders reasoned, have another round of multilateral negotiations on the neutralization of South Vietnam? In his report to the National Assembly in praise of the Laos agreement, Ung Van Khiem used language clearly suggesting that such a solution might be suitable for southern Vietnam. Neutralization of Laos had “expanded and strengthened the peaceful zone” and thus proven to be “a constructive factor for peace and security in Southeast Asia while weakening the network of military bases of the American imperialists in the region.” Those results vindicated “the method of solving pressing international problems peacefully, which the socialist camp promulgates,” Khiem said in a clear endorsement of peaceful coexistence. They also vindicated the views of Ho, Giap, and other leading moderates in the VWP, as suggested above. “To solve the Laotian issue, socialist countries advocated a policy of using a method of peaceful negotiations. The results have shown that the fundamentals of the 1954 Geneva Conference not only cannot be destroyed but [can be] reinforced, [even] supplemented to be made more comprehensive. That demonstrates,” Khiem insisted, “that the method of peaceful negotiations is the best method to solve pressing international problems.” Laotian neutrality thus had “a very important international significance.”48 For Vietnam, it represented a “first step.”49

It might even have been the case that after initially hesitating, Hanoi supported negotiating Laotian neutrality to gauge the prospects for a similar solution to its own crisis in the South. In the judgment of historian Ken Post, it is “evident” that for DRVN leaders in the negotiations on Laos, that country “was acting as a surrogate for South Vietnam, where the struggle now being led by the NLF might also result in such a solution.”50 On many levels, the spirit and letter of the Laos agreement were consistent with the aspirations of the moderate wing of the VWP concerning the South at that juncture. “It is now clear,” Nguyen Vu Tung has noted, “that Hanoi was considering a neutrality model for South Vietnam and therefore thought that the Laotian experience would be applied to South Vietnam.”51

The NLF had broached the issue of neutrality for South Vietnam in February 1961 and actually made it part of its political platform.52 During the first week of the Geneva Conference on Laos in May, DRVN representatives circulated a memorandum, presumably on behalf of the NLF, proposing “the convening of a conference to end foreign intervention in south Vietnam and to consider proposals . . . for [its] neutralization.”53 There seems to have been no substantive response to these proposals. It may have been to test international opinion on the subject of neutralization that in October Hanoi launched a propaganda offensive, a “broad and fierce political struggle,” aimed at precluding further American encroachment in South Vietnam by increasing pressure on Washington to accept such a diplomatic solution to the intensifying crisis there. It did this by denouncing alleged “preparations by the U.S.-Diem clique to bring American forces into southern Vietnam” and stressing the “seriousness” of the threat to peace these preparations posed.54 It was perhaps in the interests of the campaign to promote neutralization that Hanoi in late October called on France to “use its rights and its influence” to make a “precious contribution” to the reduction of tensions in Indochina.55 It might have been part of the same effort that in December Hanoi went to special lengths to impress a visiting Indian diplomat with the idea that DRVN leaders “attached great importance” to maintaining the 1954 Geneva accords on Vietnam “in force.” Tellingly, this diplomat was “struck” by the desire among North Vietnamese leaders for renewed contacts with the Saigon government and thus for negotiations between the two.56 A month later the Foreign Office in London similarly concluded on the basis of information from Vietnam and elsewhere that Hanoi’s desire for negotiations with Saigon and other governments over the status of the South was sincere. The Vietnamese demonstrated a “reasonable attitude” toward “renewed contacts” with RVN leaders, London believed.57

On 18 February 1962, ten days after Washington and Saigon announced the creation of a new American organ with expanded responsibilities to replace MAAG and oversee their military partnership in the South—the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV)—DRVN authorities approached Soviet and British diplomats demanding that their governments, as cochairs of the 1954 Geneva Conference, “urgently study effective measures to end U.S. aggression in South Vietnam” and preserve the integrity of the accords that conference had produced. Later in February and then again in March and April, Hanoi repeated the request that the two governments “proceed to consultations with the interested countries to seek effective means of preserving the Geneva settlement of 1954 and safeguarding peace.”58 All these initiatives were indirect pleas for actual negotiations, and thus implicitly for the possibility of settling the status of the South by neutralizing it at least long enough to secure American disengagement.

In early March, during this flurry of diplomatic activity, Beijing publicly called for an international conference on the status of southern Vietnam.59 Later that month, Cambodian leader Norodom Sihanouk, a neutralist with international credibility, published an editorial in the Cambodian newspaper Nationaliste seconding Beijing’s proposal. Moscow also endorsed the initiative, and in April the DRVN National Assembly debated the “necessity to convene a new Geneva Conference to find a solution to problems lingering since July 1954.”60

By June, then, there were clear signs that Hanoi was seriously considering reconvening the 1954 Geneva Conference or participating in some other international forum to address the crisis below the seventeenth parallel.61 Shortly thereafter, North Vietnamese diplomats in Geneva suggested to Souvanna Phouma and Norodom Sihanouk that the matter of negotiations on neutrality for South Vietnam should be discussed in Geneva immediately after concluding the talks on Laos. One report on these contacts suggests that Vietnamese diplomats had actually tried to blackmail the two men by advancing that the agreement on Laos would never work “so long as there is still a dangerous situation in [South] Vietnam.”62 On 1 July, the NLF dispatched a memorandum to the cochairs of the 1954 conference endorsing Sihanouk’s March proposal, and shortly thereafter declared its willingness to accept a coalition government in Saigon inclusive of representatives of all political, socioeconomic, religious, and ethnic groups in the South.63

Little is known of Hanoi’s internal deliberations on neutrality for South Vietnam as these events unfolded. Circumstantial evidence suggests that some in the Central Committee, and possibly the Politburo as well, were hostile to the idea of holding another Geneva Conference to neutralize the South.64 But in the end, either key leaders or a clear majority in those organs supported neutrality and kept the idea alive. According to Nguyen Vu Tung, Le Duan—surprisingly—was instrumental in that process.65 Support for negotiations that would have ended in neutrality for South Vietnam was indeed uncharacteristic of Le Duan, who almost invariably took militant positions on issues relating to the South. The reasons for this, if he did support the idea, are unclear. Possibly, Le Duan was acting on behalf of the Politburo, which was controlled by moderates. Most likely, Le Duan himself supported neutralization at that juncture as a way to buy time for revolutionary forces and for the party in the South. Whatever the reasoning, Le Duan and the rest of the Politburo agreed to explore the neutrality option in February 1962.66

Thereafter, historian Robert Brigham believes, “neutralism emerged as the centerpiece of the [VWP’s] diplomatic strategy.”67 With that prospect in mind, the Politburo imposed a moratorium on combat operations in parts of the South and “put forth the policy of not allowing military units to resist sweep operations in order to preserve forces” and to encourage peace talks.68 In a cable around this time to COSVN, Hanoi reiterated that “underestimating the importance of political struggle” was “very dangerous.” More interestingly in the context of the evolving debate over neutralizing the South, Hanoi told COSVN that political struggle not only represented “a very efficient weapon and an extremely important force” in the struggle against Diem and the Americans but could also prove “transcendent” in the event of negotiations.69

THE CASE FOR NEUTRALITY

Hanoi’s growing disposition toward neutralizing the South was sensible given current domestic and international circumstances. Foremost among these were the mounting problems below the seventeenth parallel and the pressing need to mitigate them. The Kennedy administration’s Project Beefup produced a “massive influx” there of U.S. military and technical personnel as well as military hardware, including more helicopters, fixed-wing aircraft, armored personnel carriers, and river patrol boats.70 This hardware, especially the helicopters, “caused considerable difficulty for the revolution,” and “proved” Hanoi’s contention that the Americans were building a striking force of overwhelming potential in the South.71 It was to oversee this massive buildup that Kennedy’s administration had sanctioned the creation of MACV, which would play an ever expanding role in the southern counterrevolutionary effort as the primary American authority in Vietnam.72 In Hanoi’s view, this amounted to “war without a declaration of war.”73 Equally alarming were developing ties between Saigon and the reactionary Nationalist Chinese regime in Taiwan. During the first half of 1962, that regime posted a number of its officers to Saigon to train ARVN officers in political affairs while even larger numbers of RVN military and political officials traveled to Taipei for training.74 All this was of “genuine concern” in Hanoi since Nationalist Chinese involvement of any kind in the struggle in South Vietnam may have been intended to provoke Beijing “in a way which no other action could.”75

The cumulative effect of the mounting American involvement in South Vietnam was a marked increase in the combat effectiveness of the ARVN. The battlefield fortunes of Saigon’s armed forces “improved significantly” in 1962, historian Edward Miller has written, “as commanders used their improved mobility to strike more effectively at the enemy.” Saigon was so pleased with the performance of its armed forces that its pessimism of previous months suddenly “gave way to new dreams of victory.”76 According to Mark Moyar, in that year ARVN performance “entered into a steady ascent that was to continue for the remainder of Diem’s term in office.”77 A Vietnamese military history supports these assessments, observing that the enemy’s new “methods of engagement” created “many difficulties for our armed forces” and produced “the loss of a number of [PLAF] units.”78 One insurgent noted that “a number of our cadres and fighters became demoralized when they faced the enemy’s new tactics and schemes,” and some of them were “frightened” by the mere sight of “the enemy’s weapons and heliborne tactics.”79 As David Elliott has observed of these developments, the balance of forces in the South became “unfavorable to the revolutionary side” in 1962.80 The Foreign Office concluded much the same thing when it reported that the North Vietnamese leadership was “clearly bothered by the 10,000 American troops in South Vietnam” and sought “the easiest way to get rid of them.”81 Meanwhile, the strategic hamlet program was growing “by leaps and bounds” and continuing to create logistical and recruitment problems for both the NLF and PLAF.82 COSVN itself admitted at this point that the program was “enlarg[ing] the areas under Saigon’s control and interfer[ing] with cadres’ access to the people.”83

It is easy to see how these mounting difficulties could have encouraged Hanoi to conclude that neutralizing the South under correct conditions was not an unreasonable option. “The difficulties facing Viet Cong subversion on the military front,” a French assessment noted, had brought DRVN leaders to “a more realist conception of the solution to the South Vietnamese problem.” The leaders knew they “must now make the diplomatic formula prevail,” a position “hardly conceivable a year ago.”84 “Convinced that Viet Cong subversion would suffice to achieve reunification,” another report explained, Hanoi initially “did not accept the formula providing for a South Vietnam transformed into a neutral state.” However, “the obvious results achieved by the Diemist army with material and technical assistance from the Americans now inclines [the leadership] to soften its position [on this issue].” The idea of South Vietnam forming a neutral zone with Cambodia and Laos “is now taking an official character,” this report continued. “The DRVN, doubting the possibility of conquering the South by force, now endeavors to promote the principle that the South Vietnamese problem should be resolved by diplomatic means.”85

But was neutrality ideologically correct, or at least permissible? Decision-makers in Hanoi seemed to think so. Despite supporting Beijing on certain issues, including Albania, Cuba, and the Sino-Indian border conflict, Hanoi at this time still firmly endorsed peaceful coexistence and thus the settling of disputes through negotiations. At this time also, as noted earlier, Beijing preferred that Hanoi act cautiously in the South. Besides, DRVN leaders remained “sufficiently confident of the popularity of their regime and especially of their leader Ho Chi Minh” in the South “to be convinced that given a genuinely independent and popularly elected [neutral] government in South Vietnam it would only be a matter of time before reunification would be freely achieved” under Hanoi’s aegis.86 Why precipitate a military movement for liberation of the South when time was working in Hanoi’s favor? observers asked.87 “Considering themselves as they do, the vanguard of the resistance movement against the French, the victors of Dien Bien Phu and the liberation of Vietnam,” a western assessment affirmed, DRVN leaders “are convinced that only the machinations of the Americans prevented them from taking over the whole of Vietnam by means of free nationwide elections.”88

The need to satisfy Moscow, whose material and political support remained vital, was another reason neutralizing the South was an option worth exploring. Moscow still had no interest in becoming involved in a war over Vietnam. Besides, such a war might increase Chinese influence in Vietnam at the expense of the Soviets. In addition, Moscow was keen on demonstrating that peaceful coexistence was both “desirable and possible.” Therefore, if things came “to a crunch” and war broke out between the DRVN and the United States, Moscow would surely “act to protect the peace,” that is, work toward a prompt diplomatic resolution of the conflict. Khrushchev, for his part, was by now under “powerful pressure” from the “new ‘technical class’” in the Soviet Union, which had “forced him to condemn antiparty activities and Albania” and also “stood for the furtherance of Soviet national interests and consequently for peaceful co-existence.”89 Those were among the factors that had, by Vietnamese account, prompted the Soviets to contribute so “greatly to the success of the conference on Laos.”90 They also made Moscow “perfectly ready” to continue supporting Hanoi “so long as the risk of an internationalization of the war is not immediately apparent.”91


It should be said at this point that Moscow applied no discernible pressure on Hanoi to pursue neutralization.92 Soviet leaders “retained the utmost respect for the Vietnamese leadership.”93 In their eyes, Ho Chi Minh was the architect of Vietnamese independence from France, and he and Pham Van Dong were regarded with “special cordiality” in Moscow.94 At the same time, Soviet leaders had no reason to restrain DRVN leaders, who were seemingly convinced for the time being that neutralizing the South was the best way to keep the reunification process under Vietnamese control. To do so might have encouraged the latter to turn to China for support, something the Soviets were intent on avoiding.95 Hanoi was thus in a position to act independently on matters related to neutralization and reunification, since Moscow and Beijing were jockeying for influence in the DRVN.96 The Vietnamese enjoyed the advantage of being “wooed” by two suitors who just then wanted the same thing they wanted: to avoid widening the war in the South by provoking U.S. intervention while saving the revolutionary movement from annihilation and possibly advancing the cause of peaceful reunification.97

Hanoi’s decision to pursue the neutrality option was thus its own, but it endeared Hanoi to Moscow even as it helped steer a middle course in the Sino-Soviet dispute.98 “More than ever,” the French Delegation reported, “the policy of balancing between Peking and Moscow seems to correspond to the interests of [the DRVN].”99 “Basically, the Vietnamese need both their benefactors—it does not matter which provides more, as the contribution of each is essential—and they cannot afford to alienate one by favoring the other,” a Canadian diplomat noted of Hanoi’s dependence on the Chinese and the Soviets.100 Beijing began supplying large quantities of small arms and munitions to the Vietnamese that year but insisted that Hanoi remain cautious in the South to avoid “open war” with the United States.101 Chinese leaders remained wary of escalation in Indochina, and in fact were still in an “ambiguous truce” and trying to mend fences with Moscow during the spring and summer of 1962.102 To satisfy its concerns about escalation, Beijing, as Ung Van Khiem put it, had assumed “a role that cannot be underestimated” during the conference on Laos.103

The need to temporize in order to mitigate lingering and even widening ideological and other divisions within party ranks appears to have been another reason DRVN leaders seriously considered neutrality for South Vietnam. The diplomacy that entailed took time, and that time could be used to deal with party militants, who were becoming more numerous and vocal, due chiefly to the unfavorable military situation in the South.104 Asia experts in the French Foreign Ministry had surmised in late 1961 that “there has been a considerable swing” toward support for revolutionary militancy in the South among VWP members, but noted that the ruling majority was still “very reluctant to provoke the Russians to the point where the latter [might] cut off economic aid.”105 The Politburo in fact took advantage of the visit to Hanoi of Soviet cosmonaut Herman Titov to “correct any impression that coolness has sprung up” between the two governments. During the visit, Pham Van Dong again hailed the communist camp with “the powerful Soviet Union as its center.”106

It was just about this time that DRVN authorities had to deal with yet another domestic challenge: the resurgence of dissident groups, now consisting largely of members of the “old plundering classes who have not been re-educated, feel profound hatred toward the socialist system, and have exploited every weakness [and] difficulty of ours to act against the revolution.”107 Such “counterrevolutionaries” threatened the “unity among the people” in the same way as corruption, waste, and red tape within the civil service.108 Help from the Soviet Union in dealing with this challenge may have furthered Hanoi’s commitment to dealing with the situation in the South through diplomacy and neutralization.

Manifest willingness to negotiate a settlement of the increasingly dangerous situation in the South might also enhance the possibilities of the political and diplomatic struggles by improving the image of the DRVN domestically and internationally. That image suffered an embarrassing blow in June 1962, when the Canadian-Indian ICSC majority found the DRVN guilty of violating the 1954 Geneva accords by sending military personnel into the South. “There is evidence to show,” read the report, “that armed and unarmed personnel, arms, munitions and other supplies have been sent from the Zone in the North to the Zone in the South with the object of supporting, organizing and carrying out hostile activities, including armed attacks, directed against the Armed Forces and Administration of the Zone in the South.” There was also evidence that “the PAVN has allowed the Zone in the North to be used for inciting, encouraging and supporting hostile activities in the Zone in the South, aimed at the overthrow of the Administration in the South.”109 As it wrote that, the ICSC majority merely chastised Saigon for violating the arms import and no-alliances clauses of those accords by receiving American military assistance.

According to Douglas Ross, these tortured findings by the ICSC amounted to convicting the North of aggression against the South.110 For Paris at the time, the June report insinuated that “the actions perpetrated by the North against the South preceded the American intervention” in the form of a substantial increase in the number of advisers in 1961, hence that Hanoi had essentially provoked the Kennedy administration. It thus symbolized “the victory of American and South Vietnamese theses” regarding the party responsible for collapsing the Geneva accords.111 Predictably and futilely, Hanoi raised “a storm of protest,” declaring the findings “in complete contradiction with the truth” as well as “dangerous violation[s] of the Geneva Accords.”112 It also publicly denounced the partiality of the commission, and of the Indian commissioner specifically. Because of the frustrating findings, according to Robert Brigham, neutralization had even more appeal thereafter in DRVN ruling circles. “In [thus] promoting an all-Vietnamese solution to the political and military crisis in South Viet Nam” Hanoi hoped to improve its appeal abroad as well as in both halves of the country, even to “gain converts from Diem’s base of support.”113

The rapid deterioration of Sino-Indian relations during the first half of 1962 was another consequent influence on Hanoi’s favorable attitude toward neutrality for the South. While China was a longtime supporter of the Vietnamese revolution, not only did India sit on the ICSC but Prime Minister Nehru was the most important leader of the nonaligned movement, which sought to influence international affairs through moral and pacifist means and whose blessing Hanoi deeply craved in its struggle against American imperialism. War between India and China would thus complicate things for Hanoi. It would almost certainly compel Hanoi to side with Beijing, thereby compromising its relationship with Delhi, which was already shaky, and perhaps with other nonaligned states as well. “The Sino-Indian border situation [is] very serious,” Ung Van Khiem observed in the autumn of 1962. “The people of Vietnam and the government of the DRVN are very worried about this serious situation.” Both “support the correct position of China” but also “wholeheartedly hope that the Sino-Indian border problem will be solved through negotiations between the two countries.” (Later, in an attempt to co-opt India without alienating China, Hanoi urged reconciliation between the two in accordance not with “the correct position of China” but with “the spirit of Bandung.”)114 “This problem,” Khiem continued, “has special importance” not only for Hanoi’s diplomatic struggle but “for the unity among people of Afro-Asian countries and for the cause of preserving peace in Southeast Asia and the world.”115 While thus pressing for a diplomatic solution to the Sino-Indian dispute, Hanoi could hardly renounce diplomacy in dealing with its own problems below the seventeenth parallel.

For the moment, then, the bargaining table seemed to Hanoi a suitable venue from which to continue the revolution. In that sense, its call for neutralizing the South through negotiations was more than “a clever trick invented by the DRV to deceive the world.” It was instead “a fact of life” forced upon Hanoi by circumstances. “It has become increasingly evident that neither the [NLF] rebels nor the South Vietnamese government (even with large-scale U.S. assistance) are likely to achieve a decisive victory in the foreseeable future,” a western assessment noted at the time. As a result, Hanoi “has shown greater and greater readiness to accept a negotiated settlement even to the extent of agreeing to the neutralization of the South, and the temporary shelving of what has hitherto been the chief aim of her foreign policy, namely the reunification of North and South Vietnam.” Reunification “still has of course great emotional appeal for the North Vietnamese, whether communist or not, and for economic reasons North Vietnam can never have a stable economy until she rejoins the agricultural South.” Nevertheless, the assessment concluded, “it seems to be felt [in Hanoi] that the first step must be to get Diem and the Americans out of South Vietnam and to restore peace, even if this means postponing indefinitely any hope of reunification.”116 The French Delegation echoed these assessments. Hanoi hoped “at all costs,” it reported, to “avoid all pretext for an American military intervention in the North.”117 “Even if it culminated in victory for the communist bloc,” the delegation continued elsewhere, “a conflagration [in Vietnam] would bring about catastrophic destructions in Tonkin [i.e., North Vietnam]. The effort pursued for seventeen years to ‘build up’ the country, which the current Five-Year Plan will—in principle—conclude, would be reduced to nothing.”118 In the same vein, in July Pham Van Dong confided in Bernard Fall, a sympathetic and influential reporter, “We do not want to give pretexts that could lead to an American military intervention in the North.”119

In William Duiker’s judgment, Hanoi was by mid-1962 ready to settle the future of South Vietnam through negotiation, even if that meant accepting a coalition government in Saigon that would defer reunification. Specifically, it was prepared to accept an interim government of individuals of all political persuasions, including those in the Diem administration, but not Diem himself.120 This government would be constituted through negotiations not unlike those that produced the neutralist government in Laos—that is, among the largest political factions in the South under auspices of an international conference involving the great powers. Once constituted, the government would be encouraged by communists within it to begin talks with Hanoi on the political future of the nation. Should that process eventuate in peace and then peaceful unification on anything like terms suitable to the DRVN, it would pay a large dividend on a small investment. Following a meeting with Ho and Dong in late July in which these eventualities were discussed, Bernard Fall surmised that Hanoi would accede to a neutralist regime in Saigon and postponement of reunification for one reason: to preclude further American involvement in Vietnam.121 What Hanoi might do if and when the American presence in the South ended was presumably not discussed by the three men.

LE DUAN PUSHES FOR NEUTRALITY

In an especially revealing statement of just how seriously Hanoi was considering neutrality, Le Duan wrote to COSVN in July 1962 discussing the uncertain future of the revolution in the South and pointing out the “lessons” revolutionaries might learn from the recent neutralization of Laos.122 In words clearly directed at those who saw no merit in neutrality, even as subterfuge, Le Duan praised the reasonableness Pathet Lao leaders had displayed in resolving their difficulties and guarding their interests by refusing to turn “an internal war in Laos” into “a big war between two sides.” After pursuing a moderate but steady course, they were now reaping the benefits. This positive outcome was the result of strategies that contained a prudent mix of political and military struggle. That had entailed “struggling for a Laos independent and neutral [and] creating a coalition government” that was the product of “negotiations” as well as “battle.” Had Pathet Lao leaders failed to judge correctly the balance of forces in their country and to understand the advantages conveyed by balance on diplomatic struggle, “the Laotian revolution would not have won as it did.” “If the struggle had been in excess of the situation, especially an excessive military struggle” without regard to the larger political context, Le Duan wrote with the situation in South Vietnam clearly in mind, “there would have been other reactions by the imperialists” and “all those things would not have brought today’s victory.” Revolutionary restraint, in short, had secured an acceptable agreement that the major powers were pledged to honor and which improved the long-term prospects for victory of the Pathet Lao.

Le Duan acknowledged that differences between Laos and South Vietnam made neutralization of the latter more difficult. Washington assigned much greater importance to South Vietnam than to Laos and was convinced that “any form of relaxation” of its hard-line policies below the seventeenth parallel would eventuate in a “win” for the communists and “complete defeat” for itself. An immediate task of the revolution was to change that perception. One reason for the difficulty was that Laos bordered on China and South Vietnam did not. Hanoi believed that fact had made Washington more flexible in dealing with Laos, more willing to accept neutrality, because the introduction of American forces there could easily lead to a “heated confrontation” between Americans and Chinese, and “this heat might produce results that the Americans cannot completely measure.” American forces in South Vietnam were much less likely to produce such a concern. In addition, the situation in South Vietnam was more overtly directed by the DRVN, at least relative to the situation in Laos. The prospect of war with North Vietnam might be tolerable in Washington, but the prospect of war with China was not.

In his statement’s most revealing section, Le Duan explained that “the revolutionary task of our country at present is to protect and secure peace in the North to build socialism and liberate the South in order to arrive at the peaceful unification of the Fatherland.” This, he insisted, compelled the party to “have a correct approach to our activities in each region for the entire country generally.” A war in the North “would create complex difficulties in the entire country,” difficulties that might threaten the revolution itself. The party could “win” in the South as comrades won in Laos, Le Duan wrote, but only if “we know how to control the revolution.” That meant the party must adjust its actions and goals to the realities created by the present balance of forces.

The purpose of neutrality was not to settle the fate of South Vietnam once and for all, Le Duan intimated; it was instead to bring about a gradual reduction and then complete withdrawal of American forces, and after that a diminishment of their assistance to the Saigon government. Neutrality was, in short, a “method” to dismantle the puppet regime and replace it with one that would be “independent” (Le Duan’s emphasis). At a minimum, Le Duan suggested, pursuing neutralization of the South would buy time for revolutionary forces there.

Le Duan’s letter suggests that Hanoi now thought the Geneva Agreement on Laos not only workable but a promising model for a diplomatic settlement in South Vietnam. It suggests just as strongly that DRVN leaders would accept a coalition government in Saigon while the details of reunification were worked out. These, in Le Duan’s words to COSVN, were the “moderate requirements” of the Vietnamese revolution at this juncture. Adroitly pursued, those requirements might produce in South Vietnam the kind of advance-through-compromise communists had just won in Laos and, incidentally, might avert further deterioration of the military situation in the South and war with the United States.

Southern revolutionaries would be understandably skeptical of this reasoning. To allay that skepticism, Le Duan tried to assure them that his and the party’s proposal would appeal to war-weary southerners and thereby enhance the legitimacy of communism in the South. It was also, he said with equal assurance, compatible with the aims of the diplomatic struggle. Revolutionary struggle, he argued metaphorically, was like wielding a sword to fend off an enemy swordsman: it was much easier with a shield. The legitimacy provided by mass support for the struggle in the South would function as such a shield. That support was now lacking. “If one only uses the sword and does not have a shield,” Le Duan concluded didactically, “surely he will find himself at the mercy of . . . the enemy.”123

On 19 July, a day after Le Duan communicated these thoughts to COSVN, the NLF took the first step toward implementing them. Specifically, it proposed in a public statement to end the conflict in the South and resolve the political problem there by instituting a cease-fire, which would be followed by the withdrawal of American military personnel; forming a provisional government of national concord representing all parties, political groupings, and persuasions pending free elections under the terms of the 1954 Geneva accords; neutralizing South Vietnam from the rivalries of the Cold War; and guaranteeing that neutrality by international treaty as part of a neutral zone in Southeast Asia that included Cambodia and Laos.124

An Australian assessment of this proposal stands up quite well in hindsight. Hanoi and its allies in China and the Soviet Union “have recently stepped up efforts to gain international support for the convening of a Geneva-type conference on south Vietnam,” the assessment began. Their aim was to “exploit the precedent of the Laotian settlement and the favorable atmosphere resulting from it to obtain international support for a similar type settlement in south Vietnam” and thus secure the withdrawal of American military personnel from South Vietnam, just as the earlier settlement had called for the withdrawal of foreign troops from Laos. Hanoi “might expect that the further deterioration of the situation in south Vietnam would increase international and domestic pressures on the United States Government to accept a negotiated settlement,” while helping the NLF become “a party at any international conference which might eventuate” from the effort to produce that settlement. “In taking up proposals for the neutralization of south Vietnam,” DRVN leaders were “playing down their parallel objective of achieving reunification of the south with the north on their own terms.” “They might well expect,” the assessment surmised, “that if they could obtain the withdrawal of United States forces and the replacement of the Diem Government by a regime amenable to communist pressure, a unified communist Vietnam would be the almost certain outcome in the long run.” But since Diem was “unlikely in any circumstances to agree to internal negotiations for the withdrawal of United States military aid and the neutralization of south Vietnam,” Hanoi had nothing to lose and much to gain domestically and internationally by at least appearing to be open to negotiations on those issues.125

THE CHALLENGES OF NEUTRALIZATION

As they prepared to negotiate the future of the South, DRVN leaders considered recognizing the NLF as a provisional revolutionary government. The Front already had a national flag and a national anthem, and regularly addressed messages to sovereign states and the UN in the name of the South Vietnamese people.126 But though North Vietnamese propaganda portrayed it as having the attributes of a shadow government, DRVN leaders had always balked at calling it or treating it as a provisional government.127 The British Consulate thought that a decision to do so now or in the future hinged partly on the outcome of “political bargaining between the constituent parties in the Front and partly on the [outcome of the evolving] military situation” in the South. “If the Front were to look like [it was] winning without further assistance from outside, the D.R.V. would probably prefer to avoid setting up a Government until the communist party was in a position to take over according to the North Vietnamese model,” the consulate noted. “If however the Viet Cong were to reach an impasse or even be pushed back by the Diem Government,” creation of a provisional revolutionary government would become “essential” to “obtain larger scale aid from outside” and to “have a locus standi in the event of an international conference.” In either case, the consulate concluded, the new provisional government would “call for international recognition and presumably receive it from the communist countries” and perhaps some nonaligned states. It might then ask for material and diplomatic support from friendly governments, including the DRVN, which might use the request to justify increased involvement in southern affairs.128

In the end Hanoi decided against the move. The NLF had no defined territorial base, and if such a base was proclaimed, it would surely be attacked and destroyed by Diem’s forces. Furthermore, establishing a rebel government in the South would likely complicate relations with Moscow, which would have to decide whether to recognize the new entity. To do so would presumably commit Moscow to the struggle in the South to a degree it had never been willing to make. To refuse to do so would compromise the new government and jeopardize Soviet-DRVN relations.129 But most importantly, Hanoi refused to recognize the NLF as a provisional government because that would have radically raised the stakes in the struggle below the seventeenth parallel. The international community might interpret the gesture as a violation of the Geneva accords, which would taint the image of the revolution abroad and undermine the diplomatic struggle. Also, Hanoi could not be sure that the new government would remain under its control.130 Placing known communists or northerners at its helm was out of the question, for that would “shatter the deception of non-involvement by the D.R.V.” “Relative nonentities,” on the other hand, however reliable, would deprive the government of credibility. To have legitimacy, the new government would have to include independent nationalists and other noncommunists with their own political bases over whom Hanoi would have no influence.131 Such individuals could very well hijack the foreign policy of the new government, with potentially disastrous implications for the reunification struggle and the revolution more broadly. In fact, even treating the NLF as a de facto government was problematic because it encouraged independent thinking on the part of its members and risked compromising Hanoi’s already tenuous control of the liberation movement below the seventeenth parallel.132

In October 1962, the new British consul general, J. K. Blackwell, produced a particularly trenchant analysis of Hanoi’s refusal to transform the NLF into a revolutionary government. On the basis of information he credited to undisclosed and presumably communist sources, Blackwell surmised that the “common policy” on Vietnamese reunification of the NLF and Hanoi “may only be a façade to cover up a serious disagreement of principle” between the two. In negotiating a common stance on this issue, the NLF had “tried to insist on their proposal that South Vietnam together with Cambodia and Laos should form a group of neutral Southeast Asian states whose independence and neutrality would be guaranteed by an International Conference.” But that solution had not appealed to DRVN leaders, who feared it would “put off reunification of Vietnam indefinitely and make it much more difficult for them to subvert and take over South Vietnam.” From this disagreement, Blackwell surmised that the NLF “is more independent” of Hanoi “than has so far been generally assumed.” It was also “likely” that “such independent views (if indeed they do exist) will be firmly suppressed by the DRV Government.”133

Blackwell may have been right about the existence of a rift between Hanoi and the NLF. To be sure, southern communist leaders had never had any qualms about manifesting their disagreement with Hanoi over certain issues. But in the end, they always fell into line. However, this was different. The NLF was led by communists, but its members were from all walks of South Vietnamese society. As a united front, it was more likely to deviate from the party line than were purely communist organs. During talks with Chinese officials in Beijing, for example, a visiting NLF delegation reiterated the importance of the proposal for creating an enduring “neutralized zone” in Southeast Asia consisting of Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. Then, in a clear show of autonomy from and perhaps even defiance of Hanoi, the NLF delegation signed a joint statement with the Chinese Committee for Afro-Asian Solidarity that made no mention of Vietnamese reunification and stated instead that South Vietnam “must be prepared to form a neutral zone with Cambodia and Laos, in which their respective sovereignty is fully retained.” This statement was the NLF delegation’s own, having presumably never been approved by DRVN authorities. “There is little doubt,” the British chargé in Beijing remarked of this defection from VWP orthodoxy, that DRVN leaders “look forward instead to the emergence of a united communist Vietnam” and not to a neutral zone that included the “sovereign” southern half of their nation.134

To jump-start negotiations on a neutral South Vietnam, Hanoi turned to France, applying “quite a lot” of pressure to get Paris to agree to mediate between the two Vietnams and between the DRVN and concerned western governments.135 It nudged this initiative along by renewing a trade agreement with French authorities and making a series of other conciliatory gestures.136 There may have been another motive in Hanoi’s courtship of Paris: widening the gulf separating France from the RVN and its American allies. As previously noted, Paris was never keen on Diem. At the time, the French were in a row with Saigon over the anti-Diem activities of Vietnamese exiles in France.137 Possibly, Hanoi thought that by throwing a “sop line” to the French, by suggesting that a “special position” could be reserved for them in a neutral South Vietnam, it could edge them away from “the firm Anglo-American policy on South Vietnam.”138 The British Embassy in Saigon concluded on the basis of these and other North Vietnamese overtures to Paris that Hanoi was “actively seeking” to detach the French from the United States and other western allies. “The Communists hope they can split the French from the Americans not only to weaken the present regime [in Saigon] but to secure active support for their ‘international policy.’” Such “market research into the exploitable characteristics and weaknesses” of the West, the embassy thought, in veiled praise of Hanoi’s diplomatic maneuverings, was “quite thorough.”139

It is a telling testament to the subtlety of Hanoi’s behavior in this course of events that it made no formal proposal in 1962 for an international conference on neutralizing the South. That reticence may have been an expression of its desire to wait on events there. Hanoi “may think that the Viet Cong can still win militarily or at least that the West will weary of the struggle and be prepared to compromise,” the British Consulate calculated in September 1962, in which case it “will get better terms [at that time] than by holding a conference now.” Possibly also, the consulate thought, Hanoi “may have come to the conclusion that America is willing to go to almost any lengths to prevent a communist victory in South Vietnam.” If that was indeed the case, it “may therefore be waiting for the Americans to get themselves still more involved in the fighting which would strengthen [its] case, in any future conference, that the South Vietnamese question had degenerated into a war between the Americans (assisted by a few South Vietnamese stooges) and the Vietnamese people.” Hanoi “may [thus] be waiting for the combination of war-weariness, neutralist propaganda and the ever latent xenophobia to take effect in South Vietnam” before publicly and officially requesting an international conference on neutralization of the South.140

According to this interpretation, Hanoi did not advance a formal proposal for such a conference in order not to paint itself into a corner. It did, however, continue to circumspectly signal a desire to negotiate the issue. During a meeting with the Indian commissioner on the ICSC, Ho Chi Minh spoke “in very moderate terms” of Diem and the regime in Saigon. Ho also endorsed an Indian proposal to negotiate the matter under the auspices of the ICSC as part of an effort to reunite divided families.141 This diplomatic game served Vietnamese communist interests by signaling to both allies and enemies that Hanoi wanted no wider war and was prepared to use diplomacy to preclude that eventuality. That stance satisfied Hanoi’s allies while increasing the pressure on its enemies to limit hostilities in the South, and furthered the prospects of a peaceful settlement.

TEMPORARY NEUTRALITY

All things considered, it appears that DRVN leaders indeed wanted some kind of diplomatic resolution of the crisis in the South, at least for a time. But that did not mean they were prepared to forgo the central goal of the revolution—national unification under their governance. It simply meant that they wanted to avert a wider war, for now. In fact, while Hanoi may have been ready to discuss neutrality and even agree to it, it never envisaged a neutral South to be permanent, or to become sovereign, as some NLF members had suggested earlier. A month after he had written his letter to COSVN in support of neutralization, Le Duan indicated that to him at least neutrality represented “a halfway house to a communist takeover,” a way of getting rid of Diem and the Americans before pursuing revolutionary objectives by other means.142 “The only solution” Vietnamese communists entertained, western diplomats surmised at the time, “is reunification of the two halves, which they have suggested might come about gradually after the South had got rid of President Ngo Dinh Diem and established a broadly based coalition government ready to negotiate with the North.” Inferences that Hanoi would accept prolonged neutrality of the South and thus indefinite postponement of reunification were merely intended to manipulate world opinion, they thought.143 “The North Vietnamese approach is shrewd,” French diplomats cynically observed. It aimed to “avoid all semblance of violating the Geneva accords” while seeking to bring to power in Saigon a new, ostensibly neutral government, which, by persuasion or by threat, would gradually acquiesce to Hanoi’s tutelage. Reunification would thus be achieved duplicitously, but by “the free will of the people of the southern zone.”144 Nguyen Vu Tung concluded that Hanoi’s support of neutralization aimed at “winning internal and external support” and “enlisting the sympathy of nationalist countries,” both central aims of the diplomatic struggle.145 According to a revealing Central Committee report, the party endorsed neutralization on the one hand to “win over” the “middle classes” below the seventeenth parallel and sympathetic people in socialist and neutral countries and, on the other, to “isolate to a high degree” the American imperialists.146 Permanent or long-term neutrality for the South was never seriously entertained by the VWP, the same report intones.

Similarly, Hanoi never actually favored the idea that South Vietnam should join Cambodia and Laos in a neutral bloc in Southeast Asia, as “independent elements” in the NLF maintained. In fact, it rejected the idea because it “might result in South Vietnam becoming permanently part of a neutral ‘cordon sanitaire’ between the communist and western blocs.”147 Also, if South Vietnam were integrated into a neutral Indochinese zone, the NLF might become even more independent and act contrary to guidelines set by the party leadership in Hanoi. Such concerns are further evidence that Hanoi and at least some members of the NLF did not always see eye to eye on major issues.148 So apparent did this eventually become that historian Edwin Moïse later concluded that any agreement between Saigon and the NLF saying they would coexist below the seventeenth parallel with or without Hanoi’s concurrence or acquiescence was “necessarily going to be a farce.” “If the NLF had been a genuine united front in which communist and noncommunist forces shared power,” Moïse continued, “it would have opened up a serious possibility that a neutral government in which communists and noncommunists shared power could be created by a peace settlement.” However, Moïse concludes, “the united front was largely a sham: [its] noncommunist leaders . . . were there more as window dressing than as genuine power sharers.”149

ABANDONING NEUTRALIZATION

In the end, nothing came of the effort to solve the South Vietnam imbroglio through neutralization. Prospects for a diplomatic settlement, even a temporary or imperfect one, faded almost as rapidly as they materialized. Within days after members of the DRVN National Assembly declared that the NLF had embraced “peace negotiations” to “bring about gradual reunification,” that “progress” was being made to “restore normal relations between the two zones,” and that that progress constituted “an important step toward achieving the peaceful reunification of our country,” the unraveling of the Geneva Agreement on Laos became obvious.150 The coalition government in Vientiane proved to be so weak and ineffective that neither Hanoi nor Washington suspended its activities in the small country. Hanoi refused to pull the remainder of its forces from Laos and continued to use supply lines running through the country, while Washington sustained its military and other aid to Laotian clients, which expedited the resumption of political strife. Hanoi justified its violations of the Laotian accords by pointing to those of Washington. “It is clear,” the DRVN Foreign Ministry noted in October, “that the United States and countries aligned with it still deliberately interfere in the internal affairs [and] the foreign policy of Laos, creating not insignificant difficulties for the coalition government.”151 As previously suggested, it is likely that DRVN leaders were initially willing to respect the spirit of the Laotian accords because they would benefit more than the Americans from mutual withdrawal. But it is equally likely that they never intended to duly follow the letter of the accords. The Pathet Lao was still too weak to survive on its own. Completely deprived of Vietnamese assistance, including the presence of North Vietnamese “volunteer” forces and advisers, it would have no way of protecting itself, to say nothing of consolidating its hold on those parts of the country it claimed to control. Moreover, “a truly neutral Laos would have been a disaster for the Vietnamese communists,” as Edwin Moïse has noted, “because it would have meant closing down the Ho Chi Minh Trail.”152

Whoever was to blame for it, the failure of the Laotian “experiment” in neutrality dampened enthusiasm in the VWP for any diplomatic engagement of Saigon and Washington.153 Specifically, it discredited the idea of neutralizing the South and quickly prompted party militants to advocate for other approaches—namely, war—to achieve reunification. “With the outbreak of hostilities in Laos” that followed the collapse of the neutralization effort there, according to one contemporary assessment, “the vision of many Vietnamese, in both North and South, of a [South] Vietnam with a neutral coalition government on the Laotian model, with close economic and cultural links with North Vietnam, leading in course of time to reunification by mutual agreement, has been tarnished.”154 Earlier, in April 1962, Hanoi had warned that “if the American imperialists continue to destroy the [1954] Geneva accords and expand [their] colonial war in the South, continue to threaten the security of our North, then they will have to bear complete responsibility for the disastrous consequences they provoked.”155 The failure of the accords on Laos thus played into the hands of militants and other opponents of neutrality and diplomacy, legitimating their views while convincing many fence-sitters and even moderates in the party of the duplicity and intemperance of the Americans.

The outcome of the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962 further underscored the risks and limitations of diplomacy for those in the VWP. It also shamed Khrushchev and peaceful coexistence with him. “The Russian call for peaceful co-existence has much less appeal” among Vietnamese, foreign diplomats in the DRVN capital reported shortly after the Cuban crisis.156 This, of course, also increased the allure of militant views concerning national liberation.157 In late October, prime minister Pham Van Dong, who usually sided with moderates on such issues, told a reporter from the French communist newspaper L’Humanité that his government “strongly supports national liberation movements in the world, against all forms of colonization.” Observers at the time thought those comments “put the DRV firmly into the eastern wing of the socialist camp.”158

The failure of the 1962 Geneva Agreement on Laos, acknowledged in the National Assembly in February 1963, and the outcome of the Cuban crisis, plus the concomitant collapse of the Sino-Soviet truce, may well have killed the last chance for a diplomatic compromise to avert precipitous expansion of the war in the South. For Le Duan, a committed militant who thought that some kind of settlement on the South could be reached that year, the collapse of the Laotian accords represented incontrovertible evidence of the deceitfulness of Washington and the reactionaries who were allied with it. It thus invalidated the little faith in negotiations he may have regained since the 1954 Geneva accords, while reinforcing his belief that only war could produce the liberation of the South. After the onset of war against the United States in 1965, Le Duan would obdurately refuse to even entertain the possibility of using negotiations to bring about the end of hostilities.

Tensions between moderates and militants in the VWP ran high in the aftermath of the events just described.159 During a January 1963 visit to Hanoi by a Soviet delegation, Ho Chi Minh confided to his guests that the outcome of the Cuban affair had alienated many VWP members, who felt that Moscow had abandoned Havana as it had abandoned them.160 Foreign observers noted a growing dissonance between Hanoi’s adherence to Soviet theses and an official attitude favoring a diplomatic solution in the South on the one hand, and the “fundamental identity of views” on national liberation held by “the mass of the party membership” with those of Beijing on the other.161

While Hanoi remained “loth to sacrifice” economic progress above the seventeenth parallel for a wider war in the South that carried with it many risks, increasing numbers on both sides of the seventeenth parallel clamored for an escalation of the southern insurgency and for greater DRVN involvement.162 “The policies of aggression and expansion of the war of the U.S.-Diem clique have made the situation in the South extremely dangerous,” Nguyen Van Hien of the NLF told the DRVN National Assembly in late 1962. “The war in the South is widening each day and directly threatening the security of the DRVN, directly threatening peace in Indochina and [the rest of] Southeast Asia.”163 Perhaps sensing the inevitability of a wider war, the National Assembly drew a parallel between the present plight of the DRVN and the recent agony of North Korea: “The Vietnamese people have deep fondness and profound sympathy for the Korean people” because both their countries had been “divided and invaded by the Americans.”164


By year’s end, foreign observers were noting “ominous indications” that “both the guerrilla warfare in the South and the active participation of the North in it may intensify.” In a joint statement, the DRVN and NLF insisted that “the 16 million North Vietnamese compatriots will support more actively the South Vietnamese compatriots’ liberation struggle.” The ICSC reported that during the last weeks of 1962 “a number of items” which it recognized as “conclusive evidence of subversion south of the seventeenth parallel by the Northern authorities”—namely, military hardware—had been transferred “quite openly” to the NLF and PLAF.165 “For the past few weeks,” French diplomats in Hanoi reported on the last day of the year, “the balance traditionally maintained by the DRV between China and the Soviet Union has been affected and the balance is now tilting, more obviously, in favor of the first.”166 Things were coming to a head in Hanoi and the rest of Vietnam.
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Choosing War, 1963

Moscow’s decisions to withdraw its missiles from Cuba—over Castro’s strong objections—and to join Washington in banning aboveground nuclear testing a few months later roused opponents of peaceful coexistence and polarized the socialist camp in 1963. In China, these decisions contributed to a further radicalization of domestic and foreign policy. The same year, a Buddhist crisis punctuated by the self-immolation of monks and the assassinations of Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu in a military coup turned South Vietnam into a flashpoint of the global Cold War. In the immediate aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination, his successor, Lyndon Johnson, announced that the United States would stay the course in South Vietnam. At the time of Kennedy’s death, there were sixteen thousand U.S. military advisers there, and American determination to support Saigon became stronger than ever.

Events that year markedly impacted the VWP. They emboldened militants and amplified existing cleavages among leaders and rank-and-file members. The coup against Diem and Nhu was particularly consequential, occasioning as it did a special session of the Central Committee during which moderates and militants aired their differences and vigorously debated options in the South. By the time the session adjourned, the militants had won the debate and a decision had been made to dramatically escalate the armed struggle below the seventeenth parallel and provide comprehensive DRVN support for it. With their victory, militants led by Le Duan took over party decision-making, staging a coup of sorts of their own, and instituted a purge of those who disagreed with their views.


A PARTY DIVIDED

By 1963, the cumulative effects of the disappointments, frustrations, and stresses discussed in preceding chapters had combined to deepen and harden the division within the VWP into a schism. Party leaders continued to present “a façade of unanimity,” but western diplomats in Hanoi detected clear signs of internal strains between “a pro-Soviet and a pro-Chinese faction.”1 Though neither faction was actually beholden to a foreign ideological ally, as previously explained, moderates and militants in the party were thus identified, respectively, by foreign observers at the time, as they have been by many analysts since. The main point of dispute is by now familiar: how to balance military and political struggle in the South, whether to follow Soviet or Chinese revolutionary prescriptions in dealing with the situation there.

By this time leading “pro-Soviet” moderates—“rightists” or “revisionists” in militant parlance—included Ho Chi Minh and defense minister General Vo Nguyen Giap, the two most prominent figures in the party, whose ideological stances still carried great weight, as well as deputy prime minister Le Thanh Nghi, vice president Ton Duc Thang, and foreign minister Ung Van Khiem. The most ardent “pro-Chinese” militants—“leftists”—remained first secretary Le Duan, GPD chairman General Nguyen Chi Thanh, chairman of the Party Organization Committee Le Duc Tho, and deputy prime minister Pham Hung, plus a growing retinue of prominent figures, including chairman of the State Planning Committee Nguyen Duy Trinh, chairman of the National Assembly’s Standing Committee Truong Chinh, chairman of the Education and Propaganda Department and secretary of the Party Cultural and Ideological Committee To Huu, vice chairman of the Standing Committee of the National Assembly Hoang Van Hoan, chief of the PAVN General Staff Van Tien Dung, and minister of public security Tran Quoc Hoan.2 Most of these men were also members of the Secretariat, which included none of the leading moderates. Le Duan, Le Duc Tho, and Pham Hung additionally served on the National Reunification Committee, a Politburo subcommittee in charge of dealing with southern affairs.3

Admittedly, signs of the intensity and divisiveness of the dispute within the party abounded by then.4 In January, the Indian commissioner on the ICSC reported that “a heightened tension had recently manifested itself” in Hanoi “between partisans of Moscow and partisans of Peking.” Ho Chi Minh seemed particularly “worried” about “the maneuvers of the Sinophile faction,” the commissioner added.5 In February, on the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of the death of Karl Marx, the Secretariat had the party press, Truth Publisher (Nha xuat ban Su that), circulate materials by and about Marx, encouraging cadres and members to “rediscover” his teachings on the value of socialist unity and the dangers of contentiousness.6 A March editorial in Nhan dan called on Vietnamese and other communists to set aside their ideological differences and instead “exchange views and experiences in comradeship and in the spirit of proletarian internationalism” with a view to “strengthening unity and identity of mind among the Communist and Workers’ Parties.”7 At the Nguyen Ai Quoc School for training party cadres in Hanoi, the dispute was so intense that shouting matches and even fisticuffs became common between moderate and militant trainees, and the foreign minister had to intervene personally.8 “Is your squabbling necessary; does it serve the revolution?” he rhetorically asked students at the school. “Unite in the interests of the revolution,” he urged.9

Conflicting constructions of “objective realities” fueled the intraparty dispute at all levels. Militant constructions were largely informed by revolutionary orthodoxies, as well as admiration for the Chinese revolutionary model. Moderate positions derived from what adherents considered the pragmatic needs of the struggle against the United States and the lessons to be learned from the Soviet revolutionary example. The gist of the militant critique was that moderates were forswearing the core precepts of Marxism-Leninism, that they were opportunists guided by strictly nationalist and sometimes even bourgeois interests.

The ideological content of the dispute within the party in 1963 is well documented in that year’s issues of Hoc tap and other party publications, which became a forum for debating the merits of leftist and rightist ideas. Nguyen Chi Thanh, for example, wrote in Hoc tap that the roots of rightism lay in part in a psychological mindset “left by the former imperialist and feudalist regime.” To Thanh, rightism was characterized by “admiration for and fear of the imperialists; a complex state of national inferiority; the cult of the imperialist culture and technology; respect for an order of precedence for high and low classes; a concern with rank, honor, and position; a paternalistic, bureaucratic, and [authoritarian] attitude; and predilection to favor males over females.” Thus burdened, rightists failed to “understand the true nature of proletarian dictatorship.”10 Revisionism, “a euphemism for Soviet heresy” cherished by moderates, was no better in the eyes of its critics.11 Advocates of revisionism, which influenced the conduct of foreign relations, would suspend the international class struggle in favor of accommodation—peaceful coexistence—with imperialists, Le Duc Tho charged. Revisionism thus constituted, in Tho’s words, “a platform from which imperialism may sow disunity in the socialist camp and the international communist movement and sabotage the revolutionary cause of the working class and oppressed peoples in the world.”12

Revisionists, their detractors thought, wanted the working class to “abandon its mission of carrying out the world revolution,” which would “make permanent” the supremacy of capitalism and imperialism. Such a stance was “completely contrary” to the spirit of “the era of transition from capitalism to socialism.”13 To militants, revisionism and rightism were peas in the same pod. Rightism was a “hooked chain” that bound the “bourgeois thoughts” of gullible and unthinking party members to the bourgeois ideological system, thus providing, to mix metaphors, “fertile ground for revisionism.” It was therefore imperative for loyal and committed revolutionaries to oppose rightism in order to “deprive revisionism of a terrain to penetrate the healthy body of our party.”14 As this suggests, militants saw themselves as selfless devotees of revolution, espousing as they did a view that placed their own cause at the center of world revolution.

According to militants, the obvious flaw in rightist, moderate thought was its disregard for the fate of southern compatriots. Preoccupied by their own lives and personal enjoyment, moderate elements in the party, according to their critics, paid too little heed to the welfare of their brethren who were being victimized by reactionaries and imperialists in the South. Peace in the North encouraged among people of moderate inclination “a desire to enjoy an easy and comfortable life” and “a fear of difficulties and hardships.” These in turn caused susceptible “comrades” to “neglect in some measure the revolutionary ideal,” to “relax their struggle spirit,” to embrace one form or another of revisionism.15 The “duty” of loyal northerners and especially of party members among them was to “collaborate with the southern compatriots in undertaking the vigorous struggle against the U.S. imperialists.”16 The parallel duty to build socialism in the North was no excuse for relaxing the struggle in the South. The northern situation required that “our cadres and party members [there] have an elevated sense of responsibility toward the struggle for national unification and the struggle against modern revisionism and rightist opportunism.”17 Vietnamese militants saw merit in what Mao called “continuous revolution,” in keeping the party and the masses constantly mobilized, and therefore vigilant. Their vehement condemnations of rightist and revisionist thinking evinced intense frustration at their inability to get Ho and Giap in particular to support increased DRVN aid for the southern insurgency even at this late date.

STAYING THE COURSE

In mid-January the British Consulate estimated that “militarily a rough equilibrium has been reached in the South” and “neither side . . . seems capable of achieving a decisive victory without committing itself further than it deems safe.” The consulate surmised that DRVN leaders “doubtless hesitate to commit themselves openly to active military support of the Vietcong as this might well result in North Vietnam becoming a battlefield between the Americans and the Chinese.” They thus accepted the impasse in the South as a “fact of life.”18 “It would be excessive to speak of a serious loss of equilibrium” in the balance Hanoi sought to maintain between political and military struggle in the South, French diplomats noted.19

For Hanoi, to the consternation of militants, the southern revolution still had to be accomplished by southerners, “self-sufficiently,” as decreed by the Third Party Congress, and in ways that avoided adventurous and dangerous maneuvering.20 In a Nhan dan editorial, foreign minister Ung Van Khiem insisted that the people and government of the DRVN still “approved and supported the policy of peace and peaceful coexistence between nations with different political regimes advocated by the USSR and other socialist countries.”21 The DRVN leadership’s position on these issues was unequivocal; it even launched a propaganda and education campaign in February to ensure compliance with its judgment.22 Ho Chi Minh remained especially concerned that a major war would needlessly sacrifice Vietnamese lives and threaten the revolution in the long run.23 The “last thing” he and other moderates wanted at that point was for the insurgency in the South to “escalate into a Korea-type war between the Americans and the Chinese,” foreign observers surmised.24 Nearly a decade after the Geneva accords, Ho, Giap, and other moderates still fretted over the prospect of “open and official” DRVN intervention in the South.25

When the Central Committee met in early spring, it concerned itself mainly with assessing the progress of the five-year plan.26 Reports were positive. In 1958, for example, only 4.74 percent of rural households belonged to a collective; by 1963, the figure was 87.7 percent. However, long-standing problems persisted: food shortages in the countryside, lack of support for government programs among ethnic minorities in highland regions, unsatisfactory industrial output, lack of advanced tools and technologies, and poor management of programs.27 Agricultural production had failed to keep pace with the growing population, retarding development generally. Until these problems were remedied, the Politburo would not amend the party’s strategy in the South.

Moscow’s continued objection to a military solution in the South reinforced those convictions. The outcome of the Cuban missile crisis had scarred Khrushchev personally and his Politburo generally by demonstrating the pitfalls of brinksmanship. On thin ice politically because of that outcome, the Soviet leadership was in no mood to take a similar risk in Indochina.28 As historian Ilya Gaiduk has noted, after the Cuban debacle Khrushchev was “much more reluctant to plunge into adventures that promised dubious dividends in the Cold War confrontation.”29 During a visit to Hanoi in January, Yuri Andropov, the head of the CPSU’s Department for Liaison with Communist and Workers’ Parties in Socialist Countries, privately pressed upon his hosts the imperative to act carefully and give the Americans no pretext for involving their own forces in the South.30 “The road to socialism is the road of peace,” Andropov told them. “The crisis in the Caribbean Sea region”—that is, the Cuban missile crisis—“was resolved by peaceful means.” Hanoi had therefore to settle its differences with Saigon and the Americans in the same way, he insisted.31

Prime minister Pham Van Dong summarized the views that governed party and state policy at the time in a report to the National Assembly in April.32 In doing so, he genuflected before the importance of assistance from socialist countries to the future of the Vietnamese revolution, but stressed the limited results of efforts so far to build socialism in the North and repeated the statistical analysis of those limitations. Concerning the situation in the South, Dong reiterated the usual list of ills resulting from American interference there, then made a surprisingly strong appeal for a diplomatic solution. Affirming Hanoi’s commitment to peace and the 1954 Geneva accords, he suggested that a negotiated settlement was still possible, provided certain minimum conditions were met. “Reunification through a peaceful solution,” Dong said, “means [it] must not [take place] by war, by violence, but by negotiations, an agreement, [and] mutual concessions without one side coercing or dominating the other.” To achieve this, as soon as possible officials from the two regions should meet to discuss national reunification. “Our country is part of the world,” Dong said in a reiteration of Hanoi’s internationalist concerns. “The revolutionary cause of our people is closely linked to the revolutionary cause of the world’s people. The process of the revolutionary struggle of our people is a microcosm of the process of revolution for the people of the world.”

Dong’s call for talks may have been sincere, but it was unlikely to deliver peace in the South. A month before he presented his report to the National Assembly, Dong had told the Polish commissioner on the ICSC that Hanoi remained open to a negotiated settlement provided certain conditions were met. But those conditions were prohibitive from Washington and Saigon’s perspective, including as they did strict observance of the 1954 Geneva accords, which banned foreign troops and bases in Vietnam as well as military alliances with parties outside Vietnam. “Nothing is possible as long as the Americans have not disengaged from Vietnam,” Dong bluntly told a French diplomat during a discussion in May on the likelihood of a negotiated solution for South Vietnam.33 Dong’s conditions included other terms that Washington and Saigon were likely to reject out of hand despite the reasonableness of the language in which he proposed them: formation of a “liberal and democratic régime” in Saigon and convening of an international conference of major powers who pledged to honor and enforce an agreement that enshrined these conditions.34

So the old party strategy endured. As it habitually did when facing an impasse in the South or pressure from militants to escalate armed struggle there, Hanoi intensified the diplomatic struggle. This time, it instructed DRVN and NLF representatives abroad to redouble their efforts to describe the agony of the southern people by generating and disseminating information to that effect.35 According to a Hungarian diplomat, the “main activity” of the DRVN Embassy staff in Budapest became propaganda work, including “giving lectures” about war against imperialism while trying to “obtain as much economic aid as possible” for their country.36 “The primary diplomatic strategy of our government,” Ho noted in May, was to “acquire new friends every day.”37 “All their efforts, diplomatic and propaganda,” were “directed towards getting the Americans out of South Vietnam” by mobilizing world opinion against them, a western diplomat said of Hanoi’s diplomacy.38 DRVN and NLF representatives overseas also emphasized increased American interference in southern affairs, involvement of U.S. personnel in military operations against the NLF, expansion of the strategic hamlet program, and use of toxic chemicals in rural areas. Hanoi—Ho, Giap, and their followers, to be precise—refused to give up hope that rallying world opinion against Washington might bring about national reunification without a major war.

THE RADICALIZATION OF MILITANTS

By spring 1963, militants were increasingly insistent that the party and the government more directly and aggressively support the southern insurgency by providing sophisticated weaponry to the PLAF, sanctioning all-out war, and deploying PAVN main-line forces to the South. Such insistence was beginning to have substantial results. In March the French Delegation noted of the DRVN that its “military involvement in the South is taking on such proportions that we can no longer consider it a ‘technical assistance.’”39 Hanoi had to “struggle protractedly and fiercely for national unification,” militants were claiming, and to “trust the correct fighting methods adopted by the southern people,” that is, armed struggle.40 A Nhan dan editorial boldly noted in March that Chinese revolutionary theses “constitute a creative application of Marxism-Leninism,” suggesting that Moscow was wrong to condemn them.41 It was the shared sentiment of party militants that Hanoi, in the words of historian Jean Lacouture, was being “overcautious and far too slow in intervening” to protect the revolutionary movement below the seventeenth parallel.42 The situation was now more pressing than ever because the pool of southern regroupees fit for deployment to the South to help the insurgency was nearly exhausted, and conditions were not improving sufficiently.43

Circumstances inside and outside Vietnam contributed to the radicalization of militants and the growing popularity of their views within the party during the first half of 1963.44 The most specific of these circumstances was the outcome of a firefight at Ap Bac in January. During a one-day encounter between a small force of PLAF guerrillas and a much larger force of ARVN regulars with American advisers, the well-entrenched guerrillas held their ground and inflicted heavy casualties on ARVN forces, forcing their retreat.45 For supporters of military struggle as the key to southern liberation, that episode was a watershed. “This victory put in evidence the fighting spirit and the extraordinary courage of the patriotic forces as well as their capacity [for military victory in] the American ‘special war,’” a party history noted.46 To militants, the outcome of the battle attested to the vulnerability of Saigon’s armed forces. “This was the first time in the plains region,” an official history of the PAVN relates, “that our liberation and guerrilla armed forces achieved victory in a large-scale, battalion-size battle with enemy forces nearly 10 times more numerous [and possessing] vastly superior equipment, weapons, [and] firepower.” The engagement thus “proved” the ability of communist-led forces to “defeat” the Americans and their “puppets” in a major combat operation.47 Specifically, Ap Bac demonstrated that “our full-time troops” could wage war successfully in the South “with appropriate force levels and adequately organized and equipped, with tactical and technical training, relying on a firm People’s War battlefield posture and with the support of the political struggle forces of the masses.”48

The results at Ap Bac, a party historian has concluded, were a turning point in the revolution because they “supplied evidence that the popular forces had found the way of coping with the most modern weapons and tactics” of the enemy.49 By taking advantage of the élan created by the victory and the resulting disarray in the South Vietnamese army in the area of the engagement, militants reasoned, revolutionary forces could win a decisive military victory in the South before the United States had time to enlarge its military commitment to Saigon, provided of course that Hanoi offered its full support. Le Duan became convinced that the Americans had suffered a loss of confidence so great that they realized “they could not defeat us” under current conditions.50 So inspiring was this single episode at Ap Bac that COSVN launched a mobilization campaign called “Emulate Ap Bac, Kill Pirates, Attack.”51 Interestingly, shortly thereafter revolutionary forces demonstrated an increasing ability to destroy strategic hamlets or entice peasants to abandon them.52 These events plus unrest among the South’s Buddhists prompted Saigon to proclaim a “national state of siege,” which militants hoped Hanoi would capitalize upon.53

The radicalization of Chinese domestic and foreign policy that resumed after mid-1962 was a second factor behind the stiffening resolve of VWP militants.54 According to historian Xiaoming Zhang, the creation in February 1962 of MACV had caused “deep concern” in Beijing, presaging as it might an extension to Vietnam of the conflict China had recently had with the United States in Korea and might soon have again over Taiwan.55 By summer of that year, historian Lorenz Lüthi has noted, “the ideological radicalization of domestic politics had started” in China.56 More importantly, PRC leaders now finally supported the liberation of southern Vietnam by military struggle, and even proclaimed it their “duty” to support the Vietnamese politically and materially “in order to promote an Asia-wide or even world-wide revolution.”57 This was music to the ears of Vietnamese militants and may well have convinced more fence-sitters and even some moderates of the appropriateness of war in the South. Consistent with its new position, the PRC significantly increased military aid to Vietnam starting that year.58 Beijing’s decision to finally unreservedly support violent struggle in Vietnam and its simultaneous renewed denunciations of peaceful coexistence intensified the revolutionary passion of Vietnamese militants and steeled their thinking on the direction liberation of the South should take and the central role the DRVN should play in it.59 “Mao’s aggressiveness, optimism, and commitment to Vietnam,” one scholar has written of these developments, promised “a continuation of a familiar relationship.” Here was, in effect, “the most prominent international instance of [Beijing’s] newly radicalized commitment to continuing revolution.”60

A visit to Hanoi by Chinese president Liu Shaoqi in May 1963 reinforced the perception among militants and possibly others that confrontationalism rather than caution was the better option for revolutionary success in Vietnam.61 Tellingly, just days before Liu’s visit, foreign minister Ung Van Khiem, a leading moderate and critic of Beijing, was replaced by Xuan Thuy, a friend of China and implacable enemy of the West in everything having to do with the Cold War.62 Rejecting the possibility of a negotiated solution to the conflict below the seventeenth parallel, Liu told his hosts that “the Vietnamese people cannot sleep and eat at ease for a single day so long as the Southern part is not liberated from the cruel rule of the U.S.-Diem clique.” Under NLF leadership and “with the support of their countrymen in the North,” Liu continued, the people of the South “will finally succeed in driving out the U.S. aggressors and accomplish the sacred task of Vietnam’s reunification after a protracted and arduous struggle.” “In the matter of such an important battle of principles” as the conflict between socialism and capitalism, “we cannot be spectators or follow a half-way line,” as Moscow was doing. Now was the time to struggle more fiercely, Liu claimed. The imperialist camp was rapidly disintegrating owing to “inherent contradictions,” while socialism and “the national revolutionary movement” were “rising like the sun in the East.”

Diplomacy or the desire for peace without victory, Liu continued in obvious criticism of Moscow, “must not be used to abolish the socialist countries’ duty to support the revolutionary struggles of the oppressed nations and peoples” or “to supersede the revolutionary line of the proletariat of various countries and their parties.” “In order to carry out peaceful coexistence,” Liu added, “what is required is, first of all, to carry out resolute struggle against the imperialist policies of aggression and war and not to liquidate this struggle, and it is even more impermissible to liquidate the struggles of the oppressed nations and people.” Even while building socialism at home, socialist countries “must resolutely support the revolutionary struggles of all oppressed nations and peoples.” That was, Liu asserted, “their compelling international duty.” Wherever there existed oppression by imperialism and its reactionary allies, including in southern Vietnam, the people must “rise up in revolution.”63

According to one account, during one semipublic meeting Liu praised Stalin, an affront to Khrushchev so potentially serious that the Vietnamese press decided not to report it.64 To be sure, the vehemence of Liu’s rhetoric surprised his Vietnamese hosts, but his tone as well as the substance of what he said validated the views of many of them. During Liu’s stay, the British consul complained, references to the relations between China and the DRVN as being as close as “lips and teeth” were repeated “ad nauseam.” “Although in her official attitudes the D.R.V. continues to keep the balance between the Russian and Chinese wings of the Communist movement,” the consul continued, there was “little doubt” after Liu’s visit that many in the upper echelon of the party had “much in common with the Chinese.”65 One study suggests that Liu’s visit “marked the ascendency of the pro-Chinese cause in North Vietnam.”66 Another study notes that the diminished levels of Soviet assistance in its aftermath, as Chinese aid increased, encouraged many in the VWP to rank Moscow’s commitment to world revolution “in the rear area of the conflict rather than at its center.”67 To French diplomats on site, the mere presence of Liu in Hanoi at that juncture “marked a worrisome turn in the foreign policy of North Vietnam,” pushing as it did, according to the Canadians, “the DRVN towards the Peking position” on conflict with the West.68

To offset the visit’s potentially harmful effects on Soviet-Vietnamese relations, Ho Chi Minh allegedly insisted on the inclusion in Vietnamese speeches of references to the need for unity in the communist camp as well as to Hanoi’s “deep concern at the differences now existing in the international communist movement and the socialist camp.”69 At the ceremonies concluding Liu’s visit, Ho repeated his litany that the CPSU and the CCP “are the two biggest parties and bear the greatest responsibility in the international communist movement,” and that the unity of those parties “is the pillar of the unity of the socialist camp and the international communist movement.”70

Contemporaneous international developments also encouraged the hardening of views in the VWP. To a man, militants considered the outcome of the Cuban missile crisis a demonstration of Khrushchev’s cowardice and the bankruptcy of peaceful coexistence, though it was also a major setback for the capitalist camp, which had to accept the continued existence of the Castro regime. In addition, they saw the result of the Algerian war of independence as a stunning victory over imperialism. Historian Odd Arne Westad has suggested that the result of the Algerian conflict was a “key reason” for the radicalization of militants in Vietnam and for the growing importance of their views among DRVN leaders.71 In conjunction with continuing decolonization in Asia and Africa and the emergence of new Marxist insurgent movements in Latin America, these developments convinced militants and others of the inherent weakness of imperialism and the growing strength of world revolutionary forces. In the wake of so many “progressive” developments, it was easy to read them collectively as portending the eventual demise of capitalism and the triumph of proletarian internationalism. The age of “transition from capitalism to socialism as the dominant system in the world” had begun; a new revolutionary tide was swelling across the globe, and Vietnamese communists had to help it along.72

The political situation in Laos further emboldened militants. The emergence there of increasingly powerful pro-American factions indicated that Washington was continuing its clandestine operations in flagrant violation of the previous year’s accords (which Hanoi itself continued to violate, notably by reintroducing main-line troops plus assorted political and military specialists).73 The neutralist government of Prince Souvanna Phouma teetered on the brink of collapse because of those violations, and “counterrevolutionary” elements seemed poised to seize the reins of power once it fell. “The situation in Laos has become very serious,” Pham Van Dong had told the National Assembly earlier in 1963. The Americans had “strengthened their occupation forces in Thailand” in preparation for “increased intervention in Laos.” They had also illegally repositioned reactionary forces in Laos “to create a chaotic situation.” Washington hoped by these actions to “demonstrate that the policies of peaceful neutrality and rule” by a rickety coalition of three disparate factions “could not be maintained,” and that the recent Geneva agreement on Laos “in the end had produced no results.” It would then use those conclusions to “carry out its wicked designs.”74 In light of circumstances in Laos and elsewhere, militants surmised, the VWP had no choice but to revise its revolutionary strategy and escalate armed struggle in the South.

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES FOR PEACE?

Some authors have argued with varying degrees of persuasiveness that there was still hope for a negotiated solution after 1962, that Hanoi and Saigon were in fact moving toward a diplomatic settlement of their differences in or around the summer of 1963. The tenor of their argument suggests that leftist influence in Hanoi remained negligible at this point or at least too weak to preclude such an accommodation.75 “The period from early 1962 to mid-1963 witnessed a more forthcoming North Vietnamese position on the subject of diplomacy than had been seen previously,” historian Fredrik Logevall has written of this view, intimating “the possibility in the middle of 1963 for fashioning some kind of political solution to the Indochina conflict, whether by way of a bilateral North-South deal or a multipower conference.”76 In an influential book, Ellen Hammer similarly posited that “contacts between the two sides,” possibly initiated in 1962 and facilitated by the Polish representative on the ICSC, Mieczyslaw Maneli, were “going well” in mid-1963, bringing Hanoi and Saigon close to an agreement. “The talks were not about a detailed agreement; it was too soon for that,” she wrote. “They dealt with parallel actions each side might take, such as lessening guerilla activities and limiting military initiatives.” “Northerners saw advantages in dealing with Ngo Dinh Diem at this stage,” Hammer believed, because of food shortages in the North, the vulnerability of Hanoi to “unwelcome pressures” from the Chinese due to the Sino-Soviet split, and fear of American military intervention.77

It is indeed true that thanks to Polish as well as French intercession, Hanoi had established and was using a secret channel to communicate with Saigon by mid-1963.78 French records confirm that secret “contacts” at a “high level” between Saigon and Hanoi existed in May, and meetings between the two sides had taken place in the South Vietnamese capital. None other than Ngo Dinh Nhu, Diem’s brother and chief adviser, represented the RVN in the meetings, and it was said that he actually “controls these relations” on the RVN side; his opposite on the DRVN side, however, remains unknown.79 But Hanoi never intended to use these contacts to resolve political or military matters, or to negotiate the differences between northern and southern authorities diplomatically unless, of course, Saigon was ready to capitulate. It used them instead to address trade and cultural issues—namely, resumption of the exchange of goods and postal services between the two halves of the country, raised on at least two occasions previously, as well as the staging of soccer matches between teams from the two Vietnams.80 The goods to be exchanged included coal, which the DRVN had in abundance, for rice, which it pressingly needed and which the agricultural South produced in surplus amounts.

Hanoi’s diplomatic démarches thus aimed not to restore peace in Vietnam but to advance its political agenda while easing a pressing economic concern. They cannot be taken as preliminaries to serious probing for peace or as evidence that a substantive effort was made and missed by anyone in the spring and summer of 1963. As historian Margaret Gnoinska has demonstrated on the basis of Polish documentary evidence, Warsaw “did not launch any secret peace initiative in Vietnam” during 1963. Rather, Hanoi asked ICSC commissioner Maneli to convey to “those interested” in Saigon that it wanted to begin cultural exchanges and trade, namely, coal for rice, with the South before any diplomatic settlement could be considered, and Warsaw obliged. “The North Vietnamese did not ask Maneli to relay to the South Vietnamese any specific questions or suggestions of a political nature,” Gnoinska notes, and she found no evidence that Hanoi “made serious attempts to sway the Saigon regime to its side through the Polish channel.”81

As Hanoi explored the possibility of low-level commercial and cultural exchanges with the South, French president Charles de Gaulle issued a sudden call for neutralizing South Vietnam and creating an unaligned but inclusive coalition government there.82 By one account the call was “virtually [for] a return to the main principles of the [1954] Geneva Conference,” including “the need for unity, independence and good neighbourliness.” It was also at least somewhat “anti-American” and “Delphic.”83 Though Hanoi refused to comment on the call, a North Vietnamese diplomat in Algiers confided to a French counterpart that some DRVN leaders found it “positive.”84 Unfortunately for them, nothing came of de Gaulle’s proposal.85

Gareth Porter has noted that soon after de Gaulle made his call, individuals in Washington, Saigon, and Hanoi began talking up plans to neutralize South Vietnam and end hostilities. The plans, Porter believes, failed to materialize due to the machinations of hawks in the Kennedy administration.86 By this time, we now know, no plan for neutralizing the South stood a real chance of adoption or of producing a workable peace if it were adopted. Through most of 1963 Hanoi was in the throes of a divisive debate over strategic policy, and by the time de Gaulle made his proposal, militants were winning that debate. As that occurred, calls for neutralization and peace were too little too late, coming as they did after the collapse of Laotian neutrality had shown the “worthlessness” of international agreements negotiated from a position of relative weakness and with no adequate mechanisms of enforcement.87 According to historian Edward Miller, even if Hanoi had wanted to negotiate, peace would still not have materialized because Diem and Nhu thought they were winning the war against southern insurgents, and thus viewed peace talks merely as a “prelude to Hanoi’s capitulation.”88

THE PARTY BEGINS TO CRACK

In view of both the provocations and the opportunities it believed it faced, the militant faction in the VWP demonstrated patience and restraint. There is no evidence the faction tried to force events by openly attacking key moderate leaders in Hanoi, disheartened though it was by their obdurateness. The integrity of the party, like that of the socialist camp, was as sacrosanct to militants as it was to moderates. Although the Sino-Soviet dispute had long been a source of contention within the party, the leadership had always remained publicly united in responding to it. Throughout that ordeal, in the words of Douglas Pike, the VWP “demonstrated remarkable consistency in dealing with the dispute, by evaluating it and basing responses to each unfolding development” on its own revolutionary objectives.89 A coup or some other premature bid for power by militants was an option, but it risked alienating fence-sitters and the party base, and could tarnish if not altogether discredit the leftist cause. Militants therefore bided their time, waiting for circumstances to change to their advantage even as they nudged those circumstances along.

By summer, party decision-makers were under pressure to accept Chinese revolutionary prescriptions not only from within but also from foreign allies. In June a delegation of visiting North Koreans made a “strenuous” effort to push Vietnamese leaders “from [their] perch on the fence definitively into the Peking camp” or at least to “produce some pro-Chinese statements.” The leaders resisted the effort, fearing that they would be going too far by supporting a North Korean and Chinese line that was openly defiant of Moscow.90 Shortly thereafter, the Chinese Embassy launched a “paper war” in Hanoi, distributing “tracts” in Vietnamese that were actually translations of items from Beijing’s People’s Daily denouncing peaceful coexistence and revisionism. The embassy circulated the tracts to those who visited its reading room and to the thirty thousand PRC nationals then residing in the capital.91 To avoid complicating its relationship with Moscow, Hanoi politely asked the embassy to refrain from distributing such tracts, and the practice ceased without incident.

The ever observant British Consulate had come to believe by then that despite such initiatives the “natural sympathies” of most VWP members were now “largely with the Chinese,” and wondered how much longer it would be before that became more manifest.92 Not long, it turned out. That same month, the party organ Hoc tap began featuring a series of articles showcasing leftist thinking on various issues.93 The first of the articles was a virulent condemnation of revisionism in the form of an attack on Yugoslavia but in language that only thinly veiled criticism of those in the party who supported peaceful coexistence and the strategic status quo below the seventeenth parallel, and through them the Soviet Union. “The main road, the main way for the proletariat to seize power,” that article read, “is to use revolutionary violence to throw off the yoke of the bourgeoisie, smash the old State apparatus and set up the proletarian dictatorship.”94

Two other equally revealing articles appeared in September. The first implicitly condemned the CPSU’s embrace of peaceful coexistence and its criticism of China and others in the socialist camp who questioned that embrace. “Treating class brothers as enemies on account of ideological differences,” it read, “trying in a thousand and one ways to create difficulties for the fraternal countries in the matter of their economic development and strengthening their ability to defend themselves, at the same time considering enemies as friends, doing a cosmetic job on them, even helping the bourgeois reactionaries of other countries in their expansionist moves, in attacking and provoking the fraternal countries, are the most important visible manifestations of the communists who have completely departed from Marxist-Leninist socialism.”95

The second Hoc tap article, “Peace or Violence,” was highly theoretical and underscored the importance some party members, namely militants, accorded to Marxist-Leninist determinism and the merits they placed in revolutionary violence. “Modern revisionist and rightist opportunists are distorting Marxist-Leninist theories on the historical role of violence and giving great publicity to pacifism,” it noted. Such people “know nothing about the law of social evolution.” Renouncing violent revolution or timidly pursuing military struggle reduced “proletarian revolution and proletarian dictatorship to empty words.” Similarly, pursuing revolutionary goals by political rather than violent means “will leave the working class without adequate preparation for overcoming difficulties, for defeating the exploiting classes, and for establishing its dictatorship.” Violence was the “midwife” of revolutionary change; victims of exploitation and domination “must resort to revolutionary violence to smash counterrevolutionary violence” and “win their own emancipation so that society may advance according to the law of historical development.” The history of the Vietnamese revolution “proves that to overthrow the exploiters who use violence to dominate the people,” there was no other path than “the path of violence,” as Le Duan had advanced in 1956.96 That article subsequently received “Chinese acclaim” for its “uncompromising denunciation of the embourgeoisement of certain sectors of communist ideology.”97

There were other signs of the new preponderance of leftist sympathies in party ranks. Arguably the most notable was Hanoi’s decision to join Beijing in condemning the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty negotiated by Washington and Moscow in August on grounds that the treaty amounted to a surrender of socialist interests to capitalist imperial ambitions.98 “The position of the Chinese government is absolutely correct and reasonable and completely reflects the desires and aspirations of peace-loving people worldwide,” a Hoc tap item noted.99 “Socialist countries other than the Soviet Union must not be denied the means of defense,” a Vietnamese observer said of the treaty.100 Since not all nuclear weapons were to be destroyed, a Nhan dan editorial boldly charged, a partial ban served only imperialist and Soviet interests.101 The treaty “will hamper the fraternal socialist countries from helping one another so as to raise the defense capability of our camp to the level of the requirements of modern military science,” another editorial noted.102

In this and other editorials and official commentaries, implicit denunciations of Moscow “went as far as possible.”103 “It was clear,” read a western assessment, “that sooner or later [the DRVN] would have to stand up and be counted on one side or the other [of the Sino-Soviet dispute], and this time came when she had to decide whether or not to [endorse] the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.”104 The French Delegation similarly surmised that the stance on the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty “in fact constituted a declaration, the clearest so far, of alignment with Chinese theses.”105 Hanoi’s position on the treaty reportedly made the Soviets “more discontented” with Hanoi than they had ever been, and they made “no secret of it.”106 The Soviet ambassador confirmed that when, clearly frustrated, he told a French diplomat that he put little stock in the declarations or actions of the DRVN because it was a “weak and small country.”107

In an equally bold move reflecting the shifting political currents in the VWP, Hanoi at this time dispatched a large retinue of PAVN military advisers to the South to “militarize the looser, more self-contained guerrilla units” of the PLAF, convert those units “into more traditional armed forces,” and prepare them for “more orthodox military assignments.”108 The advisers’ dispatch did not go unnoticed by RVN authorities, who complained to the ICSC about Hanoi’s growing involvement in the southern insurgency.109 Indeed, that year 7,850 additional troops and political and military advisers infiltrated the South from the North, fewer than the year before but only because of the earlier exhaustion of the pool of southern regroupees.110 For a Canadian observer, the continuing infiltration and other “provocations” were clear indications of the preponderance of militant influence in Hanoi.111 By this time it allegedly took “the full weight” of Ho Chi Minh’s authority to prevent the party from openly and fully committing the DRVN to war in the South.112

In October, on the anniversary of the 1938 Munich accords, Nhan dan ran a revealing editorial indicative of the militant mood now prevailing in Hanoi. According to the editorial, there were two ways of responding to aggressive imperialism. One consisted of “preserving the unity of the socialist camp,” “rallying the peoples of the world behind a large united front and launching a powerful mass movement,” and “attacking resolutely and continuously to keep in check warmongering imperialists.” The other way, the “bad” way, entailed following the approach of politicians at Munich, allowing oneself to be duped by the professed goodwill of the enemy and making “concession after concession” to the enemy. “The lesson of Munich,” the editorial concluded, “has demonstrated that the policy of defeatism is extremely dangerous since it creates, for the imperialists, favorable conditions for the pursuit of their aggressive designs.”113 To western analysts, the editorial was “a pretext to evoke the current international situation and vigorously condemn all policies of appeasement,” “an apology for Chinese theses,” and a “barely veiled critique” of Moscow’s peaceful coexistence policy.114 “The DRVN espousal of the Peking line continues, although it is by no means so extreme as to include direct criticism of the Moscow position,” the Canadian representative inferred from the contents of that and other recent articles and editorials.115

THE COUP AGAINST DIEM

The climatic episode that would push Hanoi into a definitively militant strategy in the South came in the fall, when the political landscape there changed suddenly and radically. On 2 November 1963, Diem and his brother Nhu were killed in a coup by ARVN officers. General Duong Van Minh thereafter became head of the Saigon government. Publicly, DRVN leaders dismissed Diem’s overthrow as a mere change of personnel, further proof of the bankruptcy of Washington’s policies in the South. Privately, however, they were alarmed. Specifically, they feared that the new leadership might rally popular support for its policies, setting back the revolution in the South. “Signs of this fear are the constant warnings in the North Vietnamese press and on the South Vietnamese Liberation Radio to the people of South Vietnam not to be duped by the new Government’s talk of ‘democracy and freedom,’” western observers noted.116

DRVN leaders believed then and Vietnamese scholars believe now that Washington engineered the coup.117 In Hoc tap, Ha Van Lau of the Foreign Ministry immediately postulated that the Kennedy administration, bent on precipitating a wider war, had sanctioned the coup because Diem had failed to “satisfy” Washington’s requirements of “saving” the South and “crushing the Viet Cong rebellion.”118 By most Vietnamese accounts, the Kennedy administration engineered the overthrow to gain greater freedom of action in the South.119 Diem had behaved too independently, according to these sources, and Washington replaced him with a more pliable leader.120 Luu Doan Huynh, a late Vietnamese diplomat, noted that as early as 1962 Hanoi began noticing “increasing contradictions” between Diem’s regime and Washington and felt some trepidation, not knowing what this might presage.121 For many in Hanoi, the coup confirmed what they suspected all along: that the United States had from the beginning intended to assume the colonial mantle from the French in Indochina.

To many in the VWP, the coup was tantamount to revolution, marking as it did the transition from a bourgeois reactionary to a military counterrevolutionary regime in Saigon.122 Reprehensible as the former had been, it was preferable to the latter because it had included civilian and nationalist elements. Leaders of the new regime were nothing but lackeys handpicked by Washington for their eagerness to benefit from America’s neocolonial project. In the words of historian Le Cuong, the Kennedy administration had replaced a nepotistic regime with a “most submissive” one.123 The French historian Philippe Franchini has drawn a parallel conclusion. “The arrival to power of a junta suggested the reinforcement of [Saigon’s] ties to the United States,” Franchini has written, the “expected effect” of which for Hanoi was “an increased American engagement that threatened to imperil the southern liberation movement.”124

In the more direct language of a former Hanoi official, the coup “increased the danger of U.S. direct military intervention” in South Vietnam.125 The new leadership in Saigon existed, according to another source, for the express purpose of creating political conditions that would enable the Americans to step up the hostilities in the South to their fullest extent.126 In this reading, removing Diem eliminated the chief obstacle to Washington’s goal of sending its own combat forces into Vietnam. “The fact that the Americans had put people in power in Saigon who represented no one but themselves was a political factor of tremendous importance for the party,” one analyst noted.127 British diplomats in Hanoi were quick to discern “the bitterness of the DRV’s attitude towards the apparently more implacable military junta” that presided in Saigon thereafter.128

These concerns notwithstanding, some in the party believed the coup might be a blessing if it could be turned into “the first step towards the final disintegration of the American position” in the South.129 To those who thought this way, Diem had been “one of the strongest individuals resisting the people and Communism,” a leader who had done “everything that could be done in an attempt to crush the revolution,” and he had had success. Insofar as these things were true, the coup “will prove contrary to the calculations of the U.S. imperialists” and “will not be the last misjudgment by Washington.”130 Western observers agreed that Diem had been surprisingly resourceful in creating a strong political base for himself in the South while resisting Washington’s attempt to take control of the war effort there.131


The weight of these calculations is difficult to measure. There is no doubt that Diem had been a strong political leader who had some meaningful successes in resisting the communists. But his overthrow was “not an unmixed blessing” for Hanoi, as U.S. government analyst and historian George K. Tanham has noted, because it rid the South of “the greatest object of hate” among southerners and thus of “an important motivating element for some parts of the NLF.” Indeed, Tanham contends, membership in the NLF “dropped” shortly after the coup as many southern rebels considered their struggle for peace and justice to be over.132

THE CENTRAL COMMITTEE’S NINTH PLENUM

The coup in Saigon led to a period of reassessment in Hanoi, and eventually to a coup of sorts there as well.133 Immediately, it prompted an emergency session of the Central Committee to discuss, in the bland language of subsequent official accounts, “the international tasks of the party.”134 David Elliott has suggested that the session’s purpose was to decide whether to negotiate with the new leadership in Saigon with a view to creating a coalition administration there.135 Negotiations to that end would be consistent with earlier party initiatives and might allow southern revolutionary forces to consolidate their recent gains in the countryside. But any such agreement would likely mean an indefinite postponement of reunification, which militants could be expected to oppose, especially at this juncture.136

The plenum in fact addressed issues that went well beyond these concerns and produced irrevocable changes in the VWP’s revolutionary strategy and the party itself. Discussion involved not only the situation internationally and in the South, but also the growing division within the party and relations with the Chinese and the Soviets. According to a foreign observer at the time, the timing of the plenum represented “the most solid confirmation of disputes within the party.”137 Indeed, it was in this uncertain, troubling context that Diem’s overthrow and the resulting changes in the South brought the conflict between party moderates and militants to a head. Circumstances within the party leadership as well as below the seventeenth parallel and in the socialist camp generally had combined to force the party either to formally commit itself to the leftist stance on strategic as well as theoretical issues or to mute that and other criticism of peaceful coexistence and revisionism and resign itself to whatever happened below the seventeenth parallel.138 Failure to make a clear choice on these alternatives, to resolve the militant-moderate conflict once and for all, would confuse the party faithful as well as southern revolutionaries and the Vietnamese people, and would cloud, if not compromise, relations with Moscow and Beijing. The plenum therefore became the setting in which the VWP would address and resolve that conflict.

The plenum opened on 22 November.139 In early sessions, party notables reported on conditions in Vietnam and elsewhere to establish the correctness of their views and reinforce or sway the thinking of peers. The façade of party unity, the “infallibility” of Marxism-Leninism, as well as the conventions of Vietnamese propriety dictated that the reports and their presentation be tactful and formulaic. Vo Nguyen Giap, for example, discussed the ongoing modernization of the armed forces in language that stressed not only the progress being made but the continued need for caution in the South.

The deliberative discussions that followed were reportedly more contentious.140 Since the sessions were private and records of them—if they exist—are still unreleased, information about those discussions is limited. It appears, however, that formulaic congeniality disappeared as soon as the occasion for it passed. In view of the stakes, participants had every reason to state their views frankly, or if not frankly then calculatingly according to their sense of the way the ideological wind was blowing. Deep and long-standing cleavages within the party were thus exposed, and for the moment the party seemed to tear itself asunder. Ho Chi Minh reportedly offered in advance to moderate these debates, but militants prevented that lest his stature bend the plenum to his will.141 According to one of his biographers, Ho stormed out of the deliberations because of their contentiousness and excused himself from further participation.142 A document in the Russian archives suggests that on 25 December, while the plenum was still in session, Ho went to the Soviet Embassy and told the ambassador he was retiring from politics, presumably because of the intractability of the debates in the plenum and the challenges to his authority.143

The least circuitous and most significant contribution to the debate was the formal address by first secretary Le Duan, who asserted himself and his thinking as never before during the proceedings.144 Le Duan stated his hard-line views pointedly and with a view to rallying the committee behind them and securing endorsement for the strategic decisions those views dictated. Entitled “Some Questions concerning the International Tasks of Our Party,” his speech was spirited and full of specifics couched in the orthodoxies of Marxism-Leninism. It conveyed militants’ growing concern with what they saw as a world crisis and with the dangers and opportunities they believed that crisis presented to the larger cause of world revolution and the specific cause of the Vietnamese revolution.

Le Duan based his case concerning the need for the party to change course in the South less on the “objective” situation there than on a surprisingly positive analysis of the world situation. Formerly, when the Soviet Union was still weak, he said, “it was necessary at certain times to make concessions to the enemy in order to gain temporary relaxation and temporary peace, to gain time to consolidate and increase [the socialist camp’s] strength so as to cope with new clashes with imperialism.” Now, however, the tide had changed: “We are strong, while the enemy is weak.” “The forces of revolution, socialism, and peace have greatly surpassed the forces of reaction and war of imperialism,” he told the plenum. “Revolution is, therefore, not on the defensive, and the strategy of revolution should not be a defensive one.” In Vietnam as elsewhere in the colonial and semicolonial world, the “strategy of revolution” must be “an offensive strategy to smash one by one the war policies of imperialism headed by the United States until its war plans are completely smashed.” The time had come to “take the offensive against imperialist war policy and defeat it.”

The words and their thrust were indirect, but they clearly conveyed his meaning: the Vietnamese were entitled to follow the revolutionary strategy dictated by their own circumstances. The purpose of the debate at the plenum was to define the interests of Vietnam as a member of the socialist camp facing a unique set of circumstances and to decide how best to act on those interests and address those circumstances. The first secretary left no doubt about where he stood on those issues. To liberate the South and reunify the country, the VWP could temporize no longer; it had to move to a strategy predicated on war below the seventeenth parallel.

In light of that necessity, Le Duan also boldly insisted that the party must combat the rightist opportunists and revisionists in its ranks. “The purposes of opposing modern revisionism,” he explained, were “to strengthen the struggle against imperialism, to vigorously promote the revolutionary cause of the people of the world, to safeguard the international communist movement and the socialist camp, and also to defend our party and the revolutionary cause of our party and people.” Le Duan’s speech thus called for war not only against Saigon and the Americans in the South, but also against moderate tendencies within the VWP.

RESOLUTION 9

By the time the plenum ended, Le Duan and the party’s militant wing had carried the day, and the balance of power within the VWP had shifted. The Central Committee’s final resolution acknowledged the legitimacy of the concerns raised by Le Duan and other militants as well as the correctness of the policies they recommended and had, in fact, been pushing for all along. Considering his authority as head of the party and the validation of his views by recent events, it seems certain that the first secretary was instrumental in bending the plenum and the party in that direction. “This resolution was the outcome of the struggle inside our party which had begun with Khrushchov’s [sic] public attack on China in 1960,” Hoang Van Hoan observed later.145

“Resolution 9,” as it came to be known (because this was the Central Committee’s ninth plenum since the National Congress of 1960), consisted of two separate documents: a public communiqué released on 20 January 1964, which listed the domestic and international tasks of the party, and a “secret” assessment of the situation in the South and the requirements for military struggle there.146 Both are remarkable for detailing the new revolutionary line and illuminating the nature and seriousness of the party’s commitment to an essentially Maoist interpretation of Marxism-Leninism and world revolution.

Entitled “On the World Situation and the International Tasks of Our Party,” the communiqué warned of the deceitfulness of Washington’s ostensible “peace strategy” and of the pitfalls of negotiating with imperialists.147 The Americans had relied on “modern revisionism” within the socialist bloc to “achieve ‘peaceful evolution’” as a model for relations between the socialist and capitalist blocs, hoping thereby to “cause a number of socialist countries to degenerate ideologically and politically and gradually restore capitalism.” Unfortunately, they were succeeding in that endeavor. Without pointing a finger at anyone, the document insisted that revisionists within the socialist bloc “have done their best to collaborate” with Washington’s effort, and consequently they “dare not encourage and support the revolutionary wars aimed at weakening” imperialism and capitalism. “On the contrary,” revisionists had “tried to hinder the world revolutionary movement,” criticized true communists as “dogmatic” and “warlike,” and discouraged wars of national liberation for fear they would lead to a world war.

Given Khrushchev’s widely known fear of a Soviet-American conflagration and public denunciations of Chinese “dogmatism,” these passages were a clear indictment of his views. Interestingly, until this time, party attacks on revisionism had always been directed at Yugoslavia. Now, however, the party was attacking other unnamed betrayers of Marxism-Leninism, who could only include Khrushchev. Revisionists “in a number of fraternal parties,” the communiqué continued, now espoused the “views of the Tito revisionist clique,” and like it were “undermining the international communist movement in the ideological field” even though, unlike Belgrade, they were not yet “lackeys of the imperialists.” These were remarkably bold contentions, to say the least.

The second document, the “secret” one, was entitled “Strive to Struggle, Rush Forward to Win New Victories in the South.” It specifically addressed the revolution in the South and insisted that pursuing peaceful coexistence there—offering to negotiate with “imperialists” and their “lackeys” and otherwise hoping for a diplomatic settlement of differences between the two sides—under current circumstances amounted to a demonstration of weakness so great as to be tantamount to capitulation. “The more we manifest our goodwill, the more exacting the imperialists will be,” the document noted. “The more concessions we make, the more insatiable they will be” in their demands.

Under current conditions at home and abroad, the document asserted, war alone could enable Vietnam to achieve national liberation, reunification, and complete sovereignty. The party therefore had to escalate the insurgency below the seventeenth parallel dramatically and without delay to defeat the Americans and their local allies once and for all. The successes of the Russian, Chinese, and Cuban revolutions demonstrated that “seizing power through violent means is correct and necessary.”

Unlike Resolution 15 of 1959, this document spelled out in explicit terms the guidelines for implementing the new strategy.148 Since the enemy used military power “as a principal tool to maintain his domination,” the people must “use revolutionary war to counter the enemy’s anti-revolutionary war” and “liberate” themselves. “Only in this way can the revolution win a decisive victory.” The prospect envisioned here included large-scale warfare for an unknown period of time: “This armed struggle must follow the rules of war” and involve “main forces.” It must also “attain its highest mission, which is to destroy the enemy’s forces,” to destroy “the enemy’s combat ability.” This would obviously require major increases in northern assistance to the southern insurgency, which the Central Committee also sanctioned. “It is time for the North to increase aid to the South,” to “bring into fuller play its role as the revolutionary base of the whole nation.” A “maximum effort to defeat the enemy” meant fully committing the DRVN to military victory in the South, including deploying PAVN units to assist the PLAF, if necessary.

To achieve victory, the war effort would pursue two primary, “essential” objectives. The first and most critical was “gradual annihilation,” leading to “complete disintegration” of ARVN forces. Communist-led troops “must adopt the tactic of annihilation attacks,” whether “killing one soldier, capturing one weapon,” or “destroying entire units of the enemy.” Conducted efficiently, these efforts would bring victory in a “not very long period.” The Central Committee was confident that revolutionary forces could win a decisive victory over ARVN forces before Washington introduced its own combat forces. American decision-makers “clearly understand that if they become bogged down in a large-scale protracted war, then they will fall into an extremely defensive position internationally.” If Washington did commit troops before revolutionary forces achieved a decisive victory, the committee estimated that their number would not exceed one hundred thousand. In that case, “the revolution in South Viet-Nam will meet more difficulties, the struggle will be stronger and harder” and the “transitional period” longer, but victory would come all the same.

The second “essential” objective of the military struggle, according to the document, was to destroy Saigon’s strategic hamlet program to ensure the revolutionary forces’ access to the South’s human and material resources. In place of the strategic hamlets they destroyed, revolutionary forces would organize “combat villages,” previously mandated by the party. Paralleling this effort would be a comprehensive political struggle to create “an anti-American alliance” between the NLF and other groups with “anti-American tendencies,” including ethnic minorities and religious sects. Indoctrination campaigns would convince people of their “sacred” duty to “stand up and save the country,” and would make soldiers in Saigon’s armed forces “realize that their own interests are identical to those of the people.” One way to encourage the latter would be to show clemency to rank-and-file prisoners of war. Political struggle would henceforth “keep pace” with armed struggle, not the other way around.

As these efforts developed in the South, the VWP would intensify its diplomatic struggle to encourage sympathetic perceptions of the revolution internationally. “We must make every effort to motivate various peace organizations, labor unions, youths, women, lawyers, [and] other professional organizations of various peoples in the world” to “take stronger actions in asking the U.S. imperialists to end their aggressive war, withdraw their troops, military personnel, and weapons from South Vietnam, and let the South Vietnamese people settle their own problems.” The diplomatic struggle would also continue its efforts to win “the sympathy and support of the people of the nationalist and imperialist countries,” including the United States and France, thus “gaining the sympathy of antiwar groups in the United States and taking full advantage of the dissensions among the imperialists.”

Finally, to achieve absolute unity of thought and purpose within the party, vital to triumphing expeditiously under the new strategy, the document sanctioned a purge of party members “afraid of sacrifices,” who used socialist transformation in the North as an excuse to forgo liberation in the South or “failed to realize the relationship between the revolutionary tasks of our people in both zones.” In other words, it called for the demotion, dismissal, or marginalization of known influential moderates. The document also called upon party leaders to “pursue the systematic education of cadres and party members in Marxism-Leninism,” centralize their control over the southern insurgency, and disseminate Resolution 9 with explicit explanations of its meaning and instructions for its implementation.

To mollify communists at home and abroad who might question the soundness and legitimacy of the new course endorsed by the Central Committee, the resolution stressed that waging military struggle in the South was not contrary or even a threat to world peace. Vietnam’s impending war of national liberation would actually constitute “an active contribution” to the goal of world peace, a noble effort to “thwart the U.S. imperialists’ plot of turning South Viet-Nam into a military base to oppose the socialist camp, rekindle the Indochinese war, and expand the war in Southeast Asia.” War was just or unjust; communists supported the former and opposed the latter. “Opposing war in general without distinction between just and unjust war is, in fact, opposing revolutionary wars too.”

Resolution 9 portended a consequential realignment of the party’s revolutionary strategy. It represented, in fact, the most significant party pronouncement on the situation in the South since the decision to accept the Geneva accords in 1954. It also set the DRVN on an irreversible collision course with the United States. The bold and ambitious program adopted by the Central Committee effectively gave DRVN decision-makers a blank check to wage war in the South. It sanctioned the first major revision of the party’s strategy vis-à-vis the South since Resolution 15 of January 1959 and, in retrospect, expedited the onset of the Vietnam War.149 In its tone and substance, Resolution 9 amounted to a declaration of war on the Saigon regime, and the United States by extension. With its adoption by the Central Committee, the earlier effort to separate the revolutionary processes in the North and South was abandoned. Henceforth, the DRVN would invest itself comprehensively in the liberation of the South by military struggle. The revolution would be, once again, a single national effort, with the party and the nation together “building the North peacefully while carrying out war against the Americans in the South.”150 Military officials at once set about bringing the PAVN to “wartime strength” in preparation for sending to the South “complete units at their full authorized strength of personnel and equipment.”151 Meanwhile, the DRVN substantially increased its material assistance to the NLF, and to the PLAF in particular. “Immediately,” as Ang Cheng Guan has written, “war preparations went into full swing in both North and South,” and the level and intensity of violence below the seventeenth parallel soon increased markedly.152 Thus, as historian Lien-Hang Nguyen has put it, “militant hawks achieved the categorical response in 1963 that they had wanted in 1959: mobilization of the entire country behind the war effort.” Military strategists “abandoned the idea of winning the southern struggle through protracted warfare and instead ordered a major buildup of conventional military force to bring the war to a speedy end,” she concluded.153

In the context of the time, adoption of the new strategy signaled Hanoi’s acceptance of Chinese revolutionary theses and its unequivocal rejection of Soviet ones. It was to avoid the impression of partiality to China in the Sino-Soviet dispute that Hanoi limited the distribution of the full text of Resolution 9 and classified as “secret” the part addressing the revolution in the South. The North Vietnamese “could not afford to [further] alienate the Soviet Union altogether” by widely disseminating a text so at odds with Soviet views.154 In substance if not in tone, Resolution 9 seemed to be pro-Chinese, but in fact it simply captured the aspiration of VWP militants, who espoused Chinese revolutionary prescriptions but never answered to Beijing nor openly supported Beijing in its dispute with Moscow.

Aware of the potentially ruinous implications for relations with Moscow of its decision to endorse Resolution 9, the Central Committee included in the “secret” document, which it understood Hanoi would eventually have to relay to Moscow, an insistent statement that the new revolutionary strategy was consistent with declarations on the responsibilities of national communist parties to the world revolution adopted in Moscow in 1957 and 1960. The document also emphasized that certain strategies of revolutionary struggle, including peaceful coexistence, which might be appropriate for members of the socialist camp such as the Soviet Union were not, just now, appropriate for Vietnam. Lastly, it stressed that the VWP attached great importance to its unity and friendship with the CPSU, that Moscow was then as always the head of the socialist camp, and that the Soviet Union remained Hanoi’s model and inspiration for achieving socialist modernity in the DRVN.

THE PURGE OF MODERATES

Adoption of Resolution 9 precipitated an important reshuffling of the DRVN leadership, as leftist militants seized the opportunity to stage—and win—a power play, a coup of a different kind, against moderates in the VWP. Within days after the plenum, militants set out to denounce and remove from top and other echelons those suspected of opposing or even questioning the new orthodoxy, irretrievably changing the balance of power in Hanoi. Without unity “among all party members on the basis of unanimity with the party’s line concerning the construction of socialism in North Vietnam and the struggle for national unification,” Nguyen Chi Thanh commented, “our party surely cannot lead all our people successfully in carrying out the revolution.”155

As head of the Party Organization Committee charged with keeping tabs on party members, Le Duc Tho—henceforth doubling as Le Duan’s second-in-command, a role he had previously assumed in COSVN during the Indochina War—justified the denunciations of party members and meted out their punishments.156 He insisted that dissidents be dismissed from leadership positions and otherwise ostracized to prevent them from using their offices and influence for “antiparty” purposes.157 “Each comrade must be thoroughly imbued with the resolution of the ninth party Central Committee conference,” Tho believed. The commitment of party leaders to the new revolutionary line, like that of cadres and members, had to be “unequivocal and definite”; otherwise “revisionism will develop and benefit class enemies.” To preserve party integrity, “each comrade must be forced to submit to the party’s iron discipline.” “We are determined not to tolerate the practice of expressing views in an unorganized manner on the party’s lines, policies, resolutions, and instructions,” Tho insisted.

Tho identified the targets of this latest “rectification campaign,” as the party called the effort to achieve conformity, as those who “separate themselves from the party,” who “refused to express their views at party meetings” but “gathered in small groups” after meetings and “spoke in terms that counter party resolutions.” Such behavior violated party discipline and undermined unity by creating dissension and schism, and it “must be stopped as soon as possible.” “The struggle against rightist thought and revisionist influences,” Tho claimed, “must spearhead the ideological struggle in our party at the present time.”158

Though the evidence is not definitive, militants appear to have planned their “silent” coup against moderates before the plenum, using ruse and indirection to pinpoint those in the party’s upper echelon who might criticize or reject the agenda Le Duan intended to lay before the Central Committee. Acting on the first secretary’s behalf a few days before the plenum, for example, party theoretician Truong Chinh, who was not only fully rehabilitated in 1963 but became a close collaborator of Le Duan, asked the head of the Institute of Philosophy, Hoang Minh Chinh, to prepare proposals for consideration at the upcoming meeting.159 A decorated hero of the war with France, Chinh had studied in Moscow from 1957 to 1960, and in 1963 was a staunch proponent of peaceful coexistence and economic competition rather than armed struggle. Predictably, the proposals he prepared reflected these convictions and alerted militants to his likely response to Le Duan’s agenda.

Those who supported Hoang Minh Chinh’s proposals during the plenum became marked individuals. Besides Chinh himself, they included such men as former foreign minister Ung Van Khiem, deputy chairman of the National Commission for Science and Technology Bui Cong Trung, vice president of the Vietnamese-Soviet Friendship Association Duong Bach Mai, deputy minister of culture Le Liem, former personal secretary to Ho Chi Minh Vu Dinh Huynh, and PAVN colonel Le Vinh Quoc.160 Quoc’s opposition to violent struggle was notable for revealing a deep schism within the PAVN over military strategy in the South, including the deployment of PAVN units there. A number of PAVN officers were evidently “loathe” to intensify the armed struggle or dispatch their units to the South because they abided by Giap’s position that modernization of the PAVN had to be completed before the party shifted gears in the South.161 Besides, the goals of the southern military struggle identified in Resolution 9 were such, these officers understood, that their men, trained for conventional warfare to defend the North, would first have to be retrained in the guerilla tactics peculiar to a “people’s war” to fight with maximum efficiency, which would take time.

The purge of “rightist deviationists” extended beyond the leaders already named and even beyond the party and the PAVN. Within weeks after the plenum, Tran Quoc Hoan’s Ministry of Public Security was targeting civil servants, intellectuals, artists, and journalists suspected of sympathizing with Chinh’s views, supporting the party’s old line, or questioning the merits of dramatically escalating hostilities in the South. Tho’s Organization Committee also ordered all members and cadres to attend “re-education” classes to “absorb” the substance and party interpretations of Resolution 9.162 Soon, all party and state organs had proffered their commitment to revolutionary militancy, and a “repressive,” antimoderate atmosphere prevailed in Hanoi.163 Punishment for opponents or critics of the new orthodoxy ranged from demotion to dismissal from the party and the government, as well as other organizations, and from house arrest to death.164 Several unrepentant moderates in the Central Committee, including some who held high posts in the government, were demoted.165 DRVN nationals studying in countries whose governments supported peaceful coexistence, including the Soviet Union, were ordered home for re-education.166 A number of ambassadors may also have been recalled to be re-educated and otherwise apprised of the party’s new revolutionary line.167 “In sum,” as Lien-Hang Nguyen has concluded, all those “exposed to peaceful coexistence ideas were considered suspect and treated as such.”168

The most famous victim of Tho and the militants was none other than Ho Chi Minh. By the time of the 1963 plenum, Ho’s stubborn and ultimately misguided faith in peaceful struggle, in strategic moderation in the South—to say nothing of age and deteriorating health—had already cost him some of his power and influence in the party.169 In the plenum’s aftermath, he had little of either left. Since the signing of the 1954 Geneva accords, Ho had personified the moderate, conciliatory, risk-avoiding consensus within the VWP, the hope and purpose of which was to prevent another devastating war as long as conditions permitted.170 Khrushchev’s peaceful coexistence promised to meet that end, and Ho and many of his contemporaries had found it attractive. Le Duan and the party’s militant wing thus had to neutralize Ho’s influence. To justify sidelining him, they propagated among party members the “theory of two mistakes,” according to which Ho had twice made “fatal mistakes” due to misguided optimism and fear of war: the first was agreeing in 1946 to let French forces return to Vietnam unopposed; the second was consenting to a cease-fire and to the country’s partition in 1954.171

In view of Ho’s unique reputation at home and abroad, however, the militants could not—even if that had been their desire—completely exclude him from political and diplomatic processes in which his sheer stature was useful to the revolution. Without Ho, the regime in Hanoi would “lose much of its attraction” domestically and internationally, as foreign observers noted.172 Still the embodiment of the revolution in Vietnam and a symbol of revolutionary hope across the socialist world, the Third World, and beyond, Ho was a necessary asset, particularly for the diplomatic struggle. Despite their ideological differences, his personal relationship with Mao had been instrumental in securing Chinese support for the Vietnamese revolution.173 Now, in his declining years—he died in 1969—the new militant regime in Hanoi used him in a largely ceremonial, but nonetheless crucial, role as goodwill ambassador and “symbolic head of state.”174 He became the venerable face of the revolution, a moderating voice to the rest of the world for a coterie of ideologues lacking his poise, appeal, and sagacity. After the plenum, the militants actually relied on Ho to mend relations with Moscow and smooth over problems rising from the Sino-Soviet split.175 According William Duiker, Ho spent his time thereafter “fulfilling his growing image as the spiritual father of all Vietnamese people and the soul of the Vietnamese revolution.”176 He took on the persona of “Uncle Ho,” cultivating—compelled under the circumstances to cultivate—an image as affable father of the nation and “demi-God” of the revolution.177

Ho’s most prominent disciple and ideological ally, Vo Nguyen Giap, was also marginalized, though his postplenum role is more uncertain than Ho’s. After Ho, Giap was the most recognizable face of the Vietnamese revolution. Like Ho, he was a personable man whose views carried weight inside and outside the party. Ho had led the political and diplomatic struggles for independence; Giap had won the military victories. Many at home and abroad knew him as the architect of the spectacular triumph over the French at Dien Bien Phu, after which his military genius captivated observers of Vietnamese affairs. To the troops he commanded and the revolutionaries he inspired, Giap was a hero. Though his innermost thoughts on the matter are poorly documented, he seems to have agreed with the decision to cease hostilities after Dien Bien Phu in the summer of 1954. Certainly he thereafter unflinchingly supported Ho and advocated revolutionary caution, for he too believed that resumption of warfare in the South before the socialist project in the North and modernization of the armed forces were completed would be risky and counterproductive. What is more, Giap respected Soviet strategic thinking. He was thus a big problem for the new leadership, in the party and in the armed forces, especially as his opinions were so widely respected.178 It was therefore against great odds that militants were able to neutralize Giap’s influence, though one report suggests that even before the 1963 plenum his star had begun to fade and he was “being squeezed out” by a more “pro-Peking group” of younger generals.179

Most party members appear to have gone along with the purges and the new orthodoxy because they recognized that the old guard had been variously naive, negligent, or incompetent. The centerpieces of their revolutionary strategy in the South—political struggle, respect for the Geneva accords, and since 1959, limited armed struggle—had by 1963 largely failed to deliver positive results. The “temporary” partition of the country was now a decade old and widely regarded as a fact in international politics. The repatriation of Viet Minh troops to the North and the moratorium on military struggle initially imposed on those who stayed had had disastrous, near-fatal implications for the southern communist movement. Perhaps the most obvious acknowledgment of these errors had been Hanoi’s decision of 1959 to start redeploying to the South most troops it had ordered to regroup to the North in 1954–55. Yet even after its errors became obvious, the old guard’s response had been reluctant, timid, and limited, no more than marginally effective at best and widely unpopular among southern revolutionaries and their sympathizers. It also helped the militants that this old guard made no serious attempt to resist or organize a countercoup. Ho, Giap, and most of their allies seem by the time of the Ninth Plenum to have resigned themselves to the notion that the time had come for a new strategy in the South and, with that, a new balance of power in Hanoi. That may have averted the kind of dislocations communist states sometimes experienced after restructuring their leadership.

The thoroughness with which the militants acted may suggest cynicism or paranoia on their part. But in the context of Cold War Vietnam, it is more likely that these mostly parochial men, schooled in the limiting dogmas of Marxism-Leninism, believed that what they did was necessary and just. Growing tensions in the South and mounting difficulties in the North required concentration on vital issues; dissidence was intolerable. A leadership of “real” communists, of men who feared no sacrifice and no necessity, they thought, had better odds of guiding the revolution to victory than one dominated by half-hearted temporizers who would minimize the loss of lives and property and put the interests of individuals above those of the party, the state, and the revolution. The latest rectification campaign, the purge of moderates, demonstrated the determination of militants to achieve total unity of thought and purpose within leadership circles and throughout the rest of the party. Le Duan’s regime wanted peers who agreed with it and underlings who obeyed unquestioningly and interpreted literally such slogans as “Independence or Death.”

Within weeks of Resolution 9’s adoption, militant thinking prevailed in the Politburo and the Central Committee. After Le Duan and Le Duc Tho, the most prominent members of the new ruling elite were Nguyen Chi Thanh and Pham Hung. These men would dominate party decision-making for years, with the exception of Thanh, who died in 1967.180 Until his death, Thanh was a special beneficiary of the new regime. Since Le Duan and other militants understood that Giap’s eclipse might elicit opposition in the PAVN, they ostentatiously praised Thanh, the only other full general in the North Vietnamese armed forces, citing the centrality of his role in the leadership. The praise seems to have appeased the armed forces and convinced military leaders and their men that the displacement of Giap was not a displacement of the PAVN or of its command structure in the ruling ranks of the party and the state.181

These multiple consequences of the Ninth Plenum produced irrevocable changes in the party and the government, as well as in the conduct of the Vietnamese revolution. Le Duan’s rule—his supreme authority over party decision-making—would endure for twenty-three years, well past the period of this study and the triumphant events of 1975. Like Stalin and Mao before him, Le Duan centralized authority in a new executive structure in the party and government.182 He incontestably became “first among equals” in Hanoi. Because he, unlike Ho, kept a low public profile—a calculated move since he had little charisma and projected arrogance, Le Duan acted as “the mastermind behind the scenes.”183 That in turn enabled him to conduct the revolution on his terms, which meant, among other things, total commitment to violent liberation of the South and implacable opposition to the American presence in Vietnam. For all these reasons, it seems incorrect to say, as one scholar has said, that the militant-moderate strategic debate within the VWP came to an end only with the decision to launch the Tet Offensive in 1968.184 That debate ended when the Central Committee adopted Resolution 9 and Le Duan’s command of and influence over the party became essentially absolute.
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Waging War, 1964

Nineteen sixty-four was a good year for Beijing. In January it normalized relations with France, elevating the PRC’s stature while sowing discord between Paris and Washington. In October, it detonated an atomic bomb, becoming only the fifth country to do so. With that step, Beijing gained not only international notoriety but also a guarantee against American military action in China. Days later, the Soviet Presidium ousted Mao’s nemesis, Nikita Khrushchev, from power. Khrushchev’s fall seemed to bode well for Sino-Soviet relations. As it turned out, Moscow’s foreign policy remained essentially unchanged thereafter, and Beijing was soon accusing the new Soviet leadership of practicing “Khrushchevism without Khrushchev.”

Despite chronic turmoil in Saigon, the Johnson administration remained committed to the preservation of a noncommunist South Vietnam, and to that end augmented its assistance to the RVN. The number of U.S. advisers below the seventeenth parallel soon reached 23,000. Following an attack on a U.S. airfield outside Saigon that left four American servicemen dead, the National Security Council recommended that the United States begin bombing targets in the DRVN. The Johnson administration drafted plans to that end but did not implement them, choosing instead to exercise prudence and wait on events in the South.

Within weeks after the VWP adopted Resolution 9, PLAF forces fully backed by the North initiated major combat operations with a view to annihilating ARVN forces. Though it had sanction to do so, the Politburo in Hanoi hesitated before committing PAVN units to the fight, hopeful that the PLAF would vanquish Saigon’s armed forces before the United States deployed its own troops to help them, thereby avoiding potentially debilitating complications. In the aftermath of the Tonkin Gulf incident, sensing that time was becoming of the essence, the Politburo fatefully decided to order the first PAVN units to enter the South to expedite the collapse of ARVN forces. By year’s end, Washington still had not committed combat forces to the fight, but the Vietnam War had begun.

SEEKING DECISIVE VICTORY

Adoption of Resolution 9 augured the onset in South Vietnam of a risky strategy of offensive military struggle waged by main-line forces answering to the VWP against vital allies of the greatest military power in the world. In the rhetoric of the Cold War, the southern revolutionary effort would henceforth aim to “roll back,” not just “contain,” reactionary authority and imperialist outreach below the seventeenth parallel. For the first time, Hanoi had a strategy in which liberation of the South measured in terms of cost and commitment was at least as important as socialist transformation of the North. It is certainly no coincidence that this shift occurred as men with strong ties to the South consolidated their hold over party decision-making. It had taken a decade for this to happen, but the militants, who had never reconciled themselves to the moratorium on armed struggle in the South in 1954 and thereafter, finally had what they wanted.

David Elliott has described the evolution of Vietnamese strategy after 1954 as “a gradual process of accretion of new thinking and new strategic precepts, making it difficult to date the point at which a fully formulated version of an ‘anti-American strategy’ was in place.” The pivotal point in that process, he suggests, “roughly coincided with the new Kennedy administration’s more aggressive approach toward Vietnam.”1 That seems to date the change to 1961 or 1962. As it turns out, the formal articulation of the change—of Hanoi’s anti-American strategy, which eventuated in the Vietnam War—was Resolution 9. The resulting grant of authority to the Politburo to wage war in the South, the legendary blank check, was Hanoi’s equivalent of Washington’s Tonkin Gulf Resolution, passed by the American Congress in August 1964 and addressed below. Just as the latter would give the Johnson administration authority to engage U.S. ground forces in Indochina, so Resolution 9 authorized Le Duan’s regime to initiate “massed combat operations” below the seventeenth parallel. The Politburo thus had its sanction to go to war several months before the Johnson administration did.

Consistent with Resolution 9, communist-led forces in the South began “a new period of combat” in January 1964. Specifically, they dramatically increased the scale and frequency of military operations, effectively taking the conflict with Saigon and the Americans to an unprecedented level.2 To the militants who now monopolized decision-making in Hanoi, that represented “the only correct road to liberation.”3 Meanwhile, the VWP Secretariat directed the PAVN General Staff to intensify the training and “readiness activities” of the armed forces in the North so that when the time came “we could send battalions and regiments with their full authorized strength in troops, weapons, and equipment to fight on the battlefields of South Vietnam.”4 Until then, native South Vietnamese in the PLAF, including many who had left in 1954–55 only to return a few years later, would bear the brunt of the fighting.

Within weeks “VC incidents” in the South were up 40 percent and more serious armed attacks up 75 percent. The PLAF initiated most major battles, forcing the ARVN into a defensive posture.5 The strength and effectiveness of revolutionary forces increased progressively that year as Hanoi finally gave “full support” to the NLF and the PLAF.6 American reconnaissance flights over Laos soon detected massive buildups of materiel presumably intended for the PLAF.7 From these increases, Washington concluded that the DRVN was “forcing the military pace” in Laos and South Vietnam with one intention: to bring about “a showdown” below the seventeenth parallel.8

Vietnamese sources leave no doubt that that was indeed the case. In line with Resolution 9, “the most decisive requirement” of the revolution was by now “disintegration” of the ARVN, a revealing Central Committee report noted.9 Military struggle was “the deciding factor” to meet that end and generate a “decisive victory” within “a relatively short period of time.”10 Possibly, that meant two years, the time the party thought it had before Washington would be able to deploy its own combat forces in sufficient numbers and with sufficient equipment to challenge revolutionary forces effectively.11 The conflict in the South was no longer a “just struggle,” the Central Committee surmised; it had become a “just war.”12

Why did Hanoi think the NLF/PLAF could achieve “decisive victory” before Americanization of the war could be accomplished? Why was it so “optimistic” about its chances for promptly winning the military contest below the seventeenth parallel without even deploying PAVN units?13 First and foremost, Hanoi believed that “objective” conditions in the South were conducive to a speedy victory. On 30 January a second coup in Saigon ousted Diem’s assassins. In its aftermath, the situation in the RVN quickly “turned to disarray.”14 According to a SEATO Council report, the military situation became “extremely bad,” and there were no signs of it improving anytime soon.15 Deterioration of the military situation in the South was compounded by “the absence of a will to fight” on the part of some ARVN forces and the “tacit complicity with the NLF of a large portion of the rural population.”16 Politically and militarily, Canada’s ICSC delegation agreed, the scene below the seventeenth parallel was “disturbing and unsettled.” Unrest among Buddhists as well as Catholics suggested continuing and perhaps even mounting instability.17 Making matters worse for Saigon and Washington was the fact that southern opinion was becoming increasingly “indifferent to the political games of power” in the RVN because “people are tired of war.”18 An American assessment deplored the resulting “gradual abrading of the popular will to resistance” against communist insurgents.19 Canadian diplomats in the North Vietnamese capital reported that “general impression gathered from observers and foreign reps [in Hanoi] is that DRVN authorities are taking progressively more optimistic view of developments in RVN.” “Opinions offered by local officials are that war is going extremely well and total collapse may be expected after one or two more ‘coups.’”20

A second factor in Hanoi’s miscalculation was suggested in a Hoc tap article in January: the leadership there believed that socialist solidarity and the prospect of Chinese and Soviet involvement in an Americanized war would produce caution, perhaps even indecision, in Washington, certainly for a time and possibly long enough to delay the introduction of U.S. ground forces until the PLAF had had time to crush ARVN forces. “As long as imperialism exists, the imperialists can wage wars of aggression against small and weak countries,” the article stated. However, “the existence of the [big] socialist countries” and the recent momentum of world socialist and anti-imperialist movements confronted the Americans with a situation in which they had to be careful. In the foreseeable future at least, they were unlikely to dare committing their forces to any one of these multiple small wars that threatened to break out against them around the world. Should they do so, socialist and other anti-imperialist forces in Vietnam and elsewhere would surely prevail.21

Finally, as historian Gareth Porter has pointed out, DRVN leaders convinced themselves that in the near future Washington would refrain from committing its combat forces in the South because of “contradictions” at home and abroad. According to this reasoning, the intervention of American combat forces “would be opposed not only by the Vietnamese people, the socialist camp, and the [global] national liberation movement, but also by neutralist states, U.S. allies, and even the American people themselves.” Furthermore, Porter advanced, the leaders may have believed, as the logic in Hoc tap suggested, that Washington “could not afford to concentrate too many of its resources in a single place at the expense of its commitments elsewhere in the world.”22 Imperial overreach, in other words, militated against massive American intervention in Vietnam. An official Vietnamese source validates Porter’s assessment, contending that neither domestic nor international circumstances permitted Washington “immediately and all at once” to “commit the full force of U.S. military might to the Vietnam War.”23 If American policymakers did send U.S. combat forces to Vietnam, Hanoi estimated that intervention would be too limited to be determinative. More correctly, it calculated—albeit on the basis of quintessentially Marxist-Leninist considerations that did not accurately capture the Johnson administration’s actual thinking in the issue—that Washington would not use nuclear weapons in Vietnam, whatever the circumstances, despite Moscow’s fears on this point. “The imperialists wage wars to gain colonies, to turn them into dumping grounds for their goods, to force them to supply raw materials,” to exploit their labor force, Hoc tap reminded readers. Washington would never want to “seize a piece of land which has been contaminated by nuclear fallout,” where “imperialists themselves dare not set foot.”24

THE NEW REGIME ASSERTS ITSELF

The resulting changes in revolutionary strategy paralleled equally dramatic changes in party discourse. “Our southern compatriots can expect nothing from the ‘sincere desire for peace’ of the U.S. aggressors,” Hoc tap told readers in early 1964, “and cannot wait 15 or 20 years—when the socialist camp triumphs over the imperialist camp in the economic competition—to solve the problem of unifying Vietnam.” Instead, “they must rise up” violently, as the Chinese people had risen up under Mao in the 1940s.25 In the words of historian K. C. Chen, Hoc tap here “reaffirm[ed]” the decisions of the Ninth Plenum, rebutting the argument that people in the South should “pin their hope” on a diplomatic solution. It also “denied the thesis that [southerners] should wait for twenty more years for the reunification of Vietnam through peaceful and economic competition.” Instead, it upheld the imperative that Vietnamese revolutionaries should integrate political struggle with a more vigorous armed struggle.26

For the militants now calling the shots in Hanoi, war was “unavoidable” if the VWP was to resolve the contradictions dividing Vietnam from the United States and its allies. The struggle in the South was a zero-sum game; it could end only in “the disappearance of one [side] and the survival of the other.” “As long as imperialism exists, there will be the possibility of war. As long as class and class struggle exist there will be the possibility of revolutionary war in a country. As long as the oppression of a people by another people exists there will be the possibility of a war of national liberation.” It was therefore the “fundamental duty” of the Vietnamese, like other progressive peoples, to “step up revolutions for the liberation of peoples and the [world] socialist revolution.” It was also their duty to prosecute these revolutions by “making them continually successful, driving imperialism back step by step, knocking out imperialism organ by organ, and advancing toward complete destruction of imperialism.”27

Though more bellicose and dogmatic than its predecessor, the new regime was also cautious in its own way and calculating.28 It undertook at once to supply the NLF and PLAF with more advisers and materiel, as just noted, but directed them to work incrementally, to consolidate and safeguard the progress they made. “Attacks in stages” to “secure victory in stages” sloganized the strategy; revolutionary forces would not “win everything immediately.”29 The regime justified this caution in two ways. The PLAF was just now unable to defeat an enemy bloated on increased American aid in a single “general attack.”30 Also, piecemeal progress in the South was less likely to hasten American intervention.31 “We must find every means to limit the enemy to the kind of ‘special war’” now raging, the Politburo advised. “If the U.S. increases its involvement but the puppet armed forces are primary,” then the war in the South would remain “special”; however, “if the U.S. escalates to a point where U.S. forces are primary,” then the war would become “limited.” In the latter case, Washington was certain to introduce combat forces into the South and likely to use those forces to invade the North.32 That could have ruinous consequences; the recent experience of North Korea certainly suggested that. But averting an American invasion was also necessary because Moscow insisted that it would not be drawn into a military confrontation with the United States over Vietnam. Le Duan and other VWP militants may have resented Moscow for its stubborn refusal to condone military struggle in Vietnam, but even they recognized that achieving southern liberation would prove much more difficult if not impossible without Soviet political and, most crucially, material support. An “era of prolonged revolutionary crisis” had begun.33 If all went well, it would result in the destruction of Saigon’s armed forces before Washington understood what was happening and Moscow had a chance to punish Hanoi for its defiance.

The most obvious sign of Hanoi’s continued prudence was the delay in deploying PAVN units to the South.34 Admittedly, committing combat-ready PAVN units would fortify the communist-led military effort, but the liabilities seemed for the time being to exceed the benefits. Dispatching PAVN units to the South would notably increase the possibility of not just direct U.S. involvement in the South but also American invasion of the DRVN. It would surely outrage Moscow, possibly even end Soviet aid. The PAVN, for its part, was technically ready to fight but could benefit from more training and better supplying. Finally, the international community would likely condemn infiltration of PAVN units into the South at that point as a flagrant violation of the Geneva accords. If the condemnations were sufficiently strong and widespread, they might belie the claim that the conflagration in the South was a southern affair and in so doing validate Washington’s contention that it was in fact spawned and abetted by the North. Should that contention gain credence, it would tarnish the revolutionary effort, undercut the diplomatic struggle, and perhaps even provide a sound pretext for direct American intervention.

Foreign observers thought that another explanation for Hanoi’s continued caution might have to do with the inability of the forces at its disposal to sustain, for the time being at least, a “two-front” war, in the North and the South. Extension of the war to the North, a likely outcome following the deployment of PAVN units to the South, would be especially problematic because local militias were unprepared to fight. “We notice a certain neglect in the training of paramilitary forces by North Vietnamese cadres,” the French Delegation noted. Furthermore, according to this French assessment, the northern population “has a tendency to only concentrate its efforts on economic production,” and thus had no desire or incentive to prepare for its own defense. The consensus among the people was that national defense should be the exclusive responsibility of PAVN forces. “Such an attitude,” the assessment reckoned, “constitutes revisionism” in the language of DRVN authorities and might pose a significant problem in the event of American aggression against the North.35 Even Hoc tap acknowledged northerners’ “fairly widespread lack of interest” in the southern insurgency, as well as their tendency to blame poor conditions in the DRVN on the situation in the South.”36 Le Duan and his comrades thus “moved warily.”37

Ideally for Hanoi, the PLAF would succeed in crushing the ARVN before the Americans committed their own troops. As long as that scenario remained plausible, as long as the apparent liabilities outweighed the potential benefits of direct northern military intervention in the South, Hanoi could—and would—resist deploying PAVN units to the area below the seventeenth parallel.

RESISTING ALIGNMENT WITH BEIJING

Resolution 9 and the concomitant silencing of opposition voices markedly impacted Hanoi’s relations with the Soviet Union and the PRC. Knowing that Moscow would be none too pleased by the results of the VWP Central Committee’s Ninth Plenum, Hanoi sent a delegation of high-ranking leaders, including Le Duan and Le Duc Tho, to Moscow to assure Soviet leaders that Resolution 9 constituted neither a challenge to peaceful coexistence nor a statement of intent to align with Beijing in the Sino-Soviet dispute, that it was simply a policy document dealing with conditions in and specific necessities for Vietnam. When the delegation asked for Soviet endorsement of Hanoi’s new strategy and material support for its implementation, Khrushchev responded that the Soviet Union could not approve such a hazardous initiative and would provide no weaponry to help the NLF/PLAF or the DRVN meet their objectives militarily in the South.38 That the VWP had failed to consult Moscow before shifting gears in the South, opting instead to present the Soviets with a fait accompli, clearly rankled Khrushchev.39 “Something much less than complete identity of views was reached,” one report of the meeting noted.40 The Vietnamese received “no promise of Soviet aid”; in fact, they left Moscow “with nothing.”41

During and after the delegation’s visit, the Soviets remained adamant that Hanoi escalate the hostilities in the South no further, resolve its problems there diplomatically, and do nothing else that might devolve into a nuclear confrontation between themselves and the United States.42 In retrospect, the visit itself proved more important than its results. The fact that Le Duan and Le Duc Tho, respectively the number one and two figures in the new DRVN regime, personally traveled to Moscow to confer with Khrushchev demonstrated their desire to maintain close ties to the Soviet Union.43 The Canadian Embassy in Moscow inferred from the “amiable tone” of the concluding joint communiqué that the Vietnamese had succeeded, to a degree at least, in assuring the Soviets that they hoped to maintain adequate relations with Moscow even as they engaged in war in the South and the Sino-Soviet dispute continued.44

Mao, who had recently finally endorsed violent revolution in Vietnam, for his part was most gratified by news of the adoption of Resolution 9 and by what he thought were sure signs that the Vietnamese were aligning with Beijing in the Sino-Soviet dispute. At once he substantially increased Chinese assistance, both military and economic, to the DRVN.45 The increase rested on not just ideological but also political calculations: the desire to “guarantee Hanoi’s obligation to stand on China’s side” in the Sino-Soviet split and to demonstrate that “the center of world revolution had shifted to Beijing.”46 In fact, for Beijing at this point, Hanoi may have been “less important as an ideological ally than as the best and closest living example of the ongoing processes of world revolution.”47 According to a cynical estimate, the PRC helped Vietnam at this point because it hoped thereby—naïvely in retrospect—to extend its hegemony over Indochina.48 For its own aggrandizement, in this view, Beijing was prepared to support war in Vietnam “to the last Vietnamese.”49 More reassuringly, in June Chinese foreign minister Chen Yi promised Hanoi increased support in the event hostilities spread in the South, including troop support if the United States invaded the North: “The Chinese people will not sit idly,” Chen pledged, “while the Geneva agreements are completely torn up and the flames of war spread” to North Vietnam.50

Whatever motivated these promises, Mao misread the meaning of Resolution 9. Despite what the substance and attendant consequences of the resolution suggested, Hanoi would not side openly with Beijing in the Sino-Soviet dispute. Completely at odds with the Soviets over southern strategy, Le Duan’s regime nonetheless wanted no break with Moscow, as Tirana and Beijing had made, and insisted instead on continuing to cultivate the VWP’s traditional relationship with the CPSU, as just noted.51 The French general delegate thought militant leaders in Hanoi remained “honestly concerned” about the negative effects of the Sino-Soviet split on the socialist camp, and thus avoided polemics against Moscow even when adhering to Chinese revolutionary prescriptions.52

When Beijing proposed a meeting of Asian communist parties without Soviet participation and promised Hanoi a billion yuan in aid if it refused further assistance from Moscow, Hanoi demurred.53 The reasons for the demurral were calculated, reflecting the operational realism of decision-makers who remained highly dogmatic on larger, strategic matters. Indeed, the means Le Duan and his entourage used to meet their desired ends often reflected pragmatism on their part, but those ends remained the product of rigid ideological convictions. In this instance, the Politburo understood that the international clout of the Soviet Union was greater than that of China, and Moscow’s nuclear arsenal represented important insurance against an American invasion of North Vietnam.54 Also, Soviet industrial technology remained necessary for socialist development in the North, to which they remained committed. Hanoi’s problem continued to be, as economists Adam Fforde and Suzanne Paine have documented, that the DRVN had an “aggravated shortage economy,” which had to import “almost all modern means of production,” principally from the Soviet Union.55 Lastly, the Soviet military arsenal far surpassed anything the Chinese had to offer and would be indispensable for protecting the DRVN in the event of war with the United States.56 “Hanoi’s own arms and ammunition production capability is limited,” American intelligence estimates indicated in 1964. “It produces only small quantities of mortars, bazookas, grenades, and light arms.” Its arms repair capabilities were similarly limited. “The most notable North Vietnamese inadequacies,” this estimate added, “are concentrated in heavy ordnance equipment such as artillery and armor.”57

Despite recent advances in all areas of Vietnamese deficiency, China remained incapable of supplying the machinery and expertise necessary to enable the DRVN to manufacture and stockpile the weaponry necessary to fight the Americans.58 It produced little sophisticated military hardware of its own, which partially explained its staggering human losses in the Korea War. “If the DRV did get deeply committed to China in the Sino-Soviet dispute,” a British assessment noted with these considerations in mind, “then Soviet reprisals, involving sharp declines in the level of Russian/E[ast] European trade, economic aid and military aid could be confidently predicted.”59 At that time, the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe accounted for a much larger share of DRVN foreign trade than China, 55 percent compared to 30 percent, according to an American estimate.60 In practice, then, Hanoi had to stay “on good terms” with Moscow to continue receiving “desperately needed machinery and certain raw materials which the Chinese cannot furnish.”61 Though military aid from Moscow was just then less than that from Beijing, southern liberation, national reunification, and socialist transformation might be unachievable without Soviet support.62

Geography and history were also likely factors that encouraged Hanoi to keep its distance from Beijing. Vietnamese militants were enamored with China’s revolutionary achievements, but they remained wary of Chinese interference in Vietnamese affairs and thus “justifiably apprehensive about future Chinese policy and actions” relating to Vietnam. “The Vietnamese for all their talk of the brotherhood of communists have not forgotten their 1,000 years of subjection to China,” the British Consulate noted.63 According to this reasoning, Hanoi preserved its alliance with Moscow because that allowed it to offset Chinese influence in Vietnam and the rest of Indochina.64 Breaking with Moscow and complete unity of views with China, coupled with more or less absolute dependence on Chinese aid, could turn the DRVN into “little more than another Chinese province.”65 Le Duan and his regime would never submit to a revolutionary strategy dictated by either Beijing or Moscow.66


Finally, Hanoi rejected alignment with Beijing because it understood that to do so would not alter Soviet behavior but only widen the fissures in the socialist camp.67 As Le Duc Tho noted, the VWP had no quarrel with the CPSU; rather, it thought individuals within it embraced erroneous views. “Our party,” Tho wrote, “draws a political line between the Tito revisionist clique that betrays Marxism-Leninism and persons that [sic] commit mistakes in revising Marxism-Leninism in a number of brother parties.”68 Some sources suggest that a preliminary draft of Resolution 9 named Khrushchev as a revisionist, but, at Le Duan’s urging, his name was dropped.69 A document in the Vietnamese archives, the draft of a report Pham Van Dong presented, in revised form, to the National Assembly, seems to substantiate that suggestion. One section of the fifty-page report was “sanitized,” redacted by censors. That section discusses the need for the party and government to “resolutely oppose [twenty to twenty-two characters here sanitized, enough for a reference to “Nikita Khrushchev and” in Vietnamese] modern revisionism in order to protect” the unity of the socialist movement.70 A personal attack on Khrushchev would likely have led to an open break with Moscow, much as had happened to Albania after Hoxha publicly denounced the Soviet leader and pointedly aligned his country with China in the Sino-Soviet dispute. “In toeing the Chinese ideological line,” Ottawa concluded, “Hanoi has meticulously avoided overt criticism of the Soviet Union and has refrained from indulging in Sino-Soviet polemics.” Since the DRVN was “a small state without the complex international interests of either of its two giant allies, the North Vietnamese would clearly prefer to be left free to tackle their own internal problems and this can be the case only when a state of harmony exists within the communist camp.”71

VOICING DISPLEASURE AT MOSCOW

Although Hanoi would not align with Beijing in the Sino-Soviet dispute, there were ample signs of its displeasure with Moscow. For example, the only foreign-language bookstore in the capital displayed Chinese and Albanian but not Russian works on ideology; the Russian works on display were technical manuals and novels.72 Also, the DRVN now hosted larger numbers of Chinese than Soviet technical experts, including military advisers. On the basis of these and other indicators, the British Consulate surmised that “Chinese influence in all spheres” was fast becoming “much greater than that of the Russians” in the North.73 Government officials soon regularly referred to Chinese as “comrades” and Soviets as “friends,” even in conversations with Soviet diplomats.74 These tendencies clearly disturbed Soviet diplomats, who concluded that Hanoi was now “mainly pro-Chinese.”75 Equally revealing were public references by Vietnamese to Soviet and other European communists in the capital as “Communist Americans” because of their “bourgeois” lifestyle. That perception stemmed largely from the fact that Eastern Europeans in Hanoi tended to live in large houses with servants and had access to automobiles. In these things, they contrasted with the PRC nationals, including diplomats, whom Beijing ordered to live under the same conditions as average Vietnamese, sharing the same standard of living without exception.76

The leadership in Hanoi also expressed its dissatisfaction with Moscow through veiled, deniable polemics. References to Tito and “Yugoslav revisionism” in Hoc tap and other publications were unmistakable stand-ins for Khrushchev and peaceful coexistence. Pointedly, party publications denounced revisionism in the same language the Chinese had used against the Soviets in 1960–61.77 A dangerously bold denunciation of revisionism, and thus implicitly of Khrushchev, appeared in Hoc tap in January 1964. It included criticism of individual revisionists in the socialist camp, clearly implying that Khrushchev’s turpitude was second only to Tito’s. Revisionists, the article insisted, were damaging the cause of world revolution. They failed to acknowledge capitalism as the intrinsic cause of colonialism and imperialism, as well as the wars and oppressions those “isms” spawned. They thus failed to see that to drop the struggle against those “isms” for the chimera of peaceful coexistence was an act of “political naïveté.” The idea that peace could be achieved without destroying capitalism and imperialism was “an illusion.” There was no shortcut to a better world. To renounce the struggle against capitalism and imperialism was to act “without any class spirit,” “to close one’s eyes to objective realities,” to “distort Marxism-Leninism.” Such attitudes desecrated revolutionary ideology and amounted to counterrevolutionary malpractice. To pursue accommodation with the West was “by [its] nature, a plot to protect the capitalist system,” a preliminary not to “the funeral of capitalism” but to “the funeral of socialism.” Lenin had said it long ago: imperialism, “with all its capitalist strength and its perfectly organized military techniques, cannot, under any circumstances, live beside the Soviet Union.”

If peaceful coexistence was counterrevolutionary, the article continued, the fear that escalating the war in the South might force Moscow into a nuclear confrontation was irrational. “In the recent Korean War between socialist Korea and imperialist United States, there was neither peaceful coexistence nor nuclear war,” the article noted. Similarly, “between the Korean people and U.S. imperialists at present there is still neither peaceful coexistence nor nuclear war.” More recently, the Cuban missile crisis had similarly demonstrated that nuclear war was a remote possibility. “In the past revolutionary struggle between the Cuban people and the U.S. imperialists, there was neither peaceful coexistence nor nuclear war”; there was instead a “state of ‘cold war.’” As a result of its defiance, Cuba “earned the right to survive beside the imperialist United States” and “‘coexist’ with it” on Havana’s terms.78

In June, Hoc tap published another scathing criticism of revisionism, arguably the harshest to date. This editorial was remarkable less for its substance than for its tone. Entitled “Preserving International Solidarity and Struggling against Divisive Maneuvers,” it repeated the usual charges against revisionism, reviled the “treachery” of those who condoned it, and iterated the importance of adhering to the “just line” of Marxism-Leninism, which meant avoiding the trappings of peaceful coexistence. The ferocity of the attack was unprecedented. “If Hanoi is not yet at the point of delivering personal insults, its tone is nonetheless becoming increasingly polemical,” the French general delegate wrote of the editorial. “Until now, when [Hanoi] wanted to criticize the Soviet line, it was the revisionism of Tito and his clique that was highlighted.” That was no longer the case. “If the Hoc tap editorial does not go as far as naming the CPSU and its chief, its contents leave no doubt about the identity of the modern revisionists targeted by the criticism.” If there were uncertainties before as to where the VWP stood on matters of East-West relations and the Sino-Soviet dispute over revolutionary strategy, the editorial dissipated them. “Through this editorial of polemical tone and of clearly directed criticisms,” the French delegate opined, “the DRVN has taken a definitive step on the path of pure and simple alignment with Chinese positions.”79

Why had Hanoi adopted so strident a tone? The French delegate believed the leadership felt it had to “strive for unity in order to allow the struggle against revisionism to achieve its objectives, that is the triumph of Marxism-Leninism, the squashing of revisionism, and the elimination of leaders guilty of [revisionism].” “The Chinese could not ask for more,” he concluded.80 Hanoi’s exasperation with Moscow was confirmed when the former boldly rejected an invitation from the CPSU to participate in a conference of world communist parties to address the Sino-Soviet dispute and other problems.81 Shortly thereafter, DRVN authorities prohibited the sale of Pravda, the CPSU organ available only at the foreign-language bookstore in Hanoi, to its own nationals so they would not find out how Soviet positions on current issues contrasted with those of Hanoi.82 The new regime was clearly not shy about signaling its displeasure to Moscow.83 What it was shy about, as noted earlier, was breaking its alliance with the Soviets. One scholar has attributed the boldness of the militants now in charge of DRVN decision-making to their confidence that “active elements” in the CPSU would sooner or later convince Khrushchev to revisit his stance on peaceful coexistence or would engineer his removal from power.84

In retrospect, one can say that DRVN leaders were as tactful as they had to be on matters concerning relations with allies and the Sino-Soviet dispute. They championed socialist solidarity because they needed the benefits it promised domestically, but also because they considered it imperative for the success of the world revolution, in which they firmly believed. In 1964, Hanoi was less pro-Chinese than anti–peaceful coexistence.85 Its increasing dependence on China was “very largely unwilling,” and its long-standing admiration of the Soviet Union never changed.86 But by then, it had concluded that the CPSU’s stance on capitalist-socialist relations threatened the future of the revolution in the South and around the world generally. That belief probably accounted for the panicky aspects of the views expressed in Hoc tap and the subtle and not-so-subtle belittlement of the Soviets. Insofar as this was indeed the case, the course pursued by Hanoi was contoured less by fear of offending Moscow than by genuine concern for the consequences of disarray in the socialist camp and of peaceful coexistence. The Soviets could do little to change this mindset. Moscow at that juncture—as at any other, for that matter—had “minimal influence” in Hanoi; it was, in fact, often a mere “spectator to events” in that country.87

SEEKING UNITY AND IDEOLOGICAL CONFORMITY AT HOME

As the purge of “deviationists” in the VWP and other circles continued, some critics of the new road to liberation in the South kept making trouble. “Many comrades do not yet understand clearly the theoretical and practical bases of strategic and tactical matters” or “the essence of the differences in the international communist movement,” the Politburo noted. Also, a number of cadres and members remained “under the influence of revisionism,” and therefore “do not yet fully grasp the basic requirements for victory and the central issues of the party line.”88 Le Duc Tho himself complained a little later that many “comrades” did not yet share the “viewpoints” of the Central Committee and continued to “express their own view.”89 To address this problem, the party stressed “the development of the spirit of revolutionary struggle and of workers’ socialist consciousness” and redoubled its effort to combat rightism, revisionism, and individualism in party ranks.90 In fact, the work of ideological indoctrination soon reached “exaggerated” levels.91

The seriousness of persisting problems was such that the VWP Secretariat convened a “special political conference” on 27–28 March to address them. The conference assembled 320 representatives of mass organizations, ethnic and religious minorities, and other groups.92 The evident purpose was to “demonstrate the complete unity of all elements of North Vietnamese society” behind the party’s decision to “upgrade the importance of supporting the war in the South.”93 According to another statement, the aim was to “bolster morale and to arouse enthusiasm for greater united effort to overcome chronic problems,” including “the apparent lack of collective drive” and “popular apathy in the face of continued hardships” along the new road to southern liberation.94 The conference may also have been prompted by concern that an American attack on the DRVN was imminent, suggested by the simultaneous decision to place air-defense units on wartime status.95

The conference showcased Ho Chi Minh and other luminaries who appealed for unity and ideological conformity, and called on the northern people to support Hanoi and its policies. The contents of Ho’s address are suggestive of the party’s problems.96 Instead of summarizing and praising the new strategy in the South, Ho dwelled on the party’s commitment to peaceful reunification of the country. Party and government leaders alike, Ho declared, supported the demands of the NLF that “an end be put to the U.S. imperialists’ intervention in South Viet-Nam, that U.S. troops and arms be withdrawn, and that the people of South Viet-Nam be left to solve by themselves their internal affairs.” Coming on the heels of Resolution 9, these formulations suggested that Ho dissented from the new strategic line more than he endorsed it.

But Ho did not stop here. “With regard to the peaceful reunification of Viet-Nam,” he continued, “our government has repeatedly made clear its views and attitude” and “unreservedly” supported the “urgent demand of our people throughout the country” to “reunify the Fatherland by peaceful means.” Pending national reunification, he said, DRVN authorities would “undertake not to spread propaganda to divide the people or in favor of war” and “not use military forces” against the South Vietnamese regime. Implicitly, Ho criticized the new militancy, which by one account was “remarkable against the backdrop of the official anti-revisionist stand of the December Central Committee plenum and the subsequent spate of documents attacking, indirectly but unmistakably, Soviet policy.” Possibly, Ho attempted through his speech to use his popularity inside and outside the party to “reassert more moderate policy lines.”97 According to an American assessment, Ho’s speech indicated that moderates might have been “fighting a rear guard action” against the militants now in charge of DRVN decision-making.98

Despite this slant, the Politburo did not censure Ho’s speech. Perhaps the militants who now controlled that organ hoped that the speech’s conciliatory tone would serve their purposes, including appeasement of those who continued to hope for a negotiated solution. Ho’s tone and sedateness may have reassured critics that the new revolutionary line had important continuities with the old one. Certainly that would have reverberated to the advantage of the new regime, and thereby of national unity in a time of uncertainty and transition, and may also have alerted the North Vietnamese people to the challenges that lay ahead. Interestingly, none of the leading militants addressed the Secretariat’s conference. “The most striking aspect of the conference,” one assessment noted, was its failure to address Resolution 9 and the “attendant internal antirevisionist campaign.”99 That was no doubt by design. The purposes of the conference were surely best served among doubters by featuring speakers such as Ho and Giap, who were widely respected for their judiciousness.

In the ensuing days and weeks, the addresses of Ho and other moderates were widely publicized in the North. The final resolution of the conference, which concluded that “our entire party, entire people, entire armed forces have united and must unite even more,” was similarly disseminated.100 “The special political conference and the Central Committee’s Resolution 9 are a bright torch for our people and a powerful source of encouragement for each [social] class to have fervent revolutionary momentum in the face of new important responsibilities,” a member of the National Assembly observed.101 An official assessment concluded that Ho’s pleas for unity had the potential to “establish big results” provided “ideological propaganda and education” continued to emphasize “close unity of consciousness.”102 Hanoi indeed stressed Ho’s themes that year, as well as hard work and sacrifice. “Each of us must work like two,” Ho Chi Minh had insisted.103 It did not hurt these efforts that the United States soon precipitated a series of incidents that authenticated the views of the leadership.

To muster support for the new revolutionary line in the armed forces, in May Hoc tap commemorated the tenth anniversary of Dien Bien Phu by highlighting the parallels between the party’s triumphant strategy then and that adopted at the Ninth Plenum. “The lesson of Dien Bien Phu” was that strategies and tactics like those outlined in Resolution 9 explained the 1954 victory. Back then, the commitment to ideological conformity—the “education given us by the party”—and the “sweeping struggle” against “rightist [i.e., moderate] negative thinking” had led to the defeat of an enemy “many times stronger in weapons and equipment.” The recent debate over strategy had echoed the deliberations that preceded the victory at Dien Bien Phu: whether merely to defend liberated areas or “assume an active, offensive posture.” In the earlier instance, cadres cowed by fear had favored defense, which would surely have led to annihilation. “Thanks to the skillful strategic leadership of the party Central Committee,” the revolution had instead followed an aggressive, bellicose course that led to the enemy’s “destruction.” A bold, forward strategy had saved the revolution in 1954; it would do the same now.104

Quelling popular dissent in the North was more problematic. Groups and individuals across the DRVN continued to engage in subversive activities, which the Politburo took seriously enough to counter.105 Among them were “counterrevolutionaries,” including spies and foreign agents, as well as corrupt civil servants and disloyal party members.106 Of greatest concern to the authorities, however, were religious and ethnic minorities. Catholics remained an especially problematic group. Despite the party’s every effort, relations with them remained strained. In early 1964, individual priests still engaged in seditious activities; entire parishes “had not yet participated directly in the struggle against imperialism”; and some party members and cadres still harbored prejudice against Catholics.107 Hanoi also worried about the subversive potential of the Buddhist clergy, whose 1963 protests in the South had played a meaningful role in the demise of the Diem regime. Those protests, the Central Committee feared, might have radicalized their counterparts in the North.108 Ethnic minorities also balked at following the new “mass line,” while some communities and individuals in the general population manifested “subjective tendencies” and “impatience.” That is, some displayed excessive eagerness to transform the North and liberate the South, while others were overcome by the “fear of difficulties” characteristic of “backward masses.” Finally, party leaders and security forces were fearful of disaffection in highland minority regions and prioritized the indoctrination, mobilization, and “pacification” of people there.109

Out of Politburo concerns about these and related problems, in April 1964 there emerged an “emulation” campaign under the slogan “Each Person Works Like Two, Strives to Build and Protect the North, and Actively Supports the Southern Liberation Revolution.” The aims of the campaign were to encourage unity by exhorting northerners to remind themselves of the sufferings of compatriots in the South, the need to sacrifice on the southerners’ behalf, and the need to steel themselves for war in the North. The Americans were for all intents and purposes waging war in the South, DRVN leaders thought, and sabotaging the North. In light of the Central Committee’s decision to dramatically escalate the insurgency in the South, Washington’s next move would likely involve aerial and naval bombardments of the DRVN itself, the leaders portentously noted.110

HEIGHTENING CONCERNS ABOUT AMERICAN INTERVENTION

On 19 April, “reactionary” elements in the Laotian armed forces staged a coup in Vientiane. Though Prince Souvanna Phouma continued as prime minister there, the new coalition he presided over was henceforth dominated by right-wingers.111 Hanoi immediately accused the United States of engineering the coup.112 For DRVN leaders, this recalled Diem’s overthrow by military counterrevolutionaries and reinforced militant convictions about the reach of American subversion in Indochina. Shortly thereafter, Laotian government forces with air support from the Americans and their Thai allies clashed with communist forces in various parts of Laos, heightening concerns in Hanoi about the situation across Indochina.113 DRVN leaders suspected, with good cause, that the successive coups in Saigon and Vientiane foreshadowed an overthrow of the neutralist government of Norodom Sihanouk and its replacement with one controlled by factions beholden to the United States.114

On 6 July, Hanoi placed its navy on wartime status in response to increasingly intrusive patrols in the Tonkin Gulf by American warships, some of which it believed had violated DRVN territorial waters.115 The warships, we now know, collected intelligence, intercepted North Vietnamese communications, and may have provided indirect support to South Vietnamese commando units engaged in subversion in the DRVN. By this time the latter program was spreading disinformation about widespread resistance to the DRVN government, flooding the country with counterfeit currency to create economic havoc, and encouraging dissidence among ethnic minorities.116 These operations contributed to Hanoi’s difficulties administering minority-dominated areas in the North.117


Concerns about American intentions in Vietnam and the rest of Indochina prompted Hanoi to place the rest of its armed forces on wartime alert.118 By the end of July 1964, as an official history of the PAVN puts it, “all preparations for combat by our armed forces” had “essentially been completed.”119 By that time DRVN leaders were also bracing civilians for imminent war, directing them to dig trenches in Hanoi and elsewhere, and testing alarm sirens, all of which helped persuade “skeptics and those indifferent of the reality of the danger” that war was indeed in the offing.120

Rising tensions with the United States were not happenstance; they resulted largely from the Central Committee’s decision to endorse a war to defeat Saigon and its backers in the South. This reality was not lost on DRVN leaders, who understood the implications of their decision so well that they anticipated Washington’s next move with relative accuracy and prepared accordingly. Hanoi declared itself ready to “cope with any situation” and braced the North for war a full month before the first attack. A similar scenario played out below the seventeenth parallel, where Hanoi prepared revolutionary forces for possible combat against American forces. Just as the militant Vietnamese version of Marxism-Leninism had conditioned the decision to endorse war, so it now informed Hanoi’s actions. The perception of Washington as capable of every transgression conditioned Le Duan and his close advisers to plan for the most unenviable contingencies, just as it convinced them that only war could “liberate” the South and that negotiations with the United States were pointless.121 After Resolution 9, they never gave the people in either half of Vietnam false hopes that a wider war could be averted, even though that remained their own hope. As committed ideologues, they accepted “worst-case beliefs” about Washington.122

Concerned about the mounting tensions in Vietnam, Beijing dispatched Zhou Enlai to Hanoi to discuss and assess the situation. Beijing’s policy was to help the Vietnamese materially and politically meet their current revolutionary objectives, while preparing the PRC to deal with American military intervention in Indochina. Zhou repeated Chen Yi’s pledge that should Washington invade the DRVN, Beijing would send armed forces to North Vietnam to resist the invaders.123 The apparent full commitment of Beijing to the liberation cause in Vietnam only reinforced the views of leftist ideologues in the VWP.

REJECTING NEGOTIATIONS

Confidence in their forces’ ability to expeditiously decimate the ARVN, support for that endeavor from China, and their own assessment of other “objective realities” prompted DRVN leaders to reject secret peace overtures that Washington advanced through the Canadians that summer. In May, the Johnson administration asked Ottawa to open a channel with Hanoi via its ICSC commissioner. The aim was to inform Hanoi that Washington held it “directly responsible” for ongoing hostilities in the South, and although “US public and official patience with North Vietnamese aggression is growing extremely thin,” the American president was “fundamentally a man of peace” still willing to consider a negotiated settlement of the crisis below the seventeenth parallel.124 By official account, Washington was “requesting Canadian good offices to ‘convey signals’ to Hanoi both so that the North Vietnamese leaders would understand the seriousness of the United States determination and also in order to learn something of North Vietnam’s intentions.”125

During an 18 June meeting, the Canadian ICSC commissioner, Blair Seaborn, apprised Pham Van Dong of Hanoi’s responsibility for the southern insurgency and Johnson’s desire for peace, adding that “the greatest devastation would of course result for the DRVN” should the conflict in the South continue to escalate. Dong “understood [the] importance and context” of the message and the “seriousness with which [the] USA views the situation in Southeast Asia,” Seaborn thought, but he rejected the American threat and expressed no desire to negotiate. Defiantly, in words that reflected the ruling clique’s belief that diplomacy was futile under current conditions, Dong told Seaborn that “if war was pushed to [the] North, we are a socialist country, one of the socialist countries, you know, and the people will rise”; the Vietnamese would “struggle regardless of sacrifice.”126 After the meeting, Seaborn told Ottawa he saw “no signs of war weariness in Hanoi” and “no indications of weakening resolve among the DRVN leadership.”127 Dong’s assertions “carried a good deal of conviction as if really believed,” he added. On the basis of his exchanges with Dong and other ranking North Vietnamese, Seaborn concluded that “DRVN leaders are completely convinced that military action at any level is not going to bring success” for Washington and its allies in Saigon.128 In other words, Hanoi saw no need to negotiate because it thought it could, and surely would, win the enhanced military effort it had just launched in the South.

At a second meeting with Dong in August, shortly after the Tonkin Gulf incident discussed below, Seaborn reiterated the American threat of escalation and Washington’s appeal for negotiations. Dong became “very angry” upon hearing the threat, provocatively stating that the “more [the] USA spreads war, [the] greater will be its ultimate defeat.”129 After this meeting, Seaborn told Ottawa that Dong again “gave no indication of being worried by [the] firmness of [the] USA [message] I delivered.” “I think he is genuinely convinced that things are bound to go his way in Indochina and that there is therefore no need to seek compromise.”130 Later that year, at Washington’s urging, Seaborn tried to arrange a third meeting with Dong, but the prime minister refused even to see him.131 While the previous regime in Hanoi had always been shy about the prospect of war with the United States, Le Duan’s team was clearly less so.

Like de Gaulle’s neutralization scheme of the year before, Washington’s initiative through the Canadians, backed as it was by a blustering threat that ignored Hanoi’s understanding of its situation and purposes, was too little too late. In fact, the chances for a diplomatic solution at that point were even slimmer than they had been the year before—that is, essentially nonexistent. Le Duan and his associates were firmly at the helm in Hanoi by now, and nothing short of American capitulation would constitute agreeable terms for a settlement. “What is the only solution?” a member of the DRVN National Assembly asked in reference to a diplomatic settlement during a July session. “It is that the Americans must respect and strictly adhere to the 1954 Geneva accords; it is that the American imperialists withdraw their forces from Vietnam at once,” he answered—that they, in short, capitulate.132 Indeed, at this point a settlement acceptable to Hanoi would have to include not only immediate, unilateral, and unconditional American disengagement from Indochina but also replacement of the regime in Saigon with a provisional coalition dominated by neutralists and communists, and prompt unification of Vietnam under its aegis. No one in Washington could conceive of such demands by so puny a state as the DRVN, and certainly not as preconditions for negotiations. The two sides thus literally talked past each other. The impasse would have to be resolved on battlefields in Vietnam and in arenas of international politics, and that was just fine for Le Duan’s regime.

Some historians believe that even at this late date VWP leaders could have been coaxed into compromise—that Washington, not Hanoi, was the intransigent party. Short of capitulation, there is little Washington could now have offered that had any prospect of influencing Hanoi’s behavior. Thus the most that can be said of the view that compromise was still possible is that Hanoi may have agreed to talk but not to negotiate.133 Admittedly, the DRVN publicly and sometimes privately professed willingness to engage in “contacts” (tiep xuc), in its terminology, with its enemies or third parties to discuss the situation in the South, but it never intended to negotiate earnestly. Instead, it sought to probe American and South Vietnamese intentions while improving its international image.

For example, earlier in the year the director of the External Affairs Bureau of the DRVN Foreign Ministry had asked for a meeting with the British consul. During the meeting, in circuitous language, the director indicated Hanoi’s willingness to “carry on a dialogue” with London with a view to formal talks on the future of the South. “It is difficult to see at present what this could be,” the consul wrote of the initiative, “but I think there are signs—and this approach to us may be one of them—that the D.R.V. Government is prepared to be more flexible in their approach to the South Vietnamese question if they saw any possibility of a solution which would remove from South Vietnam what they consider as American aggression there and a threat to North Vietnam.”134 In this instance, the contact served as a safety valve for Hanoi should problems in the South worsen, just as it created a more positive impression of the DRVN leadership in London.


The more the DRVN seemed committed to peaceful settlement in the South, the easier it was to win battles of public opinion at home and abroad and to secure political and material support from the Soviet Union. But Hanoi had no thought of entering into “peace negotiations” (thuong luong hoa binh), that is, actually to work for a diplomatic solution. “At this stage,” the Canadian Department of External Affairs surmised in July on the basis of the Seaborn-Dong talks, as well as public and private statements by DRVN leaders, there was “no indication” that a constructive dialogue between Hanoi and Washington was even possible.135

Hanoi refused to work toward a diplomatic solution at that point for two main reasons. First, it did not trust Washington’s motives in asking for negotiations. American peace overtures were deceitful delaying tactics to gain time for the regime in Saigon, window dressing to dissimulate the Johnson administration’s true intention of waging war in the South until the liberation movement was annihilated.136 Second, an interlude of negotiations could only soften the now steely resolve of DRVN leaders and other militants in both halves of Vietnam who had long wanted to use force to bring about reunification. When a western diplomat asked in confidence in the summer of 1964 for his reaction to a recent suggestion by Norodom Sihanouk that there be a new Geneva Conference on Indochina, DRVN foreign minister Xuan Thuy replied bluntly that a Geneva agreement “solving” the Vietnamese crisis already existed; it was for the Americans and their Saigon allies to implement that agreement since they were the ones violating it.137

At that juncture Hanoi might have accepted a bilateral agreement with Saigon neutralizing the South on terms similar to those negotiated for Laos in 1962, but the neutrality would be brief, simply a means for Hanoi to achieve its goal furtively. “Bringing about neutrality,” the party then calculated, “will have a very big impact on intermediary classes in the South, undermine capitalist classes, win over socialist and neutral countries, divide the imperialists and isolate to a large degree the American imperialists and their puppets.” In other words, neutrality would serve revolutionary purposes, compelling Washington to withdraw its presence in the South and its aid to the Saigon regime, both necessary preconditions of a neutralization agreement. Neutrality would thus not be nonalignment. On the contrary, the only formula Hanoi would agree to “is to be guided by our party.” Neutrality and the concomitant coalition government that would oversee it “can only occur once our forces in the South are very strong, in a vantage position totally to our advantage,” which would enable Hanoi to steer the neutral government on a “correct” course.138

As this suggests, Hanoi’s nonnegotiable objective was political amalgamation of the area below the seventeenth parallel into the polity created above that line in 1954, under exclusive control of the party. This is what Washington would have to agree to, even agree to facilitate, if it wanted a diplomatic settlement with Hanoi in 1964. That is what it means to say that DRVN leaders sought peace “on their terms.”139 They would agree to stopgap measures on the way to their objective, but only as ploys to expedite American disengagement and only when absolutely necessary. They had nothing to negotiate but the specifics of American disengagement and their takeover of the South. They had negotiated in 1954 in Geneva with humiliating and devastating results. To assume that Le Duan’s regime would repeat that error in 1964 is therefore misguided. To that regime, peace meant independence, prompt national unification, triumphant socialism—in a word, victory.

To appreciate these realities, it is important to remind ourselves of the nature of the men who controlled decision-making in Hanoi in 1964. Le Duan, Le Duc Tho, Nguyen Chi Thanh, Pham Hung, and the regime’s other leading figures were hard-line, invested communists. Their worldview was rooted in battle-hardened experience and lifetimes of sacrifice for the revolution, in the South specifically. Like many who fought there during the Indochina War, they had felt betrayed by the decision to forgo total victory after Dien Bien Phu and negotiate instead. The Geneva fiasco, as they looked back on it, had been an exercise in compromise that reinforced their sense of betrayal. Repatriated to the North at different times before and after that fiasco, they witnessed the near annihilation of the southern revolutionary movement they had fought so hard for because of an old guard’s faith in diplomacy, its renunciation of violence, and its fear of war with the United States.

These personal experiences steeled their thinking and sense of revolutionary purpose, and made any diplomatic arrangement that fell short of their terms unimaginable. There was no realistic chance that such men could have negotiated a settlement acceptable to Washington or Saigon under the circumstances that existed in 1964. William Turley was not entirely incorrect when he wrote that Hanoi may have been willing to negotiate “but not over what it maintained were basic national rights that had been guaranteed by the Geneva Agreements.”140 Nguyen Vu Tung said it better in his assessment of VWP diplomacy: “Opening contacts with the [enemy] during this time was not a priority for the DRV, due to both internal and external factors.”141

Though Hanoi felt no compulsion to negotiate with Saigon, unless of course its maximalist demands were met, some members of the NLF may have secretly contacted RVN authorities to discuss reduction of the scale of hostilities and the possibility of solving their differences diplomatically. In June, the RVN minister of state confessed to the British ambassador in Saigon that “he was in touch with certain Viet Cong elements with the tacit consent of the [RVN] Prime Minister.” The ambassador reported to London that he thought this initiative from Saigon constituted “positive evidence” of a disposition on Saigon’s part to negotiate with the NLF and vice versa. It also confirmed a previous report that General Nguyen Khanh, the RVN prime minister after the 30 January coup, “was contemplating an eventual deal with the insurgents.”142 What sidetracked these contacts is unclear, though they obviously came to nothing. In reality, they would have solved nothing, since core NLF/PLAF leaders answered to Hanoi, and the latter wanted no part of an actual compromise agreement.

PURSUING SOCIALIST TRANSFORMATION IN THE NORTH

As the storm gathered in the South, the party continued the socialist transformation of the DRVN. As strongly as he felt about liberating the South, Le Duan never believed that it warranted abandoning the economic transformation of the North. Committed to the goals of communism generally, the first secretary considered both objectives imperative. Despite his sympathies for Chinese revolutionary theses, he respected Soviet successes in transforming the national economy, and in fact considered the Soviet Union a model for Vietnam.143 He especially admired the policies and leadership style of Stalin, who completed the transformation of the Soviet Union in the face of overwhelming difficulties in the 1930s and despite the long and costly resistance against fascist aggression in World War II. In fact, Le Duan may have consciously sought to emulate the Soviet leader’s approach in his own effort to build socialism in the DRVN while combatting American “fascists” in the South.144 If the Soviets could contain and eventually vanquish a powerful invading force in the midst of their country’s socialist transformation, why could the Vietnamese not do the same? Le Duan’s speeches and writings often stressed the need to replicate in Vietnam the successes of the Soviet transformation under Stalin: industrialization, collectivization, socialism, and the defeat of fascism. The first secretary and other “extremists” had been “in the forefront in pushing the regime’s program of economic self-reliance through the expansion of heavy industry,” an American assessment noted. They had “criticized unnamed other members of the leadership for softness on economic policy,” and proven intolerant of moderate tendencies generally.145 “The most indispensable foundation for socialism is heavy industry,” Le Duan often said, quoting Lenin. “Whoever forgets this is not a Communist.”146

That Le Duan and his regime felt strongly that industrialization was necessary for reunification as well as for socialism needs emphasis. American meddling and the attendant spread of bourgeois ways and values below the seventeenth parallel were bound to complicate reunification. It might take years to re-educate people and reconstitute institutions in the South to the extent necessary to achieve national integration, even after the Americans were gone. Unless the North was economically developed and functionally socialist, the nation would have to depend on foreign aid during this transition. If the dependence was large and long enough, it would threaten the purity of the revolution by limiting the party’s freedom of action. Since its inception, the DRVN had depended on economic and military assistance from its socialist allies, a dependence that had only accrued over time. Once unification was achieved, that would have to change. The Vietnamese revolution was for “national salvation” as well as socialism; its purposes would be lost if the nation remained dependent on foreign largess. As a communist vanguard, the VWP had to lessen the country’s dependence on allies with a view to ultimately achieving autarky. Failure to do so would undermine the party’s legitimacy and credibility, if not soon then later.147 “Reliance on the strength of our own people,” the Politburo declared in February 1964, was “fundamental” to the triumph of the revolution.148 Hanoi accorded “fundamental importance” to economic self-sufficiency in 1964, given the uncertainty of foreign, specifically Soviet, assistance, western observers thought. An article in Hoc tap actually condemned unspecified forms of “premature” international economic cooperation and interdependence within the socialist camp as a “modern revisionist trend.”149

The achievement of autarky demanded improvements in agricultural production and productivity. Early in 1964 the Politburo had declared agricultural output unsatisfactory. “Because [agricultural] production has not yet developed strongly, because mistakes have been made in managing the circulation, distribution, and consumption” of foodstuffs, the Politburo assessed, the rural economy was developing poorly. Despite progress in collectivization, problems remained in the countryside. Some communities still experienced periodic food shortages, while others met their own needs but failed to meet government quotas. Hoarding, waste, avarice, and corruption variously compounded these and other problems in rural areas.150 These, too, threatened to compromise the struggle in the South.

THE GULF OF TONKIN INCIDENT AND 5 AUGUST ATTACK

Soon, economic difficulties seemed less worrying, though certainly still pressing. In late July DRVN authorities reported American attacks on the islands of Hon Ngu and Hon Me, situated approximately three and nine miles, respectively, off the Vietnamese coast.151 On 2 August, American and North Vietnamese naval forces clashed in the Gulf of Tonkin. Two days later, the U.S. Navy reported attacks by North Vietnamese torpedo boats on two American destroyers in the same area.152 This “Tonkin Gulf incident” prompted the Johnson administration to order reprisal air strikes against targets in the DRVN on 5 August, and the U.S. Congress to pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution on 7 August.153 The resolution authorized the Johnson administration to use all befitting means, including deployment of U.S. combat forces, to protect American interests in Indochina, much as Resolution 9 had given Le Duan’s regime sanction to commit the DRVN and the PAVN to the liberation of the South. Hanoi denied involvement of its armed forces in any incident on 4 August, a denial whose sincerity may be inferred from a statement by the Standing Committee of the National Assembly on 10 August praising the DRVN’s air defense and naval units for their performance in the battles of 2 and 5 August 1964, with no mention of a battle or incident on 4 August.154 A PAVN spokesman told the ICSC shortly thereafter that “in the night of August 4, 1964, the weather was very bad,” and “at one point about 100 kilometers east of Quang Binh coast . . . there were many explosions, flares and noise of aircraft motors as if a [sic] fighting had actually taken place.” Whatever had taken place that night, he said, had not involved PAVN forces.155

The air strikes on 5 August represented an extension of the southern crisis to the North, the first of its kind. Put another way, southerners were “at last able to bring the war home to the North, to begin to allow northerners to feel their vulnerability to U.S. military power—a feeling that had existed south of the 17th parallel for many years.” That development facilitated the rebuilding of the “psychological bridge” between North and South that had been “damaged by the post-Geneva separation of the two Vietnams.”156 The strikes also made northerners “extremely angry,” the British Consulate reported, and precipitated mass demonstrations “as near to spontaneous as such things ever are in communist countries.”157 In more ways than one, the bombing validated the calls for vigilance Hanoi had been issuing since late 1963, particularly those concerned with the imminence of American aggression against the North.

Only recently Hanoi had been worried about northerners’ lack of support for war in the South and the lack of preparedness of northern militias. All that changed after 5 August. The attack helped authorities in the North meet one of the chief aims of the special political conference in March and other recent efforts: rallying the masses fully behind the leadership. DRVN authorities pounced on the opportunity to exploit “to the fullest, at the psychological level,” the bombing and related developments, as they “exalted hatred for the Americans.”158 This not only bolstered popular support for the party and state, as well as for the causes of southern liberation and northern economic transformation, but it also cemented party cohesion and emboldened the armed forces. “The association between need for increased military vigilance and preparedness and the importance of increased production is being strongly emphasized and the civil population urged on to greater efforts and the overfulfillment of production norms,” the Canadian representative in Hanoi wrote of these circumstances.159 The events of early August “were certainly turned to the advantage of the North,” the British Consulate surmised.160 Within hours of the air strikes, new trenches and bomb shelters were being dug around the clock in the Hanoi area. This was accompanied by evacuation to the suburbs and countryside of unnecessary individuals, namely, the elderly, children, and women not gainfully employed.161

The 5 August attack also reverberated internationally, as Hanoi “squeezed” the “last bit of propaganda value” out of it overseas.162 In a prescient assessment made shortly after the event, the British Consulate commented that DRVN leaders more than ever “believe themselves to be engaged in a Communist crusade of liberation directed primarily against the Americans, and will not be intimidated. Nor will they be deflected by bombing.” American attacks against the DRVN and its supply lines in Laos increased their problems, the consulate noted, but would have no real effect on Hanoi. “Roads will be rebuilt, bridges replaced by simple bamboo structures, and supply dumps resupplied.” It was a mistake, the consulate concluded, to think that DRVN leaders “would be forced to call a halt to their resupply operations in the South” or to order the PLAF to suspend its operations because of air strikes. American attacks and other threats to the DRVN “only strengthen their resolution.”163 In hindsight, those were prophetic words.

COMMITTING PAVN UNITS TO THE SOUTH

A few days after the bombing, the Central Committee met to assess its meaning and effects and to formulate suitable responses.164 Given—as the bulk of the existing evidence suggests—that there was no attack by their torpedo boats on 4 August, party members in attendance had to understand the next day’s air strikes as essentially unprovoked aggression. Those strikes thus legitimated the views of militant ideologues in the VWP: the imperatives of capitalism had driven the United States to create a pretext to employ force to thwart the Vietnamese revolution and defend its lackeys in Saigon. As Edwin Moïse has pointed out in his comprehensive study of the Tonkin Gulf incident, since there was no PAVN–U.S. Navy confrontation on the night of 4 August, “the logical conclusion” of DRVN leaders in the wake of the 5 August attack “would have been that it was pointless to avoid direct combat actions by North Vietnamese forces in an effort to avoid provoking the United States”; the United States was already provoked.165

Regardless of how one interprets Hanoi’s reaction to the attack, in its aftermath the Central Committee recommended immediate deployment of PAVN units to the South. The wanton nature of the attack made the recommendation sensible, especially since war with American ground forces could still be avoided if communist forces won a quick, decisive victory in the South. While little is known of the Central Committee’s discussion of these matters, it evidently thought it was best under the circumstances to deploy PAVN forces to the South sooner rather than later. The committee also recommended immediately sending an advance unit, the 808th battalion, for reconnaissance purposes.166

On the basis of the Central Committee’s recommendation to escalate hostilities, as well as its own interpretation of recent American undertakings, the Politburo decided, during a meeting on 25–29 September, to “take advantage of this opportune time to try and defeat completely the puppet army before American forces intervened.”167 At this “opportune moment” in the revolution, the Politburo made the fateful choice of ordering PAVN main-line units to the South. If an official history can be believed, most members of the Politburo at this point were confident that PAVN involvement below the seventeenth parallel would expedite the triumph of the revolution there.168 This decision effectively culminated the gradualist approach that had characterized the party’s revolutionary strategy since 1954. Le Duan and other decision-makers thought the NLF and PLAF had done well since the beginning of the year, but not well enough that events could be left to develop at their own pace in light of recent American attacks on the North. The revolution was now in a race against the clock; it had to redouble the effort to annihilate ARVN forces and complete that task before Washington could get its own forces into Vietnam in sufficient numbers to fight effectively.

To those ends, the Politburo directed the Central Military Commission and the PAVN General Staff to prepare a new strategic plan and “supply concrete guidance” to southern guerrilla units for sustaining and expanding “massed combat operations” and expediting the “destruction and disintegration of the bulk of the Saigon puppet army.”169 That is, the commission needed to take into account that PAVN units would soon be joining the fight in the South and adjust military strategy and tactics accordingly. The British Consulate was not incorrect in surmising that “the American show of force” on 5 August, “far from intimidating the North Vietnamese, seemed to have aroused them to still greater efforts” and instilled in them “a mood of confidence, even of arrogance.”170

In September, Hanoi deployed to the South a retinue of ranking party and PAVN officials, including Nguyen Chi Thanh, with orders to increase the military pressure on Saigon. Thanh was a central figure in the ruling elite, as already noted, and a proponent of reunification “at any price.” His deployment attested to Hanoi’s sense of urgency and the totality of its commitment to war in the South. Thanh replaced Nguyen Van Linh as head of COSVN, another symbolic move reflecting the determination of Le Duan’s regime to exercise direct and absolute control over activities there, which were about to involve PAVN units.171 “His command of COSVN,” historian Lien-Hang Nguyen wrote of Thanh, “marked the beginning of the end of southern autonomy in the field of military matters.”172 The ranking cadres accompanying Thanh were experienced in building and deploying main-line units, exercising military leadership, and assuming combat command.173 They set out at once to “strengthen leader cadres for the southern revolution” and reinforce the PLAF, whose numbers needed to grow and whose “scale of organization still had only reached the regimental level.”174

The arrival of high-ranking officials from the DRVN, presaging as it did the infiltration of the first PAVN combat units, marked the onset of a “northernization” of sorts of the ongoing military struggle below the seventeenth parallel. The reasoning was simple: because the NLF/PLAF, abetted by the North since the start of the year, had so far failed to win a decisive victory, northern boys would be entrusted to do what southern boys had not been able to do for themselves, to borrow from Lyndon Johnson’s idiolect.175 By the end of September, specific PAVN units had orders to make final preparations for their journey south.176 The first units—the 18th, 95th, and 101st regiments of the 325th division—began leaving for the South on 20 November, a little more than a hundred days after the Tonkin Gulf incident.177 PAVN troops subsequently captured by ARVN forces and interviewed by the ICSC indicated that some outfits may have started marching south as early as October.178

Some scholars have interpreted this sequence of events as evidence that it was only after the Tonkin Gulf incident that Hanoi decided to commit the DRVN fully to southern liberation, intimating that the American 5 August attack rather than Resolution 9 precipitated the dramatic escalation of hostilities.179 Thus Ang Cheng Guan has characterized the Tonkin Gulf incident as “an important turning point in the Vietnamese communists’ struggle” since it “stiffened the attitude of the Vietnamese communists” and “convinced [them] on intervening directly in the war” below the seventeenth parallel.180

In fact, as explained earlier, Hanoi had dramatically escalated hostilities and the North’s involvement since the start of the year, right after adoption of Resolution 9. To be sure, policymakers delayed dispatching PAVN units to the South, but that did not mean the decision was pending at the time of the Tonkin Gulf incident. In effect, what the incident, and the 5 August bombing in particular, did was to persuade the Politburo to advance the schedule of PAVN deployments it was already preparing but had hoped would not be warranted. The timing of the troop deployments was a tactical choice, not a strategic decision. The incidents of early August are important only to the extent that they influenced timing. Increased American bellicosity concentrated attention on the strategic goal of annihilating Saigon’s armed forces. The response to the 5 August attack marked not a break with past policy but an acceleration of the course of action set in motion by Resolution 9.

Hanoi’s behavior in this matter thus paralleled that of Washington after passage of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution. Like Johnson’s White House, Le Duan’s regime took several months before moving combat forces into the South after obtaining sanction—the proverbial blank check—to resort to war to meet its objectives there. Resolution 9 and the Tonkin Gulf Resolution authorized, among other things, the deployment of regular combat units to South Vietnam, but in both cases only when decision-makers thought it befitting to do so, as circumstances warranted. The Central Committee resolution represented “the formal authorization for increasing North Vietnam’s military presence in the South in 1964 and the years that followed.”181 It was the task of Le Duan and others in the Politburo and the Central Military Commission to work out the details. It took them months, largely because they thought time was on their side and the PLAF might win the military contest below the seventeenth parallel without PAVN troop support. In addition, DRVN leaders had been reluctant to send PAVN units into the South for fear the international community would condemn the action, as previously noted. But the attack of 5 August gave them a valid pretext to proceed with the troop deployments, thereby making the North’s commitment to the South virtually total. The PLAF attack on the U.S. base at Pleiku of early 1965, addressed in the epilogue, would serve as the Johnson administration’s own 5 August episode.

CHINESE SUPPORT

Shortly after the Tonkin Gulf incident, other developments improved the North’s prospects for quick victory, or so Hanoi believed. As a gesture of solidarity and perhaps to deter further U.S. attacks on the North, Beijing gave the DRVN fifty-one MiG jet fighters, agreed to train Vietnamese pilots to fly them, and began constructing airfields in southern China as sanctuaries for the DRVN’s new air force.182 The PRC also sent to the DRVN large stocks of new weaponry, which were promptly relayed to the PLAF and markedly enhanced their combat effectiveness. By year’s end, the PLAF possessed a respectable arsenal that included AK-47 rifles, 7.63mm machine guns, 82mm mortars, rocket-propelled grenade launchers (RPGs), recoilless rifles of various calibers, and other weapons.183 The infiltration of almost eighteen thousand northern combat troops into the South before the end of the year, including the aforementioned full-strength PAVN battalions and regiments, was perhaps the greatest boon for the liberation effort in the South.184

While socialist solidarity encouraged Beijing to assist the Vietnamese, Chinese sources indicate that Mao believed Washington was planning another “war of aggression against China,” and thought arming the PLAF and the PAVN might preclude that scenario or, if not, would help defend the PRC.185 Whatever its motives, Beijing’s assistance bolstered the DRVN’s military capabilities, including its fledgling air-defense system, and with it confidence that Hanoi could prevail in the looming confrontation with the Americans.186 “The [VWP], which during its 9th Plenum made the struggle against revisionism one of the essential conditions for the defense of the socialist camp, is more than ever loyal to that principle”; accordingly, its relations with the CCP were now “very close.”187

Beijing’s successful nuclear weapons test of 16 October was a considerable shot in the arm for Vietnamese proponents of all-out war in the South. That success meant that China would henceforth be an even more credible deterrent to American invasion of the North, thereby further bolstering the DRVN’s national security and confidence. The event was hugely popular in the DRVN and substantially increased the esteem there for the PRC, which was already high.188 In a congratulatory message to Beijing, Pham Van Dong exulted that this “success of the Chinese people” represented “an important contribution to strengthening the socialist camp,” one the Vietnamese people and Hanoi “highly appreciate.”189 The success occasioned in the DRVN an unprecedented wave of enthusiasm. “Never, to my knowledge,” French general delegate Jacques de Buzon noted, “had the attachment of the DRVN to the People’s Republic been expressed so manifestly and on such a scale.” “This extraordinary manifestation of fraternal solidarity with China, which Soviet diplomats and those from other people’s democracies are witnessing, is taking full effect and conveying a clear meaning,” he added.190 Celebration of Beijing’s achievement plus “the reserve observed toward the Soviet Union,” another French report noted, “confirm that the hostility Hanoi has always manifested toward the Moscow [Partial Nuclear Test Ban] Treaty of August 1963 has not abated.” They also confirmed that the unity of views between Hanoi and Beijing was, at that point, nearly absolute.191 In fact, it may have been more “absolute” then than at any time before or after in the history of Sino-DRVN relations.

As Hanoi moved closer than ever to Beijing on matters relating to revolutionary struggle, the DRVN government made “great efforts” to change the attitudes of the Vietnamese people toward China. In new history books, for example, the millennium-long Chinese occupation of Vietnam was shown to have been due to “the greed of an imperialistic government” and not to the Chinese people themselves, who had always been “friends of the Vietnamese.”192 Also, the NLF’s Liberation Radio appealed to the people of Chinese ancestry in South Vietnam to “stand up to struggle for their own salvation!”193 In the interests of diplomatic struggle and political struggle in the South, Hanoi was careful not to suggest that it was following Chinese dictates unquestioningly, which they in fact never did. “To cultivate an image of defiant independence in the face of an immensely stronger opponent suits its propaganda objectives in the underdeveloped world and especially in South Vietnam,” the Canadian representative noted. It also “avoids arousing latent domestic fears of a Chinese occupation and enables it to build up its military strength unnoticed by most of the world.”194

KHRUSHCHEV’S OUSTER

Hanoi’s improving prospects by the fall of 1964 were not fortuitous. They were instead the result of galvanizing the people behind their leaders following the American air attack of 5 August. A more concrete cause was the news out of Moscow in October: Nikita Khrushchev, the chastened champion of peaceful coexistence and longtime critic of revolutionary militancy in Vietnam, was out as head of the CPSU. His replacement until things shook themselves out in Moscow was a collective leadership that included first secretary Leonid Brezhnev, prime minister Alexei Kosygin, and president Nikolai Podgorny.195 What the change meant for Hanoi was not immediately clear, but it could only be, it seemed, good news. After all, historian Ilya Gaiduk has written, Khrushchev “never attached due importance to the conflict in Indochina,” “relegated the development of Soviet-North Vietnamese relations to a low place on his foreign policy agenda,” and never visited the DRVN.196

According to western observers, Khrushchev’s “brutal eviction” gave “great hope” to DRVN leaders.197 Only recently, Hanoi had been disappointed by the Soviets’ “conspicuously offhand” reaction to the events of early August.198 Now it was elated. “The Soviet people and the true communists in the Soviet Union resolutely protect Marxism-Leninism just like they protect the pupils of their eyes,” Hoc tap said of Khrushchev’s ouster.199 As that statement suggests, Hanoi interpreted Khrushchev’s removal to mean that the CPSU had recognized the untenability of peaceful coexistence as a strategy for world revolution and had taken the first step in replacing it with a more suitable one. Its first official message to Brezhnev and the new Soviet leadership reflected that interpretation; it was especially warm and differed in tone from previous messages to Moscow.200 Some in Hanoi, however, were skeptical. A high-ranking official in the DRVN Foreign Ministry, for example, told the British consul soon after Khrushchev’s ouster that he expected little change in Moscow’s policy concerning Indochina because revisionist views had been so widespread within the CPSU.201

The skeptics were soon vindicated. The change of leadership in Moscow translated into no immediate change in Soviet strategic thinking on Indochina.202 Moscow merely practiced “Khrushchevism without Khrushchev,” as the Chinese put it.203 In fact, the new CPSU leadership condemned the tone and substance of the Hoc tap article mentioned above, precipitating a flap in Soviet-DRVN relations. According to the Soviet Embassy in Hanoi, the article constituted “an open attack on the policy of the Soviet Union and, especially, the 20th and 22nd Party Congress[es].”204 Indeed, Moscow’s displeasure was such that DRVN authorities withdrew the article. According to an East German diplomat, shortly after publication of the Hoc tap piece, the Soviet ambassador visited prime minister Pham Van Dong to ask about the thinking behind the article. Dong allegedly evaded a clear response, but over the ensuing days “representatives of the editorial board of Hoc tap visited diplomatic missions, removed the copies [of the offending issue] already delivered, and replaced them with new ones, from which the article had been cut out.” Later, Le Duan told the Soviet ambassador that publishing the article had been a mistake and apologized for it.205

The apology was no doubt sincere, but it did not mean that Le Duan’s regime was reconsidering its stance on revisionism or revolutionary strategy. “If Hanoi is taking precautionary measures with Moscow,” the French Delegation reported, “its political sympathies remain, at the core, unchanged.”206 That was also the view in Moscow, where officials expressed concern that Chinese influence in North Vietnam had become “almost exclusive.”207 According to the Canadian representative in Hanoi, there were no signs after Khrushchev’s ouster that DRVN leaders considered retreating from their “pro-Chinese position” on domestic and international issues. Instead, Hanoi resumed its role of mediator in the Sino-Soviet dispute to put the dispute “in a context where it will represent [the] least danger to [the socialist] bloc and hence [to the] DRVN.” To that end, Hanoi now agreed to participate in a special conference of world communist parties in Moscow to address the dispute, as long as its purpose was to “temper conflict in private rather than exacerbate it in public.” Though reconciliation of Sino-Soviet differences might never be achieved, the Canadian representative thought, “agreement to conceal differences will tend to ensure DRVN maximum freedom of maneuver in pursuing [its] own domestic and foreign policies and give China less reason, excuse or opportunity to enforce rigid doctrinal allegiance and [a] paralyzing politico-economic alliance.”208

Neither Khrushchev’s removal nor the new military situation in Vietnam was enough to prompt Moscow to abandon its commitment to a diplomatic solution in the South.209 In a letter to foreign minister Xuan Thuy in late December, his Soviet counterpart, Andrei Gromyko, insisted that Moscow “takes the view that in order to normalize and peacefully settle” the crisis in South Vietnam and the rest of Indochina, “the strict observance of the 1954 Geneva Agreements on Indochina and the 1962 Geneva Agreement on Laos” must be “ensured by all countries concerned,” including the DRVN.210 For the time being, Moscow would provide only “token” assistance to Hanoi.211 DRVN leaders were no doubt disappointed with this rigidity, but they were also unmoved by it. Appeals to Geneva agreements no longer resonated in Hanoi.

THE VIETNAM WAR BEGINS

On 11 October, the VWP’s Central Military Commission ordered the PLAF to prepare a major campaign in the South jointly with PAVN units to “annihilate a part of the enemy’s main force units,” destroy strategic hamlets, and expand liberated areas in the southwest along the Cambodian border, as well as in the Central Highlands. The campaign was to take place in two phases between December 1964 and March 1965. On the last day of October, zealous southern revolutionaries attacked an American airfield at Bien Hoa, just northeast of Saigon, killing four U.S. servicemen and wounding thirty. The American ambassador to the RVN, Maxwell Taylor, considered the attack “a deliberate act of escalation” as well as “a change of the ground rules under which [communist forces] have operated up to now.”212

The rules indeed changed in late 1964. The campaign ordered by the Central Military Commission got underway in Interzone V on 6 December with a massive assault on ARVN forces at An Lao. According to an official history, the assault marked “the first time in [Interzone V] that we used the new tactic of coordinating main force units with local and guerilla forces” in a major battle.213 The assault was a success, enabling Nguyen Chi Thanh and COSVN to throw caution to the wind, insisting in its aftermath that the strategy in the South was now “attack, attack, and only attack.”214 Canadian diplomats in Saigon spoke of a “time of ‘general intensification’” of hostilities in Vietnam thereafter.215 “Heartened by their successes, real or imaginary, strengthened by their friends’ support, and comforted by their enemies’ apparent discomfiture, the D.R.V. leadership could not but be encouraged to maintain its confident posture,” the British Consulate concluded at year’s end. “In their view the war will continue until it is ‘won’ or a negotiated settlement, on terms much more favorable than in 1954, is reached.”216

As 1964 gave way to 1965, the DRVN was at war in and with the RVN, and making preparations for an American onslaught against the North. “The capital has become a city of war,” a foreign diplomat reported following a visit to Hanoi in mid-December. “Anti-aircraft guns have been positioned on rooftops, and people are busy digging trenches in the streets.”217 Although Americans did not know it at the time, the Vietnam War had begun.






Epilogue

On 7 February 1965, elements of the PLAF attacked a U.S. Special Forces camp at Pleiku, in the Central Highlands, killing eight Americans and injuring more than one hundred others.1 That was the last straw for Washington, its 5 August episode. The Johnson administration began sustained bombings of North Vietnam in early March and, days later, deployed combat troops to South Vietnam, at first to protect U.S. air bases, and eventually to “search [for] and destroy” enemy ground forces.2

The sudden Americanization of the war and the bombings of the North distressed DRVN leaders, who had hoped Washington would keep its own troops out of Vietnam awhile longer and not attack the North continuously. The party and the government, they reckoned, were not entirely ready for war with the United States on both sides of the seventeenth parallel. Among party cadres and rank-and-file members, “the influences of revisionism have not yet been successfully overcome, and there are still manifestations of individualism.”3 The leaders blamed this on the continued presence in party ranks of enemies who sought to “destroy” the VWP from within.4

DRVN leaders at once redoubled the effort to purge party ranks of subversive thoughts and individuals. It would take at least a year, they estimated, to cleanse the party and ensure that cadres and members thought and acted fittingly, or at least well enough to lead the masses effectively in this new period of struggle.5 To the same end, they notably expanded party membership.6 To guarantee success in the “American War,” the spirit of the party needed to infuse the people of Vietnam. “Despite the intensification of the war in the South and the possibility of an extension of hostilities to the North,” the Canadian representative in Hanoi had accurately reported in January, Hanoi “will continue to give priority to domestic consolidation,” particularly in the ideological “sphere.”7

Within days after the beginning of U.S. combat operations, Hanoi announced that the struggle for reunification had entered a new phase, that of “limited war,” and launched what it called the “Anti-American Resistance for National Salvation.” The central aims of the resistance were to mitigate the effects of bombings in the North and pursue the attrition of enemy ground forces in the South. In April, DRVN leaders sanctioned a mass mobilization effort to meet those ends, the “Three Readinesses” campaign, which urged men in the North to be ready to fight, join the armed forces, and perform whatever other task was required of them.8 As part of this campaign, the authorities extended indefinitely the period of service of PAVN soldiers and recalled to service officers and men discharged earlier because of budget cuts. They also swelled the ranks of militia forces, from 1.4 million in 1964 to 2 million in mid-1965.9 The guiding principle behind these measures was “Let the Entire People Fight the Enemy and Take Part in the National Defense.”10 Because the anti-American resistance was a “total” effort involving everyone, Hanoi also launched the “Three Responsibilities” campaign, which directed able-bodied women to work as substitutes for male combatants; urge civilian men to participate as necessary in active resistance against the American aggressors; and fight if called upon to do so by the authorities.11

At an emergency meeting convened in response to the initial deployment of U.S. troops in the South, the Central Committee addressed the prospect of an American invasion of the North, long a concern of the leadership. It concluded that the Americans were indeed likely to “extend their war of aggression” above the seventeenth parallel.12 Despite this possibility and the concomitant intensification of the ground war in the South and the air war in the North, Le Duan’s regime reaffirmed its commitment to core revolutionary objectives and prompt and decisive military victory. The regime also refused to abandon or even neglect the pursuit of socialism in the DRVN, insisting on its continued transformation into a “great rear base,” even as it strengthened its defensive capabilities “on all fronts” and provided considerable assistance to “the front line in the South.”13 The mot d’ordre in the North thus became “Producing while Fighting,” promoted by the authorities through a variety of new patriotic worker and peasant slogans, such as “Carry Out Production Work as Vigorously as Fighting,” “Hold Firm Both Your Hammer and Your Rifle,” “Work Twice as Hard to Make Up for the Lost Time,” “Hold Both Our Plough and Our Rifle,” and “Fight the Enemy Wherever He Comes and Resume Production after the Fight.”14

Following the start of the war’s Americanization, Beijing encouraged Hanoi to press the military struggle and refuse to negotiate.15 Any willingness to talk to Washington after March 1965, the Chinese counseled, would manifest “weakness in the face of American imperialism.”16 Besides, the Johnson administration called for peace talks only to “deceive public opinion,” Chinese foreign minister Chen Yi told his Vietnamese counterpart.17 But Hanoi needed no such counsel; its mind was already made up on such issues. In the aftermath of the failures of the 1954 and 1962 Geneva accords, DRVN leaders, and Le Duan in particular, had developed a “Munich syndrome” of their own, an aversion to negotiations under circumstances in which they thought they looked weak or inferior to their enemy. David Marr has observed of this syndrome that “DRV leaders resolved never again to be put in a position where matters of vital Vietnamese national interest were subject to big power bargaining.”18 If they ever were to negotiate, it would only be from a position of absolute strength.

Moreover, at this juncture, Hanoi felt it had to appear confident in its ability to triumph, to remain defiant. Thus DRVN leaders spurned all American and third-party efforts to jump-start negotiations. They had to be careful in doing so, however. If the public perception became that Hanoi had spurned an equitable diplomatic solution in favor of imposing a draconian peace, the revolution and the anti-American resistance would lose vital support and sympathy from abroad. Such a loss would compromise the diplomatic struggle and enable the Johnson administration to carry on its “war of aggression” with impunity, without fear of the domestic and international consequences of escalation. Hanoi had thus to convince the rest of the world, including the American people, that it longed for peace, while making clear to “warmongers” in Washington that it had no intention of abdicating its revolutionary purposes.

The consonance of policy and purpose between Hanoi and Beijing vexed Moscow, which still felt that a war in Vietnam was detrimental to its interests and those of the socialist camp. Nonetheless, Soviet leaders agreed to assist the DRVN, at least in defending itself.19 The reasons for this are obviously complex and involved the fact that to do otherwise would have compromised Moscow’s stance as leader of the socialist camp and rearguard against naked capitalist imperialism.20 Soviet aid to the DRVN was soon growing exponentially to include conventional heavy armaments, as well as surface-to-air missiles to help protect the North from American air attacks and Soviet personnel to install them. Yet at the same time, Moscow doggedly pressed Hanoi to negotiate with Washington and even tried to facilitate contacts between the two.21 Unlike Hanoi, Soviet leaders “do not believe in our victory and this pushes them to search for a resolution of the Vietnamese question by way of negotiations,” Le Duc Tho confided to a French journalist.22 Pham Van Dong echoed that thought, telling a western diplomat that the Soviets and other East Europeans had hounded Hanoi to adopt more “moderate” attitudes toward negotiations ever since Washington had introduced combat forces in Vietnam.23 DRVN leaders responded to such pressures as circumstances dictated. Fully aware of their dependence on aid from the Soviet Union and other eastern bloc countries, they tolerated the calls for negotiations and even pretended to act on them, but those calls actually fell on “totally deaf ears.”24


As it privately dismissed the pleas and concerns of its European allies, Hanoi continued to publicly promote socialist solidarity between the Soviet Union and China to try and mend the Sino-Soviet rift.25 This latter effort rested on the conviction that Washington took advantage of the dispute between Beijing and Moscow to “intensify to very high levels” its war in Vietnam.26 To mitigate the deleterious effects of the dispute, Hanoi ordered its diplomats to make “absolutely” no derogatory comments about either China or the Soviet Union and instead emphasize the contributions of each to the Vietnamese revolution and socialist internationalism.27 Hanoi also ordered party members and government officials to say nothing negative about the Soviets in private conversations with Chinese officials, and vice versa.

Far from deterring North Vietnamese decision-makers, the American military intervention solidified their resolve to fight resolutely, to pursue “victory at any price.”28

•••

Hanoi’s strategy and tactics during the “American War,” which began in 1965 and ended in 1973 with the signing of the Paris agreement, were in many ways predictable. As they had been doing since before that war’s onset, DRVN decision-makers relied on three separate yet interrelated modes of struggle—political, diplomatic, and military—to meet their aims. Military struggle was paramount to them for much of the war’s duration, but even that decision, as demonstrated in this study, was made before, not after, the Americanization of hostilities in Vietnam.

The experiences of communist decision-makers—of Le Duan and members of his ruling clique—in the decade before 1965 were in that sense truly determinative, conditioning their thinking on everything ranging from how to wage war to when to sue for peace. Those experiences had been characterized by frustration and disappointment over the failed policies of the previous regime under Ho Chi Minh, which convinced the first secretary, Le Duc Tho, Nguyen Chi Thanh, Pham Hung, and other militants now at the helm of the party to spurn diplomatic compromise and pin their hopes on military struggle to meet their core goals. Specifically, the “lessons” they drew from that decade reinforced their faith in their revolutionary ideology and sense of purpose. These in turn informed their sense of the possibilities and challenges they faced during the American War. Fighting relentlessly, sacrificing selflessly, and winning totally became hallmarks of their worldview, which shaped both the course and the outcome of the Vietnam War.

In retrospect, there was little the United States could have done to change this mindset and thus alter either the course or the outcome of the war, short of resorting to disproportionate violence or surrendering—both of which it eventually did, in a sense. Le Duan and his like-minded peers had been calling for armed struggle in the South ever since the signing of the Geneva accords in 1954. These militants were not going to relinquish that aspiration once they finally controlled policymaking in Hanoi and could maneuver the situation to their apparent advantage. Persuaded that the socialist camp was behind them, that the masses in both halves of Vietnam were prepared to make the necessary sacrifices, that diplomacy would not resolve their dispute with Washington unless they negotiated from a position of strength, and most fundamentally, that history had vindicated their views and that their stance was therefore right, they conducted the anti-American struggle with unwavering determination. Revving up the pressure on the DRVN by gradual escalation—ever more U.S. troops in the South, ever more U.S. bombings of the North—was not going to disabuse them of their ideas and make them abandon their ambitions. They waged war against the United States with no discernible fear of consequences or concern for the suffering of their compatriots and the physical destruction of their country, because they believed history was on their side, and the triumph of the Vietnamese revolution would herald the triumph of the world revolution. The human and material cost of the war for the Vietnamese was indeed colossal, yet it was never high enough to compel decision-makers in Hanoi to renounce their core objectives or even amend them.

To counter those objectives, the United States sent more than half a million troops to fight communist-led forces in the South, killed hundreds of thousands of those forces (to say nothing of the collateral civilian casualties), sprayed the cancer-inducing defoliant Agent Orange across the southern countryside, destroyed Hue and other cities in order to “save” them during the Tet Offensive, and dropped more ordnance on Vietnam than it did on Germany and Japan in all of World War II. Unrepentant, the men in charge in Hanoi long refused to negotiate and then to negotiate earnestly, or to cease hostilities or otherwise assuage the agony of the Vietnamese masses. These too were conscious choices. A different leadership in Hanoi would surely have acted differently. However, in light of what is now known of intra-VWP affairs, it is unlikely that any different group of leaders, be they ever so “hawkish” or “dovish” on matters relating to the conduct of the war, could ever have seized power in the DRVN once the balance there had shifted in favor of Le Duan and his associates.

It was only in the aftermath of the dispiriting failure of the 1972 Spring Offensive—a desperate, no-holds-barred communist effort to achieve military victory in the South—that Hanoi demonstrated some tractability by finally agreeing to negotiate seriously. In October of that year, DRVN representatives at the Paris peace talks begun in 1968–69 submitted the first complete draft of a peace settlement, which, after some fine-tuning, the United States accepted. Unfortunately, the prospect of peace quickly dissipated as Saigon objected to several of the settlement’s provisions and Washington decided to heed the concerns of its ally and seek further alterations to the document. By early December, after some more haggling, Washington and Hanoi were within one sentence of finalizing a new settlement acceptable to both sides, but the latter refused to make a final concession on language concerning the status of the demilitarized zone between the two Vietnams insisted upon by the Americans. Instead, it suspended the negotiations and temporized, hoping that antiwar sentiment in the United States, and in Congress specifically, would compel U.S. president Richard Nixon to withdraw the last U.S. troops from Vietnam and terminate American aid to Saigon with no condition other than the return of American prisoners of war.29

As had been the case in 1964 when the war began, in 1968 with the Tet Offensive, and in 1972 with the Spring Offensive, Le Duan and the Politburo again misjudged their chances for success while underestimating the swiftness and decisiveness of Washington’s response to their actions. The Nixon administration answered this last suspension of negotiations with the massive “Christmas bombing” of Hanoi and Haiphong. This operation, code-named Linebacker II, dealt such a stunning blow, psychologically and physically, to the DRVN and its leadership that within days Hanoi conceded the contested language concerning the demilitarized zone. On 27 January 1973, the two sides signed the Paris agreement ostensibly ending their war.

Like the 1954 Geneva accords, the 1973 Paris agreement was, from the perspective of DRVN leaders at the time, a product of necessity mandated by the shortcomings of the military struggle. But, unlike their predecessors, who respected the accords they signed because they thought them workable, Le Duan and his regime honored the Paris agreement only as long and to the extent that it was expedient for them to do so. Thus they suspended hostilities and returned American and other prisoners, but otherwise acquiesced in the agreement only for the moment. That moment passed with the withdrawal of the last U.S. troops from Vietnam. At that point, Hanoi promptly began working on plans to take over the South militarily, assuming—correctly this time—that Washington would not come to the rescue of its embattled allies in Saigon once war resumed.

Within little more than two years after the signing of the Paris agreement—30 April 1975 is the official date—the PLAF and the PAVN had defeated the ARVN, forced the abdication of the Saigon regime, and completed the “liberation” of the South. In July of the following year, Vietnam was formally reunified under the communist aegis, thereby fulfilling the central objective of the Vietnamese revolution. The road to that fulfillment had been long, turbulent, and more than ghastly at times, but Le Duan and other revolutionary leaders, at least, had occasion to celebrate.
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INTRODUCTION

1. A growing body of works on the Cold War stresses the agency of “small actors.” See, among others, Piero Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions: Havana, Washington, and Africa, 1959–1976 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); and Matthew J. Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria’s Fight for Independence and the Origins of the Post–Cold War Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).

2. Patricia M. Pelley, Postcolonial Vietnam: New Histories of the National Past (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2002), 3.
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