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In one robust, creative year de 

deriving strength not from 'ab I 

\ , 

Y digs deep in South Vietnam, 

but from village structure up 

THE DEVELOP ENT OF IETNAMESE DEMOCRACY 
To those of us living in the political turmoil of 

Southeast Asia, the word .revolution. is common­
place; a term used to identify, first, the fight for 
mdependence from the colonial powers of Europe 
and, later, to label the agonizing process of re-struc­
turing Asian nations along modern lines. However 
for many, revolution still means .tearing down., a 
destruction of the existing order. Red China today 
IS experlencmg a continuing internal turmoil a 
negative tearing down, because it has not yet b~en 
able to grasp the positive sense of the word .revolu­
tion., which means the creation of something better, 
the re-structurmg of society to meet the needs of 
the people. Communist China tries to export its 
revolutIOn but the .Thoughts of Mao. offer no viable 
new plan for China's own future. In Vietnam, we 
are witnessing both a fight against this negative Com­
munist revolution and a positive battle for a strong 
and m~dern Vletnamese. society. The history of our 
revolution m VIetnam IS a dramatic story of the 
courage of a people, my people, in fighting off tyr­
anny? n?t once but twice within my lifetime, and 
contmumg on to build a new democratic society. 
The fifteen-year strug/lle of Indo-China to free itself 
from France is a familiar story. In that battle thou­
sands of Vietnamese served the national cause. In 
the North. leadership fell to Ho Chi Minh and his 
group of Communists. The very nature of the strug­
gle demanded tight discipline and secretiveness 
which is so characteristically a part of the interna­
tional communist structure. But few looked beyond 
the struggle to the future. 

Massive wave of rebellion 

In the Geneva Accords of 1954, we achieved in­
dependence from foreign domination but at the cost 
of subjecting half the Vietnamese pe~ple to the grim 
fate of a Communist government. In the South, a 
government was formed under President Ngo Dinh 
Diem. Nearly a million fled the North to seek li­
berty under Diem. We all hoped that his govern-
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President Nguyen Van Thieu and Vice President 

ment would not only be free from external domi­
nation but also from internal tyranny. From 1955 un­
tIi 1963, the Diem reginle developed as a fiercely in­
dependent but domestically tyrannical government. 
We had won the first phase of a revolution but not 
the second. On November 1, 1963, the people arose 
m a massIve wave of rebellion and threw out Diem. 
He had failed to foster democracy and freedom. In 
th~ wake of this second revolution, the people of 
VI.e~nam were confused, dispirited and divided. Only 
mIlitary leaders, united by their hatred of the Com­
munist Viet Cong and conscious of the immediate 
need for national self-preservation, were in control 
Political life of the country was in chaos. . 

Cao Ky on way to inauguration last November. 

To build a democracy upon the ashes of the 
Diem government required time - and Vietnam did 
not have time. Realizing the weakened condition of 
the nation, the Viet Cong launched a major effort 
to take over the country. They were so confident of 
victory they openly infiltrated entire units of the 
North Vietnamese regular army to the south. Com­
munist political cadres found a favourable reception 
among peasants in the countryside. Diem had all but 
destroyed the traditional autonomy of the Vietna­
mese village, the basic unit in which lies the strength 
of the nation. He had placed authority in the hands 
of corrupt officials from Saigon, destroyed political 
party organizations and turned minority groups 

against their Vietnamese brethren in a crude attempt 
to force all people into a single national mould. He 
allowed cruelty, corruption and force by officials to 
replace honesty and service to the people. Viet Cong 
forces took control of large sections of the country. 
Only the army, although confused and demoralized 
by the uncertainty of governmental control in Saigon, 
stood against the Communists. The army's losses were 
staggering in 1964, and early 1965. It was then that 
other nations came to the aid of Vietnam- Ameri­
can, Australian and Korean troops arrived to bolster 
the military defenses and to keep the enemy at bay. 

Chaos nol always bad 

Politically, there was little hope of creating a 
strong democracy. The nation fought for survival. 
Political parties are not created overnight but must 
develop slowly through trial and error. After Diem 
there were no political parties to speak of, merely 
the secret remmants of old nationalist factions com­
manding the support of only a few followers. By 
the very nature of the fight against the enemy, basic 
freedom was in jeopardy. Police control became an 
everyday reality. Terrorism often led to counter­
terrorism. There were tpose elements in the country 
who wanted peace at any price. Ambitious men were 
willing to sell the nation for the security of a Swiss 
bank account. Some factions, such as the militant 
Buddhists, ignored the Communist challenge and con­
centrated their ire on the government, adding to 
turmoil and chaos. Chaos is· not always an evil thing. 
At times, it is a strong forge in which the will of 
a people may be hammered into an effective weapon. 
Slowly and with agonizing confusion, Vietnam began 
to build a new government. From a military junta 
of dedicated officers emerged the desire to mould 
a new democracy. 

When elections were called in September of 1966 
for delegates to a National Assembly to draft a Cons­
titution for the Republic of Vietnam, the foreign 
press yawned and dismissed the idea as preposter­
ous. News commentators noted the many divisions 
within the body politic of the nation, divisions of 
religion, of personality, of regional interests, of pea­
sants versus city dwellers, of military against civi­
lians. Most of all, many news analysts believed the 
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Rights of the people 

imbedded • charter 
r,,-:,th O! the Yict CU:lg'. the insi­
l~uallcn 1ha1 these insurgents 
',!Lr'cLtcd from H;:m()i really rcprc­
'--:n;,cd tIll-' people, cs!wcially the 
I'llr;-d p~-,as(lnt~'y. But the elections 
\"'C:'(' ::,ucc()~l':.;ful and one of the 
mc~~t unique constitutional assem­
blies in Asia gathered a year ago 
to draft a new code for the Viet­
namese nation. Still the foreign 
press wa::; not convinced and dis­
missed tLe notion that these men 
could draft an effective constitu­
ti()n. l\ICiny newsmen alsu failed 
to Clppreciate that eighty per cent 
of the voters, of a nation at war. 
cast ballots to select the assembly 
delo~ates. Thev over-looked the 
political impot'enev of the Viet 
Cong to pre-vent this remarkable 

feat from taking place. Typically, 
the enpmy reacted to the political 
C1131101;:;:C of a constituent ussem­
bly with n1urder, kidnapping' and 
terror, But there arc timcs thut 
terror cannot deter a determined 
people. 

Burs! of energy 

The Assembly \'aceilated in its 
work during the first month and 
caused many observers to wring 
their hands in dispair. But that 
period, N ovcmber and December 
o~ last year, was important. The 
ctcputies talked and argued and 
came to understand - in that 
stran!,";e process which is the heart 
of true democracy - what it was 

that the \'otor5 wanted of them. 
Then in a burst of creati\'e cner­
i!Y. perhap-" not equalled since the 
formulation of the «Rights of l\lan" 
by tho French Revolutionists of 
1/'39, tho Constitutional Assemblv 
drafted <1 basic code of 117 articlC"s 
upon which a strong, unified alld 
free Vietnam can be deycloped, 
The Constitution, promulg,)ted 
without major changes by the 
military junta, is not a mere du­
plication of ideas from other c()r~­
tituticllS, It is a document ba:">.:L-~ 

(in the histol':; of the Vie1lLH!1l'."'C 
l)('()ple, drawing upon their ll('ri­
tage while distilling from othe'l' 
nations their hard-learned lessons 
111 democracy, The Constitution 
calls for a strong president, aidccl 
by a premier as head of cabinet, 
Strength, as we have learned the 
hard \vay, is vital to the survival 
of government and the endurance 
of a n8.tion. Emperor Baa Dai was 
bound bv weuk authority, and 
failed td achieve indep~'ndencc 
from the French. But too strong 
a leader is also a threat. President 
Diem was strong, but he allowed 

Feverish tempo characterizes sessions of bicameral National Assembly. 
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The President delivers address af:ler oathtaking of nine members of Supreme Court last OctobeI'. 

strength to slip into tyranny. To 
CQunt0r-ba1ance a strong presiden­
c:: is a powerful legislature: a 
tv.'o-house Parliament with an Up­
per I-louse of 60 Senators and a 
Lower House of 137 representing 
the nation's 44 urodnces. An inde­
pendent court system and a unique 
separate inspectorate were created 
to sel'\'e as \vatchful eyes over 
both the Executive and the Legis­
lature. 

No discrimination 

Fundamental to the new Cons­
titutiun <-ire the rights of the people, 
imbedded in the nation"s basIc code 
of law. The Chinese, Cham, C::tffi­
Lodian and High1and minorities 
<1ro to be protected and assured 
cqu8.1ity uncler the law. All citizens 
m~ly \'ote and hold office. There i~-:, 

no discrimination on any grounds: 
race, color, sex, religion or creecl. 
All Jncn and \vompn are ~uar­

,mteed the right to enjoy the benef­
its of a free society. 

Not 'instant' 

But this Constitution had to be 
implemented. A President had to 
be elected plus a Senate of sb~ty 
members and a Lower House 01 
137 members. The whole lnachin­
cry of ;;overnment had to be Given 
life. AgaIn the foreign press \VCl:i 

critical and forecast failure. Tv,'o 
of Vietnam's military leaders -
.N guycn Van Thieu and N gUYCll 
Cao Ky - sought the presidency. 
opposed by what seemed an end­
less strC'~m of eager civilian candi­
oates. The ruling junta, declared 
the newsmen, would never allow 
J civilian to rule. In a dramatic 
gesture Premier Ngu),'en Cao Ky 
slepped clown and took spcond 
pbce on a ticket with Chief of 
.:3tate Nguyen Van Tllleu. In ~l cam­
paign characterized b) li\'('ly -
alld sometilnes ludicrou') (as demo­
cratic contests often are) -- debrttc. 
the people 1 istened and understood. 
On September 3, 1967 they flocker; 
to the polls, ignoring threats of the 
Communists and an unprecedented 
outbreak of pre-election tern1r t)~ 

the Viet Congo Thev elected Thieu 

but durable 

as their new president; not over­
whelmingly, but with a comfort­
able rnargin over his civilian 
opponents. Hundreds of foreign 
observers, many highly skeptical, 
\\"atched the polling and declared 
it to be surprisingly free and fair. 
Even the losing candidates, after 
complaining loudly, admitted priv­
ately that, all things considered, it 
had been a reasonablv fair fight. 
A month later, the people again 
went to the polls and chose 137 
represent atives out of candidates 
l;sts of 1650 hopefuls. On October 
:lO, the military junta stepped 
down jn what was a un que occa­
sion in modern history. The men 
who had helped overthrow the 
tyranny of Diem, who had man8~­
cd through the dark years thrtt 
follO\vecl to preserve the indepen­
dence and integrity of the nat'on, 
and had guided it toward demo­
cracy, freely resigned and accept­
ed the rule of a new and untried 
government. 

One of the fa'lacies of the so­
called «emerging nations)} is that 

democracy 
I~ 



A protective wall for Southeast Asia 
the trappings of a national govern­
men t - a president and a ~ egi s­
lature and a constitutIOn - arc of­
ten considered sufficient in them­
selves. (,Instant democracy,).' one 
might call it. To be effective. a 
democracy must find iL roots deep 
in the history and char act er or its 
people. In Vietnam, as in m)st 
Asian countries, socia order tra­
di\'ona'ly rests upon the family 
and the village where there IS 

stability, endurance, continuity, 
peace and considerable freedom. 
There is an old saying in Vietnam 
that the emperor's authority ceased 
at the bamboo fence of the village. 
Communists invariably destroy the 
village social structure and re­
shape it into a kind of communal 
factorY) a place of sterility and 
de\'oid of character. Even Diem, 
who could hardly be called a Com­
munist. failed to realize the essen­
tial role of the Yillage in Vietnam. 
He took away its autonomy and 
imported o[fi~ials from Saigon to 
control village life. Last spring. 
this error -was corrected. By 
decree, the Saigon Government 
handed back to the village its au­
tonomy, the right to govern itself 
and to control its own future. In 
a series of local elections from 
April through June, more than 
two-thirds of Vietnam's villages 
and hamlets elected new councils 
and administrators. Democracy 
returned to ,·i!lage life. The 
change is not vet complete. On ly 
those villages felt to be secure 
from Viet Cong terrorism held 
elections. Pro\'ince chiefs, and dis­
trict chiefs still do not altogether 
trust the local elec\cd officials. But 
the village, once ag-ain, free and 
able to choose its own council and 
administrator, has become the 
~:ound base on which a truly strong 
democracy for the entire nation 
c.an be built. This is not mere «ins­
tant democracy» from above, but 
durable and effective democracy 
from below. 

Still. the enemy expected South 
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President Thieu and Vice President Kyat oathiaking. 

Vietnam to fall. In control of 
North Vietnam, with an infras­
tructure of veteran cadres in the 
South, and with easy access 
through jungle trails, the Hanoi 
war of ((liberation» was sure to be 
won. Later, the Communists reas­
oned, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand 
and all of Southeast Asia would 
be conquered the same way. But 
South Vietnam has not fallen. 
Premature action in Indonesia led 
to the unmasking of the Commu­
nist conspiracy there. Red China 
has played a poor game of political 
chess with the free nations of 
Southeast Asia. Bogged down in 
Vietnam, the Communists are now 
attempting to spread the conflict, 
to embroil more countries in their 
negative revolution. Infiltrators 
have appeared in northeast Thai­
land, in Cambodia and even Bur­
ma, hoping to force the Free World 
to srread its counter-insurgency 
forces thin. 'J'he resistance of the 
Vietnamese against the Commun­
ists has encouraged other nations. 
Mainland China, wh~ch prior to 
1965 conducted widespread sub­
versive acii\'ities throughout Asia, 
now finds itself increasingly isol­
ated as its efforts to infiltrate A5ian 
countries are now effectively 
resisted. The door to Southeast 

Asia has been slammed shut to 
Chairman 1\1ao. 

Today, South Vietnam is a 
shield, a protective wall for all 
free nations of Southeast Asia, 
Because the Vietnamese and their 
allies are making great sacrifices, 
the peoples of Malaysia, Thailand. 
Singapore, Indonesia, Cambodia, 
Laos, and Burma have a new lease 
on life - their life of freedom and 
independence. 

Winning Battle 

Our task of building democracy 
in Vietnam is far from complete. 
In fact it will never be fimshed. 
OUf political organizations are still 
weak and divided, our leaders 
need experience and time to gain 
the support of the people. In social 
justic~, education, health, impro­
vements in rural life, a better 
civil service, and in the myriad 
of details that make for an effec­
tive democracy, we still have 
much to do. To·day, we are locked 
with our allies from many lands 
in a bloody struggle for national 
survival. We are fighting Commu­
nism and its negative revolution. 
-Vole are winning that battle just 
as we expect to win our positive 
revolution of rising expectations. 
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VHT-NAH BULLETIN is a weekly 
publication of the Lmbassy of 
Viet-Nam, provided free of 
charge to all persons and or­
ganizations interested in VN. 
All inqulrles and requests 
should be directed to VIET­
NAN BULLETIN, Embassy of Viet­
Nam, 2251 "R" Street, fl. '1'1. , 
Washington, D.C. 20008. Tel: 
234-4860. 

In addition to VIET-NAN BUL­
LETIN, the Lmbassy of Viet­
Nam also publishes a Vietnam­
ese-language monthly called 
TROI NAM. Readers who are in­
terested in receiving this 
pUblication are kindly advised 
to fill in the opposite mail­
ing form reserved for TROI NAM. 

VIET-NAM BULLETIN 

Name of person (or friend) or organization 
wishing to receive the Bulletin: 
MR 
""SS 
MAS 

Address: 

5TR!ET "'0. 

, 't ?YU 0 
..i..S l a new one. )0(0 0 

C'TY STATE ZIP 

lillticipated duration of stay at this address: 

Permanent 0 Until 

TROI NAN 

Name of person (or friend) or organization 
wishing to receive TROr NAN: 
"' . .... 'S.5 
~'5 

Address: 

STRUT '"'0. 

, 't ,?vEsD 
~s 1 a new one. HO 0 

APT 

CITY ST~,~ J.lf" 

Anticipated duration of stay at this address: 

Permanent 0 Until 
-------

IVri te to the Emhassy of Viet-Nam for the hest and most Ujl-to­
date information on \1jet-Nam. Write foy other issues of the 
Viet-Nam Info Series: 

No 1 : 
No 2 : 
No 3: 
No 4: 
No 5 : 
No 6: 

Address: 

Or call: 

Transportation in Viet-Nam 
Vi 11 agc Autonomy 
Theater in Viet-t\Tam 
The Supreme Court of RVN 
Industrial Develojlment of Viet-Nam 
International Aid to Viet-Nam 

Emhassy of Viet-Nam--Info Seri os 
2251 R Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C.2000R 

(202) 234-4860, 



\I1E. T -NAM BULLE. TIN 
A weekly publication of the Embassy of Viet-Nam 
2251 "R" Street, Washington D.C. 20008 
Telephone: 234-4860 

Viet-Nam Info Series 8 
1967: YEAR OF DEMOCRACY (9-69) 

U. S. POSTAGE 
PAID 

Washington, DC 
Permit No.41866 

BULK RATE 


