
m.:)ve:nent in Vietnam. The road has not always been an ea:;y one l yea.,.s of 

harrassl1l<.,nt 'cy French colonial aut.horities; t1'TO s:!lartjng defeats d1L.-lng t.htl 

decade L'I1.'ediat·11y preceding the Seccnd ~orld iTarj the :!.CT.'lG ~.nd frequently 

bloody roar of resistance against the French after tr.e Pacif;l.c 1Tar; the frm.trattn, 

peace at C-eneva in 19:5h capped off by the arrival of the Americans t.o replc ca 

the French. Then, of course., t·i;C more incomlusive dec;ades of stru.gf(le in an 

cHort to seize the South. On too whole, h"...,-avcr, the history of the com:'lt'ni~it 

mow:nent in Vie·~nam has been a saga of success, a chronicle of the rise of a 

small and elitist revol~tionary organization in French-controlled Indochinc to 

a. highly effecti va polUical 1'Ovemerrt c3.Pable of controlling half of the pc'pu­

lation of 'li{'tr.am and contesting seriously for control owr the roth-e uat:.on. 

~at is the secret of the extrc:.ordi .... lary success of C'o::mnmis!l ill Vietn.'!m:' 

1111)' has the canmunillt move:nent been so successful in recent deC8.c.e!', not ol·Jy 

against :I.ts 1.nternal. rivals. but "31so against the fighting forces of two 11c'w3r­

i'ul lTestern nations? QU"'stions such as these lie behind the seard:; for thb 

Jllalllling of the preser!t conflict :in Vietnam, and a sr:lall but gro1rlng body of 

ocholars is at work in an effort t~ find aD~T.ers. At this poL~, scholar-

ship on Vietn@l'.ese ccnl"'UIl1.Sl1l is ~rtin at a relati wI:,' pri'l'.itive level (compared, 

ferr ex.a:rple. with the '7CLSt a.":\our..t of materials available on cOI:mnm.1.sm in China), 

but the gaps in our know::'edp,e [).Te gradually being filled and we (U"O nCNl' at. 

the point wrere we can b:ogin to draw sore tentative conclusicns. 

T.he present paper caI'..no·~ by allY means atte-npt to provide 

conclusivasansm:lrs to the quostions above. Ratrer, it is an atte.;;pt to look 

at One anpoct of the proble::!, to draw to{;ether Bcn:e of the findings of I""!cent 

aeholarship in an effort to trace the historical development of the strategy 

1Ihich OVBr the :years has sorvl:'ld to fgrge the comrunirrt povement int" a 

highly effeeti,a revolutionary organization, jJ'3rhaps the I!tOst effeetive 

poll tical weapon of its kind 10. contem'Porory Scutheast Asia. 'l'he approach 
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used here is unblushin~ly historical. for the strategy which has been used, to 

such great effect against the Saigon COverr.nent and its American ally in th~ 

last two decades did not emerge full-blown with the birth of the first 

Ilarxist-l.eninist party in Vietn3!:l. Like its ideoloid-cal counterpart in China, 

the ~ietnamese conmunist movement has developed its present revolutionary 

strategy only as a result of painful years of trial and error, of dizzy su<:-· 

cess and frustr2,ting failure. J.nd the movement tOday, in a very .. eal sense, 

is a product of those forty-odd years of p-owth. 

The present assessment is based on a variety of sources, in France, in the 

United States, am within the cornlunist movement in Vietnam. The latter sonrce 

is particularly useful, for historians of the D.R. V. appear to approach the 

task of understanding the history of the movement with a minimum of ideoJ.o.c:~ 

'do~atisrn. Ilost important, however, have been the newly-released archival 

materials available at the old l'inistry of Colonies in Paris, some of which 

( 
~ , 

particularly reports by the French stl!'ete in Indochina) thrcm considerable 

light on ccmnunis t activ:tties during the vi tally important period before tho 

1 Seccnd llorld l'Iar. Unfortunately, the French archives are not open for the 

period after the war; nor has research on the period of the Frarx::o-Vietrnin.~ 

, conflict by co~unist historians in North Vietnam been as ,tenaliicnln to get at t.he 

':trUth. '. Our picture of communist strategy during the post_ar period, therefore, 

is in some respects more speculative. Hopefully,this problem will be remedied 

in tre mar future. 

P,1an-,inz the Seed of Harri~ From a .conceptual point of view, it mieht 

be said that Vietnan:ese connunism was born in'1920, when Lenin enunciated 

his "Theses on the National and Colonial Questions" at the Second Congress 

ot the Com:nunist. International in J.!oscow. For lenin's fanous theses were 
• 

the first serious atte::lpt by a European cor:Il:r..mist leader to adapt J.:arx's 

doctrine of class strugglo to the predor.linantly a$:I"arian, pre-capitalist 

societies in Asia. Until 1920, the ~ar:dst doctrine of social revolution 

'Was eenorally Been to have relevance only to too catrltalist \Test. With 

Lonin's theses, lfarxism thereby cie\'8loped broad ,..,rld implications. for com-

,-----,---~ 



munist movements could now be formed and playa meaningful role in 

stimulating social change in Asian societies even before the advent of 

capitalism. ThE key t.o success, above all, lay in Lenin's co ncept of 

a "four-class alliance", by which the S!!1all.Asian working class (led 

by its vanguard organization, the local co:mnu;.ist party) could fonn 

alliances with'other progressive and anti-imp~rialist ,classes (the peas­

antry, the petty bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeOisie) against the 

COrJ:llon enemies of Asian feudalism and iTestern imp8rialism. Once this 

four-class alliunce (or, in more practical te::'!Ils, the bourgeois-led 

nationalist mov<'ments which had already come into existence in opposition 

to colonialism in Asia) had, with the active hut independent cooperation 

of the communisl. party, overthrown the 0010ni,11 regime, the "bourgeois:­

democratic" revnlution would then "grow over" into a socialist revolution 

led by the proletariat and the cormnunist part:r. At that point, p0i'!9r would 

be seized fran 1 he indigenous middle class. 

Viewed in the abstract, Lenin's theses seem~d like a fairly simple and 

straightforward approach to the creation of a communist movement in Asia. 

In practice, of course, the "four-class allia;.lce" concept presented a number 

of difficult problems. )'!hat role sJDuld the communist party play in such 

an alliance? Should it insist on playing a leading role or accept the leader­

ship of oourgeois elements? To what extent should it subordinate its own inter­

ests in the alliance? Precisely who were the "progressive" elements with 

who::! the party could cooperate? Finally, and most important, at what stags 

should the party cease to cooperate with bourgeois elements inthe a:lliance 

and attempt to seize power for itself? In the brief years before his death, 

Lenin prOvided sme broad guidance, but many of these questions evaded precise 

definition. "Local cooditions" would be the deter::ining factor. 

In any event, if Linin's theses did no t solve all the coming proble::ls 

of Asian revolutionaries, they were the decisive first step in the form­

ation of a strategy for co::mnmist mo~ments in Asia. And Lenin's proposals 

had unleashed a chain of events which resulted half a decade later in the 

formation of the first truly llar::dst poUtical organization in Vietnam. 

------_._--



For it was aB a result of reading a French-lanp,uage version of the treses 

in Paris that the young N.:uyen Ai Quoc (later to be k-nown to the w:>rld as 

Ho Chi llinh) dec:ided to accept l'arx:ism as a teol for a.chievin" the llberation 

of his Vietna.'1le< e countrymen, and thus in..l Q2.0 became a foundinr; rember of 

the French Communist Party. And it was throue:h the tredium of 1lg\.")'l3n Ai Ql1c..c 

and a handful of fellow er.rl.gr~s in France that communism -nould be first 

brought to Vietnam in the mid-1920s. News of the Bolshevik revolution 

and articles on Varxism had begun to filter lllto the Vietnamese press, 

despite the strenuous attempts of governmental authorities to prevent the 

importation of f'uch subversive material. It was in 1925, however, that the 

first major step toward the building of a Vietnarnese comn:unist party took 

place. Ih that year, NgUyen Ai Quoc~ who had spent over a year receivine: 

trainin," as a communist agent in lliscO'l'f. returned to South China as a 

member of Borodin's Comintern mission te the Chinese Kuom1ntang, with the 

assigned duty of fo~ine the first communist movement in French Indochina. 

Vietnao in 1925 was ripe for the new leadership that the young revolu­

tionary hoped te. provide. There had been an active resistance to French 

control in Vietnam for several decades, most recently in tie anti-French 

scholar-patriot moverent led by the intrepid nationalist Phan fui Chau. 

By 19~5;'h0m3ver, Pharr's movement had ron its course. French oppression, 

the death or impris onrnent of many of its leaders, the innate wealmess of 

the movement and, finally, the arrest of Phan himself by French pOlice in 

1925, all contributed to its decline inthe mid-1920s. 

The dispersal of Fhan fui ~au' s movement did no!; mark the end of resistance 

to French rule in Vietna"!l. A new generation of Vietna..""Bse - urban, middle 

cla.ss. increasingly \'[esternized ~_n schooling and outlook, was beD.nning to 

form in tre big cities. This n9l'r generation - and particularly the sons and 

daughter of the traditional mandarin elite - contirr.led to sense its obligaticn 

to serve the proud heritaee of Vietnan. In 1925, hOlrever. this inchoate 

sense of national identity lacked a concrete political focus. There were a 

fem quasi.-political parties like the roderate Saip,on-based Constitutionalist 

Party under Bui Quane Chieu and its sll"htly nore radical counterpart, the 

-------



Youth Party; in the Center and the North, e~prisoners and student r.rrups in 

the major urban centers made a few tentative efforts to ort:anize. This naticn­

alist effervescence lacked any real coherence, however. Factionalism, region­

alism, and vacillation over strategy and tacti'~s kept the various groups 

from finding common t:round, and although the c010nial autooritics kq:tan 
2 

f11e on their activities, they presented no serIous challeIll(e to French rule. 

The Revolutionarv Youth Lea~e The disorga~zed character of Vietnamese . . 

nationalism presented llguyen Ai Quoc Tlith a gbvdng opportunity to build a 

communist organization which would become the leading elereent in a vast 

anti-colonial movell'.ent dedicated to achieving-,;Itional independence. By 

all indications, Nguyen attempted to follow LEnin's instructions to the 

letter. In early 1925 he began patiently to assemble his follovr.i.ng 

small groups of exiles in South China, remnants of Phan Bei Chau's old 

orlianization in Vietnam now left leaderJ.es!'With the arrest of too old patrict -

and in Jlll!e he formed the first avolfCdly l'arxist political organization in 

Vietnam - the Poevolutionary Youth league (~}Jam Thanh nen Cach renh 

Don!! Chi Hoi). In recognition of the fact tha~ most of the founding 

members had only a nodding acquaintance with 1!JI'xist-Leninist theory and 

practice, the new or&ani:r.ation did not formally consider itself a com:nunist 

party. Its lioals were general, stressing patriotism and only the basics of 

\larxist theory. Its headquarters were located in South China, but it aimed 

at building up a dedicated membership from all progressive classes in all 

areas of Vietnam. Within two years it had become one of the largest and 

most cohesive secret politiccl. organizatiOns in Vietnam. 

Creating a l'arxist revolutionary party in Vietnam was only half of the prob­

lem, of course. The broader and perhaps more difficult task 'lffiS to r.lould 

an effective anti-colonial force out of the disparate nationalist groups 

in the three rel:ions of Vietnam. Ironically, ,mortly after Nguyen Ai Q1XlC 

tormed his leaiiUe, the disarray in the nationalist movement began to evapor­

ate as two new nationalist parties arose - one in the Center and the other 

in too North - and both for a tire became active rivals of the leal!'le for sup­

port amon\: patriotic £I"Oups in Vietnam. In Annam, eJC-prisoners from Poulo 
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Condore and radi::al students £ron Hanoi coalesced to form a quasi-1'arx\.st 

oreanization, the Revolutionary Party, Which offici~lly espoused llar:d.st 
3 

aims but vacilla ted between revolution and ,reforrism. In Tonkin, students 

and workers forr-sd in 1927 a revoluticnary p:u'ty - the Viet Nan Quoc Dan J~ng 

or VNQDD - in d1.rect imitation of Sun Tat-sen's KuOJilintanl: in China. Unlike 

the Revolutionary Party, the V11QDD leadership showed no interest in llar:d.sm 

or social revolution. 

From the evidence available it appears thai. the Leaii:Ue did malee sporadic 

a~proaches to its nationalist COT.j:etitors with the ultimate aiM of forr.cing 

an alliance. To.lks w.l th the Revolutionary Pal'tv took place on several 

occasions, but although both shared a cor..mitm(.nt to l!arrist ideals"mutual 

suspicion, personal pique, and disagreer.:ent o"er strategy were too great 

to overcolW. n e radical merrDers of the Lear.un distrusted the "refor:nist" 

Cro.racter of thE Revolutionary Party leadersh:,p, while the lTDderates in the 

latter disliked the League's tendency to violence. The history of the 

necotiations, Vlhich draf,Fed on interclttently until 1930, !!Ore than 

anything else sc-rve to disclose too degree of mutual suspicion within the 

nationalist movement as a whole, and the generally inflexible attitu:le 

of the League's Canton leadership. 

Even Ereater problems plagued the negotiations with the VNQDD. The 

latter, although avowedly revolutionary, was suspicious of the comr.mnists, 

and approached the poss:!hilit:r of alliance w.lth considerable mistrust-. Ten-

'tative contacts took place on several occasions, but no serious regotiations 

ever took place, and scattered evidence indicates that 

sid8S.
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Only with difficulty did the two parties avoid 

the fault lay with both 

open conflict, and 

a bitter rivalry developed, particularly in the North, where too VNQDD was 

stronr8st. By too late 19205, the VN'=lDD beEan to identify nora closely with 

Chianc Kai-shek's Kuomintanc regime in China, and became mre openly suspi-

cious of co=unism. From that point, hopes for an alliance faded. 

l.ea~e efforts to forge an alliance inCochin China had mhed results. 

}tany members of the smaThr radical parties -..ere ultimately broucht into the 

I.ea~e, but the most promimnt party in the :>Outh - the Constitutionalists -
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was considered insufficiently anti-imperialist to be a genuine prospect for 

an alliance. 

In SUr.l, the !eacue ca.:::e up erupty in its early efforts to create a larr,e 

anti-imperialist alliance under its directio:1. It was relatively successfu:L 

in buildir.g up Hs Oml strength m. trin Vietnal,l, and it is probable that by 

the late 1920s ~,t had achieved a ..-reater degree of influence than any of it.3 

major rivals, bt.t it had rot succeeded in the lar~er task of 
~ 

forging a nati·)n-

alist alliance ~ufficiently powerful ~ threaten French rule in Indochina. 
5 

The reasons for its partial failure ;;ere not entirely within its' control, 

of course. Regjonal boms often took priority over'the national cause, and 

personal loyal tj es conr.only took precedence over ideological beliefs. 

Such attitudes (~uld not be expected to break down in the space of a few yelrs, 

either within the League ar amoll<: its rivals. Further, the league had som 

difficulty in btdldinZ a mass base. Evidence available indicates that the 

composition of the party was strongly middle class in back;;round. A 

surpri.sinz numbor came from traditional scholar-zentry families. Ylhile 

there was talk of broadening the proletarian base, of reaching out to the 

peasant masses, in these early years such statements represented the ideal 

more than the,reality; like the early communist movement in Chinaits rne~ers 

often found it hard to avoid an attitude of ccndescension to • ..ard too common 

people. 

In any event, by late 1928 the Leag:ue's failure to fom a Leninist-style alliance 

became less important, for the Sixth Congress of the Commtem neeting in 

July had altered the policy on form"nr. united fronts with nationalist ~ups 

in Asian societies. Smi!rtinf: under the failure of the Leninist strategy in 

China, where Chian~ Kai-shek had struck at hi.s colll!!JUl1ist ally in April 1927, 

the Ccmil1tern issued a new world strategy for con:nunist parties in colOnial 

an:! semi-colonial societies lIhich restricted the role of alliances with 

bourgeois nationalist parties. ,Assessin!: the mrld situation as rapidly 

reachine: a period of crisis in the capitalist mlrld, the Cornintern sugFested 

that alliances with bourgeOis parties in Asian societies were dangeroll2, 

einc6 1I!Uch of the middle class wouJ.d ultirrately·pull back from revolut'. 
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Rather, cor.lIllunists were to strive for tha "united front from below", to 

I!Itren.:then the mass base by lfeaning mass support alfay from rival parties' 

at the base level in preparation for the revolutionary "hieh lfave" which 

.... as sure t.o rome in the near future. The new policy appears to have had 

little effect on the strategy of the league, Tlbich had had little success 

with boureeois parties in any case, except to make it doubly cautious on 

alliance ,nth the VNQDD , now increa~ingly identified with the renegade 

J(uomintanl: in China. In one area the Comintem adronished the League to 

improve its work - to"Eolshe""i~el the party by moving 1.nto the factories 

in order to reduce the stronfly middle class 'luali ty of the League I s rem-

bership. 

Split, Reunification 2nd Revolt The year ::.929 inaugtJ.r:lted a period of 

rapid ch2n5;e in the affoirs of the comr:mn:i.st r:ovement in Vietn~. Ideolord.:2L 

and reeional strains had been evident in the organization during tre first 

years of its eJdstence and erupted into full·-;;ca1e co nflict in 1929. 

In }.lay, the Leaeue was scheduled to hold its 2.irst party conr,ress in Hong 

Konr,:, and each of. the main regions in Vietnan was to sero delegates. In 

North Vietnam dissatisfaction with Leaeue pol:~ies had been on the increase, 

and the regional leadership, under the prodding of Tran Van Cung, had come 

to feel that necessity for a tightening of the ideological quality and 

for the formation of a formal rornr.runist party. In early 1929, Tran Van 

Cung and his colleaeues forred a communist cell in Tonkin a.'1d prepared 

to bring before the \lay congress a formal proposal to transform the League 

into a ca.c"~st party. 

The Tonkinese leadership had been able to Vlin support ·fron its rerional 

constituency for the proposal, rut was less successful in Ho~ Kong. 

Althoueh !lOany dele!;:ates at the Congress were allegec J;vsy.::pathetic to the 

proposal, the Leaeue leadership under Lam duc Thu VldS opposed to tre :idea 

for a variety of reasons, and the proposal was voted do\m. !neered at the 

rebuff, the north Viet~se delel:ation resigned abruptly from tbe Coop-ess 

and returned home, where it i11'rediately famed an Indochinese Cor..r.nmist Party 

(ICP) 1:1 the stmrner of 1929. The remaminl! delegates in Hone Kene, having 

earlier protested that the time was not ripe for forming a cotmmlnist party, 



500n al:l"eed tomove rapidly in that direction. Once it became evident that 

the rebellious ICP had won considerable support from the Lear,ue at the mass 

level the leadership of the leal:lle convened a meeting and hastily forr..ed '. . 

a rival AnnanitE Communist Party (ACP) in AUg'l!3t. To compound the grOl'l'ine 

confusion, inthe Center, the radical elemdnts in the n~N-disintegrating 

Revolutiomry P,.rty rena",ed their own organiz'ltion the Indochinese Co=n:!.st 

league. 

The details of the split and the neJ:(otiatiuns need not detain us here. 

Sufiice it to s<.y that for several months the three co'opetin!! or"anizations 

tried to discrecit the llar:Xist-Leninist crede,tials of each of its rivals 

(the most usual criticjsm, followir..: the fas11:;,on in 1l0scow, W.1S 1!en::hevik) 

in e. series of cd1art:es and counter-charges. 'L'he CO'llintern, not surprisingly, 

was at:hast at the sight of squabbling l:a.rxist factions in Vi"tnalll and angrily 

instructed the three groups to :cegotiate a se·,tlement. V/hen early att~pts 

failed, the Con0ntern dispatched Nguyen Ai QuJC, who had been out of 

contact with paJ·ty affairs since !r.id-l927, to return to South China and, as 

Comintern repre};entative, obtain a settle:nent. In February of 1930, the now 

veteran communil;t convened a secret meetinl' o.~ represretatives of the rival 

factions in Hong Kong and achieved a rapid agreement on unification. :1'0 sooth 
, 

aIlI:I'Y et:qs. he avoided assessint: the blame and called for a row party nth 

a new name, the Vietnam Corr.munist Party (within a year, the Comintem was to 

decree another naJ'le change - back to Indochinese Communist Party). For 

the .first but certainly not the last time, Nguyen Ai Quoc had de~nstrated 

that unique ability to calm ruptured tempers and heal party splits, a 

quality that would be so inportant in guaranteeing the survival and rontinued 

development of the cO=.JI\ist movement in Vietnam. 

Tiith the fOrI:lEltion of an official co!~,lunist party, the roverent entBred 

too second stace of its brief existence. Having inthe eyBs of the Comintern 

finally reached the stace of ldeoloeical maturity, it could not concentrate 

on the main task of building up its strength withln Vlztnam am preparinli: 

for the ultimate seizure of power from theFrench. In the ccntext of the 



'WOrld conditions at the time, it had entered its new existence at a 

propitious period in the history of the modern world. Since the S1.xth 

Concress in 192E, the communist rrovement had clai!ned to discern the 

rise of a revolutionary hieh wave in the capitalist world, an assulJPtion 

that attained added weight when the depressio;1 struck the ~Testern mrld 

in 1929. In the view of lli scow, a high ''Wave ae:ainst world ca'italism and 

iJnperialism, spt'rred by the economic depressi(m, 'Was fast approaching and 

'Would soon brea,'out in a number of countries around the rorld. TIhether 

Indochina was such an area, the Comintern was not specifiC, but all C<m'­

munist parties l;ere expected to prepare for the poss! hility of local crisis 

conditions whicll would present an opportunity for a seizure of power. 

As it turned out, the possibility was not Ions: in coming 1.'1 Vietna'1l, 

for 1930 indeed marked a temporary high wave in the level of anti-French 

discontent there. The first indication was an abortive revolt by the 

VNQDD at military camps scattered arouIXi the fringe of theRed River Delta 

in February. II'.dications are that the VNQDD leadership saw little hope for 

success, but was driven to action.qy desperation. The ICP, sc~cely forwed, 

did n ot rise in response, apparently in the belief that the situation was 
6 

not ripe. Uithin weeks of the Vl'IQDD uprising, however, indications of 

discontent arose elsewhere. StIi kes at the Phu Rieng rubber plantation 

near Bien Hoa near Saigon were soon followed qy work stoppages and riots 

at factories at Vinh in the Center and at Ham Dinh in the North. 'These 

incidents were economic in origin, and ~bolized dissatisfactiou with 

local 'Working conditions more than the desire for a natio;1-wide revolt, but 

there is no doubt that local c=unist cadres, acting in 'accordance with 

Comintern instructions to raise the level of consciousness a;:1on;: all potential­

ly revolutionar--.. classes, were actively involved in stimulatiof: the activity. 

By mid-summer, discontent had extended to other areas throughout Viet= 

am be"an to involve peasants - particularly in the Center '/roore rural 

areas had been hard hit by high ta:xas, mandarin corrupticn, and flood con­

ditions. In early September, full-scale revolt broke out in the central 

provinces of N"he An and Ea. Tinh and, under proddi~ by local communist 
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cadres, peasant rioters seized control at the district level and beE;an to 

establish villaii:El "soviets" w:-j.ch drove the t;'aditional hadership under 

cover and confiscated the land of the wealthy for d1strirution to the 
7 .. 

poor. The French reacted swiftly to the chanenre with military counter-

measures and severe :repression a~ainst the local populace, and by early 

the next sprin" had be~ to bring the situation back under control. The 

soviet novenent finally collaps·ed in early S1D=r, and the ,area lapsed 

back into sullen silence. 

The fa."1oUS Nehe-Tinh upris:in~ of 1930-1931 has been correctly Viewed as 

a si¢icant point in the history of the c=mist movement in Viet nan. 

It was at once a "lorious paii:El in tea history of the party and a serious 

setback in its qU8st for power. In one sense it seriously weakened the 

com:nunist rroOve:r.~nt and, at least tel!l?orarily, undemined its influence in 

Vietnam. On the 0 th3r hand, it provided a model for the later developm'lnt 

of the Vietna~se revolution and, in the eyes of the party, a number of 

lessons for future behavior. For our purpose.l, the period raises a n1.lT.l!Jer 

of interestin" questions concerning the devel')pine: strategy of the co=uniet 

movement and the role of the Comintern in for",ine: that strategy. In the 

first place, to what degree was the party - and the Comintcrn - responsible 

for the revolt? This is not altogeth8r an easy question to answer, both becaus e 

of the lack of evidence and as a matter of definition. A balanced view of 

the lighe-Tinh soViets teros to support the view that the parj;.J leadership 

and the Corr.intern were only indirectl,r responsible for the uprising. 3vidence 

fran a variety of sources indicates that neith3r the Comintern nor the party 

leadership, newly foreed, had cnlled for an uprising. Inde2d, when the soviets , 

beg~~ to be fomed, the top echelons of·the party cr1tici=ed the fo~ation of 

the soviets as "premature", although it did direct party branches in other :rreas 
8 

to give as much support as possible to the rebels in tbe Center. f'resu~ably 

neither the party nor the Comintern believed that conditions in Vietnao had 

reached the stage where a na.tioIl-'idde insurrection was appropriate, am the 

level of discontent in the Center procably surprised them. Primary respons­

ibility for the revolt appears to lie at the provincial level of too party, 

'. . 
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lI'here the part"committee, perhaps deliberately, decided to turn an essentially 

spontaneous series of incidents into a regio:'.al uprising. 
, 

On too other hand, the Com intern canrlot be totally absolved of responsibi-

lity. It was tte Sixth Conrress' enthusiastic (ani ultir'uately mistaken) 

assumption that the crest of a revolutionary ,tave was approaching whidl 

probably Disled the local Vietnarese leadersr~-'..p into channeling the economic 

discontent into a major uprisi ng. By calling for local cc=unist parties tn 

rely on their OlTD estiPlate of local ocnditionl" the Comintefn was pla:'ing 

With fire. It lias the ICP which got burnt. 

Secondly, what effect did the revolt have (,n later cornunist strategy in 

Vietnam? Vast ocviously, the revolt taught the COlmnunists a vivid lesson that 

the Comintern ha1 given oJ"'.ly in an abstract 5E use: local crisis cor:di tions 

were not sufficient to justify a major insurrection unless a revolutionary 

situation existed througJ-:out the country. French archival SOOTces srow 

that revolutionary sentincnt in 1930 nas not nation-l'fide. large areas of 

Vietnam w")re quiet - particularly in the citie.s and in the crowded RedP.iver 

Delta. If the Nghe-Tinh soviet period taught anything, it demnstrated the 
9 

need for strong =entralized c·:ntrol over the decision-making process. 

Further, the revolt showed that the regional party leadersr~p failed to 

respond to the rapidly -changing situation by formulating an effective 

revolutionary strategy. An essential political .. :eapon in the anti-colOnialist 

arsenal - a broad united front of all progressive classes against the co=on 

enemy - was only il!:Perfectly realized during the period of the revolt. The 

party's central c=nittee had decreed the fOMation of a natim-Tride Anti­

irr~erialist Front (following the sorrewhut restrained view of the post-1928 

Cotintern, it was to be very cautious in unitinf' with middle class elements), 

but tho local leadership in the Center, fed by its own doctrinal prejudices 

arrl the pent-up resetLm<iut of the poor peasantry, pernitted villaee revclu­

tionaries to enrage in an uncontrolled and SO!:letimes frenzied attack on 

wealtltY elements in the area of the uprising. lThile sane collaborator 

elements in the reg:l.on of the uprisings perhaps OTred a''blood debt" to the 

people, later co~st historians confess, the revolutionaries were carried 

awaj in an excess of anl;i-feudal blood:lett:!ng which neec1lessly alienated 
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mod3rci. e am potentially anti-French ele11ents elsewhere in Vietnam. As the 

communists in the Cent"r grew increasingly isolated, the French were able to 

o:>ncentrate theL- forces and graduaIIs restore control.· The party was not s101l" 
~d- . 

to realize a mON moderate social policy W;lS required during the pariod of 
ft - . 

an uprising to avoid isolation fromother ela;::"nts in society. 

There -mre, of course, pro:,ising aspects to the revolt. It Ylas the most 

serious revolt ai'ainst French rule in Indochina since the end of the previo,s 

century, am it ,iel'1onstrated the degree to Tlhich the VietnaRese people, even 

in a relatively :'-imited area, could be motivated to rise against colonial nJ.a. 

And, for the firGt time peasants and TIOrkers showed a 1ri1lin~ss to coop3rate 

with each other :Ln the common cause.Had the rebel leaden:_ ~_, beenm a positj ~n 

to defend their r,ains and establish a revolutionary foothold in Nghe-Tinh, 

the revolt might have been a useful first step leading to a nation-wide inS1:r­

rection in the mt-too-distant future. Here again, the experience of Ni:he-Tir.h 

taught the med for a revolutionary strategy which prepared for tte possibHity 

of defeat. 

The Nghe-Tinh Soviet movement, then, was both a tragedy and an educationcl 

experience. It -/laS ill-conceived, ill-led, ill-prepared, but it was a labOI­

atory in which the party's strategy (or lack of it) was first tested. The 

strategy "\las found mmtin!2:' and the party would not soon again risk its 

gains in all ill-prepared revolt. 

Retrenchnent iihatever the lonr-term benefits of the events of 1930-1931 

-in Central Vietnam, there is no minilnizing the immediate consequences to the 

y6ung communist or[,anization. In the course 0 f the uprisin!,:s and its after-
A I 

math, the French su....-ete madR strenuous attey:-pts to destrov the ICP. Hundreds ----- . 
of communists were arrested and several executed, includin~ a number of 

party leaders. Co~st figures estL~ate that nearly 90% of the active 

leadership of the part:, was eliminated by French police activity, and the 

party's organizational apparatus at all levels was badly. decimated. -

The early 19305 were thus necessarily a period of patient party rebuilding. 

With the internal apparatus nearly totally destroyed, the ICP was forced to 

find new talent for the challenging days ahead. Fortunately, the Comintem 

had been maldng an effort to train potential j"Onng leaders at the f81nous Uni-



versity of too TOilers of too East (the Stalin School) in 110sc=. Between 

1925 and 1932, according to French police SOUI·ces, 34 Vietnamese communists 

recei ved training of from one ro three years c.t the school. Ili th too lCP 

badly in need of an infusion of new talent,. U e ComL'ltern accelerated its 

training progra~ in l!oscow and began to send back graduate of the Stalin 

School to Vietna.."un order ro rebuild the party apparatus. By 1932 two 

temporary headquarters abroad - one in South G'hina an:!. t.oo other in Thailanl -

. had b een.set up to supervise the revival of the party from a safe distance 

beyond the border. A number of Stalin Bchool graduates r.ere seized by the 

Frerx:h, but enough got through to provide a new leadership for the party. 

Foremost 2'llOng the ne .... crop of leaders were 1(1 Hong Phong, an e~student at 

the Aviation School in Leningrad who was put in charge of the rcp I s South 

China bureau, and Tran Van Giau, a Stalin Sch(·ol graduate who led the party 

to a strone revival in Cochin China. Slowly hut surely. theparty began to 

, 

revive, primarily at too local level and in tl;e factories and villages of 

-COchin China. 

The changing leadership of too party in the early 1930s was mt reflecte i 

in party strategy, however. Until 1935, lCP programs and directives contL"I.led 

to reflect the current Comintern line - united front from below, cp rx:entration 
" , 

of the party's work in urban ... -orking class areas, and a conscious policy 0 f 
~ 

subordinating th<;l visibility of the peasantry within the party. By all indications, 

the party leadership attempted to follow ConDntern policies and made no irmediato 

at~.pt to 1."utate the ITove toward a new strateg:'T taking place in China. To 

underline its mm attitude, the Comintern in 1105cow refused to a6it anytut 
11 

worker candidates to thestalin School. As seen from !'OSCCJlr, the road to 

revolution was still the Bolshevik road. 

For four years, then, the lCP presented a low profile in Vietna.':l. This 

apparent inactivity was somewhat misleading, hovrewr, and did not delude 

the French intelligence services, who consistently warned Paris of the effec-

tivenesB of the party's rebuilding effort and their own growing inability to 

doa1lrith the situation. The sm-etJ was not fant.asizing in its worried assess-

ment of too situation, for COntnunl.st efforts were i.ndeed beginning to pay 
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dividends, particularly in the South, where Tran Van Giau led a revitalized 

regional apparatus, while in Saigon overt party workers cO::lbined te::1pora:ri!.y 

lIith Trotskyitesin publishing tr.e left-mng jpurnal La lutte and winning 

e~l siderable suport in Saigon municipal elec'·ions. Curiously, efforts in 

.lnnam and Tonk:!.l: had less sucoess. Peasants in the Center were apparently 

cowed, if resentfuL, while communist orl'anizl!rs, for reasons which are rot 

entirely clear, had little success in the dell.a region near, Hanoi. 

Encouraged b~: the improving situation, the ne\T party leadership in South 

China bepn to Flan for a national congress in 1934 to set forth a new poli­

tical program fer the ICP. Under the directitln of Le Hong Phong, a preli.~ 

inar~'m·;et:ing was held late in 1934, and a fomal reeting took place the 
12 

next l'arch in tt e Portuguese colony of l:acao. lIith both I.e Fong Phong and 

~guyen Ai C:uocir;lloscow attending the pivotal meeting of the Seventh Com:intorn 

• 
Congress, which was clearly about to set fOrt:l a new world strategy for the 

con:rnunist move:clent, the !'arch congress had a :)rOVisional air about it. In 

the absence of clear directives frcI:llloscow, '~he }{acao conr-ress drew up a pro­

gram not substalCtially changed froJ.! that of t;le previous four :J8 ars. Shortly 

after the close of the concress, "",rever, I.e Hong Phong returned frorc· I'oscml' 

with the "popular front" strate!!y adopted by the Seventh Camintern CcnFTess 

Fearing isolation as a result of the rise of fascism in Germany and Japan, 

Stalin directed the communist parties in the ~rld movement to broaden their 

alliances. Once again, "united fronts fron above" 'Kere to be foned with 

ltoderate bourgeois parties afairlst the menace of fascis::l in Europe and Asia. 

On seeing the disparity between the new Corr:i.ntern policy and the party 

-
program for!Culated at tre ICP's l~acao ccnGI'ess, lP- Hon" Phong called a plen-

ary meetinr- of the central co~nittee and a new progl'a~ was drawn up in 

accordance with the new populClr front stratepy. The rapid shift in world 

strategy must have been confUsing to the leadership as well as to the rank 

and file of IeP membership. but fro." all :indications it appears that the 

party accepted the new policy with relativelylittle ~bling. There are 

s:1.gns that so"'e party- members were disrruntled at the prospects of initiating 

cooperation with bourgeois nationalist groups, and a few secret workers expressed' 
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their scorn of the"poli ticos" who worked op~n1y a"!long non-corr:nuni. st rroups. 

On the whole, hcwever, the party shifted to a popular frent strategy roth , 

little open eX?ression of discontent. As llguyen Ai "'uoc was to write frem 

abread, the r£w stratef-Y had broad i~plic3tions for ICP poliCY: 

At the present tiree the CPI should not r.lc.lce excessive deT"'ands (indepo>nc.enc!!, 

parlia:nent, etc.) so as not to fall into a snare prepared by the 

Japanese f~scists. The party r.nlst li-it itself to derr.anding derro-, 

cratic rirhts, frecdon of orranization, assembly ani press, general 

amnesty f01' political prisoners - struf'r,le for the right of legal 

activities.. To realize these goals the party must successfully 'form 

a ldde nat:.ona1-de::ocratic front which w:>uld unite rot only too local 

population of Indochina, but progressive French forces, not only of th3 

working class, but also representatives of thenational bourgeoisie.
1

} 

One suspects that he, at any rate, was pleased at the new direction world 

cClll"1unist stratog'T was ta\:ing. 

The Period o.f tr,e FO:Julrr Fro",t The change to a new strategy in 1936 

COincided with :;i"lilar chanl"es taking place in France, where a popular 

front goverment, inchding socialists and with the support of the French 

Co~nist Party, took office in 1936 and, as part of its progran, p~ised 

to convene a study c=is5ion on condition; in French colonies. The 

proposed oo~~ission quickly beca~ the focus of ICP efforts to forM a 

popular front in Indochina. In the. SUlOller of 1936, the radical journalist 

Nguyen An Ninh, a S"J!!lpathizer. but not a fomal member of tm IC?, SU[!fSsted 

in the pages of La Lutte that Vietnanese profressives sho'lld emulate tha 

exa~ples of nationalist grou;:>s in French Africa and form an Indochinese 

Congress (Do"" D'l~n" :J3i ?ooi) to gather the co:-.plaiP.ts. of the Vietnan3se 

people and pass the.., on to the proposed Colonial Comr.d.ssion when it ra de its 

trip to Indochina. Nguyen's sllgfestion was iy:""ediate~ supported by tre Iep 

as a handy instrument to achieve broad nationalist coop;raticn against Japanese 

fascism as well as to raise the level of revolutionary 00 mciollsness al'lonf( 

them ass of the population. Party journals called for the forrnatim of hun­

dreds of "action committees" (uI ban hanh dond in villages and factories to 
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gather local com;:>laints which would then be submitted to a central c=ittee 

comprised of all nationalist factions which '\'las then tak:i.n!! shape in Sairon. 

This national committee, comprising - at leas'. in the early s~a"es -

moderate Constitutionalists such as La Quang "l.ier.1 and Ng'.IYen P'-an Long 

as well as radicals and members of the ICP, began to cooperate in drawinr-

up the plans for the proposed conpress. For "~he first tLT.e, a true Leninist­

stvle united frmt seemed to be in the making in Vietnam. 

It was throufh the-Indochinese Concress norement, then, 'that the ICP 

atter-pted to put its new and broader united f",ont policy in effect. Such 

activities had only li':'ited results, he-c.-ever. In too Center and too North, 

political p2.rties were i11e"al, and nationali ,t apitation in tro late 1930s 

was of li:nited strength. -'Yith little scope f.)r a broad front, the party's 

activity was restricted to attempts at informll cooperation TIi. th other groups 

within the regional consultative assemblies. In Cochin China, where poli­

tical activity was permitted and a number of noderate nationalist f.'Toups 

were alrea(;y in existence, the potential for :..lopular front activity was 

greater. Th~re the open me1'1bers of the ICP a~tetJted to forge a cohesive 

al11a nce of moderates and radicals to propaga>ldize the gover~nt for 

reforTl's and tbe formal conve~ing of the proposed Indochirese Congress. The 

net cast b.v the party was fairly wide- not only small radical parties andind­

ividuals like Nguyen An Ninh were cultivated, but even "progressive" elements 

in the Constitutionalist Party and (on an informal basis) even the Trotskyites 

in Saigon. F'or the first t:irr.e the COll1<":lUnist Inov€nent was begill.'1ing to 

conceive of the united front on a fairly broad scale. 

Even in Cochin China, h::rwever, the party'S popular front activities looked 

better on paper than in reality. The moderate Cansti tutiorolis ts - foremost 

representative of the prosperous urban middle classes in Saigon - split over 

the issue of cooperatinF' with the com:nunists, and b.v early fall the nore 

cautious eler.-.ents under Le Quane' Liem withdrew fron the Cong:ress movement, 

leavinl" only a mildly left-winf! "rump" of the" party under Nf!Uyen Pl'an Lonf! 

cooperatine' with the radicals. Even there, the degree of cooperation seelIl3 

suspect: Nguyen Phan Long was led to cooperate more throuf!h his resentMent 
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at fellow-Constitutionalist Bui Quang Chieu than through sincere oonviction, 

while the ICP grumbled that NfUyen Phan Long did not real]y have his heart:ln 

the Con!Tess movement. 

As for the T.~otskyites, whatever possibilities had existed for cooperation 

with the ICP TI'.plted during the course of the populnr front ;:eriod. For the 

former, in the =rds of part:rleader Ta Thu '!'han, oonsidered the front a 

"front populaiX'3 de trahision", a ruse and a trick used by capitalism to 
., 

lure the proletariat away from revolution, an1 refused to participate in 

the front with the Stalinist ICP. On its part, the leI', possibly. under the 

influence ofthe StaMist purge trials in t~osC?W, retreated from any further 

contact with th~ Trotskyites. Bv rn1d-1937, hJstility between the. two 

groups reached a high level, and the potential for oooperation dissolved. 

All in all, the celebrated "popular front" in Indochina ./lchieved.1it_"le ~nthe Yfzy 

of practical re,ults. Not all the blame should accrue to the Iep. l'he 

nationalist:nove11ent in the South was by now alt:{)st chronicaJ.ly factional. 

On the other ha:.1d, the IeI' (according to later com."1lnist historians) was 

e::ceessi. vely rig:td and inflexible in its attitlde to-oard moderates. Nor 

had it begun to make a serious effort to build up the I'".overnent amorl? the 

rural populace.
14

As for the proposed "Indochinese Congress" itself, the 

goverment in Paris, under pressure from French oolon groups in Vi~nam, 

soon retracted on its original intention to send a camnission to Indochina; 

it nstudied the question" in Paris. 

J. fair assessment of the popular front ;:eriod should not be entirely nega­

tive in tone, however. Although the Iep had only lim:i.ted success in taking 

the·Ieed in foning a broad united front for peace arrl prop;ress, the period 

did servo a usefnl pUrpo5~ in a number of respects, for . it 

increased the party's visibility and prestige a'llong the mass of the population. 

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the IeI' was the ~st - and indeed, 

the ooly - effective political force speaking fer the nationalist cause in 
. . 

the late 1930e. \loreover, it is clear in retrospect that the popular front 

period did serve to mOle the Iep one tentative step toward a new strategy 

which would be appropriate to conditions in Vietnam. 1"or the first time, 
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the party was beginning to rive a hi¢ler level of priority to the 

"national questiryn" and to moderate its appeal for social revolution. 

it least inthe e~rly stages of the revolution, national independence had 

begun to take priority over radical social c.>,ange. The stage lias being 

set for post-war success. 

World )Tar and the FOr:lation of the Vietminh The popular front in 

France died gradually in the years 1938 a.'1d 1939 •. The final blow which 
- -

enoed this early period in communist cooperation with the liberal de~o­

cracies was the signing of the liazi-Soviet pact in August 1939. The 

signing of the treaty-had immediate consequences in Indochina, where the 

. French authoriti~s cracked dOYffi on the ICP's open activities and seized 

a number of its top leaders. 

These events in late 1939 were to have momentous con5equences for the 

h1story of the communist movement. Under the stimulus of French oppression, 

the party abandoned its urban base and its fundar.-entally urban stratecr 

and retreated to the countryside where covert operations were sO::lewhat 

easier to carry on. The movement to the villages rrarked the beginning of 

a new rural strategy for the party. Heretofore it had only given lip 

service to the concept of a proletarian-peasant alliance and to the concept 

of the peasantry as the "basic force" of the Vietnamese revolution. True 

enough, peasants had been a central force in the Nghe-Tinh uprising of 1930-

1931, and later' in the decade the party was relatively active in rural 

areas in the l'e'·nng delta, the n arrOll' coastal central plain, and the 

highlands of the Viet Bac. But, influenced by continued CCl!lintern incentives 

to er:lphasize aritatioo aroog urban workers, the essentially urban bias of 

the party leadership a'1d, in all probability, by the passivity of the 

Vietna~se peasantry, the rcp did not really ,devote top attention to buildin~ 
15 

a firm base in the countryside. 

The French crackdown in late 1939 forced the Iep to change its urban -centered 

policy. As in 1931, the party leadership was strin~ently pursued and a 

number of leaders, including Le Hong Phong and new party secretary-gereral 

Nguyen Van Cu, were seized and executed. Those that remained went into 
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hiding, sO!:le fleeing across the border into South China to establish 

contacts ldth col1lltUl1ist elements abroad. By J940, a series of events began 

to accelerate the rove to a new polic;r: 1) thE' decline of the Comintern 

and the consequent absence of policy leadersh:_p fron '·'oscow. As a result 

of theStalin pm'ges in the late 19305, much of the Comintern leadership 

had been destroyed; as for the ~oviet leadersLip, it was preoccupied v.i th 

events in Europe and sho.red little interest iI, Southeast Asia. The ICP, 

which for 50 long had loyally follO'lled the 1,0:;cow line, was now left 

substantially to its cmn devices. 2) the Bac ~Jon uprising in the early 

fall of 1940. ilhen Japanese forces crossed the border briefly in September 

to accentuate their denands for concessions from the French colonial i:overn-· 

ment, local rrontagnard tribesmen, possibly spt'II'ed on by local corn:'Unist 

cadres, rose in revolt a['ainst the French adn:_nistration in the area. 

Althrurh technically speaking the revolt did n at succeed, the rebel forces, 

composed prmarily of local rninorityTay tribe::rren, among i<nomv the ICP had 

been active for a decade, broke into gJuerilla bands and managed to preserve 

the bulk of their forces in retreat ,".:.d began to build stable base areas 

in the upland provinces around Bac Son and Cau Bang. The French made 

strenuous efforts to root ther- out, but they survived and ri:rew. For the 

first time, the ICP now had a secure revolutionary base area from which to 

launch a l'aoist people's liberation Viar at the close of the Pacific conflict. 

3) the return of Nguyen Ai Quac to South China. Absent from Vietna'1lese 

affairs since June 1931 .... hen he had been arrested in Hong Kong, Nguyen Ai 

Quac had spent nearly a decade abroad, first in the Soviet Union and then 

in North China, where had mrked ..nth Chinese Col1lJ"11lllist forces under the 

leadership of J'ao Tse-tung. In the =er of 1940, conscious that an 

opportunity favorable for the liberation of Vi()tna.'Il l'Inuld CQ!le rut of the 

approaching world war, N~n Ai Qooc returned to South China and Rot in 

touch with ICP elements in the border area. From 'l'l'ithin Vietnam, YOUIl? 

party leaders such as Vo NguyenGiap an:! Pham Van Done: -rere sent north by 

the Central Committee to establish contact nth the communist le.ader. 

It Beems probably that Nguyen Ai Quac was under the influence of l!aoist 
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~eri11a tactics in China, and prepared to ,pp1y these tactics to Vietnamese 

conditions. Up until new, the party had not p:iven serious thought to the 

necessity of el, borating a strategy for the soiaure of power which would 

meet the unique requirements of the Vietnarnesn situation. The Soviet 

moc.el of takeo\~r - calcentration of power ir.the cities, backed by the 

generalized sUPt'ort of the peasantry, Tlith th'! ultimate seizure of power 

through an armed insurrection in the major po,1u1ation centers - was , 
oonsidered to be the natural process of takeo'Ter in Vietnam. Presumably 

the party was aware of the societal differences beb'een Vietnam and Tsarist 

Russia, and also familiar with the Vaoi1<t rev)lutionary variant in China. 

But, by all evi<\ence, the ICP leaders gave H,·,tle thought to the i.'1lplications 

of such facts for the Victnanese revolution. Now, driven by circur.,stances, 

the party began to move cautiously toward the new strategy th<!tit v.-as to 

use with such Sl:ccess in the po~t-war period. 

Considering ';he vital importance of the reK trend in ICP thinkinE'" it 

is curious that many of the details of the party~s decision to adopt the 

new line are rrd:;s:!.ng. As a result, scholars of the period are forced to piece 

together the story from the scattered evidence at hand. Nguyen Ai QllOC 

evidently returned too late to have been involved in the decision to launch 

the Bac Son uprising, but he was in a position to take advantage of its 

immediate consequences. llith his probable ccnsent, the remnants of the 

guerilla units involved in the fi~hting were iretructed to form stable reve­

l\\tionary base" areas along the border. Here a 1laoist-sty1e revolutionnr;­

army would be recruited and trained for the future general uprising. '~e~ 

While, in ~oJth China, the external leaders~~p, now once again firmly in 

the hands of Nguyen Ai QJIOC, would atte"'pt to gather together the scattered 

nationalist elements - includinf! VNQDDs, ex-followers of Phan Bei Chau and 

others - who had fled there as Japanese forces had f!Tadually taken over 

control in Vietnam. Out of :this potpourri the Iep would forge a national 

united front under its 01lll leadership. Then, when the time ;was ripe. the 

party would make its bid for poweI; 
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As the lC? forces in the Viet Bac began to build up their strength, 

the broad outlin~s of a new politica1-nilitary strategy "ere being ironed 

out. In late 1940" the IeP Central Coor.dttee within the oount.ry - isolated 

from contact with the exile leadership - had met in secret at a: village 

near Hanoi and drew up a progra~ callin~ for ~ broad anti-French and 

anti-Japanese alliance. Ily implication the plenum was roving in the 

same general dir'ection as the leadership-in-e:d1e under NguyenAi Quoc. 
'. , 

'lhe for",al inau(1ll'ation of the mr strategy; however, was no~ unveiled 

until the fa,{)us Eighth Plenum, held at Pac B<, in the r.:ountainous. center 

of the Viet Fac in ~~ay of 1941. The new strategy was based on two foun:ia ti'ms, 

the one politic~l aOO the ether military. On the political side, the party 

Tlas to place th" cause of national liberation as the matter of highest prio'rity 

in the current phase of the Vietna. .. nese revolution. The goal of social revo-

1ution 'Was by no means abandoned, but it was to be postponed until too caus 3 

of national independence had been achieved. As a tool to v;in indepmcence, 

a broad anti-ilnj)erialist aOO a nti-fascist front was to be created. This 

united front, called, after l'1uch thought, the League for the Indeperdence 

of Vietna'1l (Viet Ha""\ Doc Lao Donr' Hinh Hoi or, for short, Vietr.d.n.l)), Tfould 

atte::.pt to unite under its banner all progressive forces in Vietna'."l- rot 

only the four classes of Leninist-style alliances, but even patriotic 

landlord e1erents and progressive anti-fascist mncfll'nen. In the e"'Jes of 

the Vietminb, anyone opposed to the Japanese was welcane in too new 311iance. 

This front 'Was to be under the firm control of the rcp, but the latter's 
. ~ . 

role was to ce T.."llted in order to win sup""ort of vacillating e1ements_ Its . ~ . 

social goals were to kept general and sufficiently IlPderate to appeal to 

cautious urban elcnents, and the aim of natio~ independence -.. as to be dven 

toP' priority. 

Tbe Vietminh front wou.'d hopefully provl..de the ICP with the broad base 0 f 

support on a nation-wide basis which had been so patently lacking fre!!: its 

revolt in llghe..,·ltnh a decade earlier; In the eyes of party leaders, however, 

Lenin's warnings that political strugp1e alone would not suffice to overthr07f 

~. 
~ ... ' . . : .... .;,. ~.-:-. 
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the class enenw were a propos, for too Japanese and French forces would n ~vcr 

give up without a fi~ht. Consequently, the final seizure of poc:er would ha"e 

to be achieve:iby means of an armed insurrectien by revolutionary forces. ..\:1d 

here the party strategists were beginning to fashion an approach which ;;oul<! 

tr.ee t the unique requirerrents of the local sitt:."tion. In co nf or-i ty wi th th.~ 

mixed character of communist strength in Vietnam (i.e. in roth rural am. u:,"ban 

areas) the f:iJ1aj_ uprising mmld involve a sinmltaneous insurrection both in , 
the cities and in the countryside. Organized .md p3XaruilitaI;r fcrces would )e 

trained in the revolutionary base areas and gradually dispatcheito other 

rural areas throughout the country to build up a nat ion-wide guerilla net .. o rk 

at the village level. In the major urban centers, party cadres YiOuld prepa~e 

tre revolutionary elements in tte population :cor cit;: demnstrations am. ri )ts 

to be timed with the outbreak of struggle thr<>ughout the Cou."ltrvside. Ther 3 

necessary urban revolutiorory elements v.ould 1)e bolstered by peasant rr.iliti> 

brcmght in from surrounding districts. 

Preparinl'" for Insurrection 'iiith the Eight'l Plenu.'!1 ill 1941., the !:lain lines 

of the ICP's war strategy had been laid out. For fcmr years the party set 

to its self-assigned task of building up for the uprising to take place at 

the close of the war. From a military point of view, work Ylent on at tm 

levels, build:ng up a small people's liberation army as a backbone for the 

local militia uni~s"at the village level. The political task 71as !:lore canplex, 

and perhaps also more difficult. As in previous years, it was easier to 

deterrr.ine on a united front policy than to put it into effect. Several 

factors rrade the forrr.ation of such a broad nationalist alliance dif:"ic-~lt; 

the severe repression of all political activities in Vi·,tna'!1, nr_ich nade 

any open party activities there virtually ir.:pos~ ble; the re~usal of some 

nationalist and French proups (includin? anti-fascist Gaullistsl to 

join hands ~th th9Vietmi~~; and, finally, the excessive do~atism.and 

sectarianism of parlym=hers which frequently hampered the pro=1'ects for 

sincere cooperation with other nationalist groups in Viet~ and in South 

China. ilith Nguyen Ai Quoc al"ain in jai1 in 1943, the IeP proups in South 

China consistenUy alienated other nationalists with their high-handed 



--- ~---.--------

• 

attitude3, and no real cooperation was achieved until after Nguyen Ai Quoc's 

release (now unC8r the m.me of Eo Chi !linh) in 1941 .. 

Still, the political work went on. Front w,1rk was pursued, mass associations 

(cuu qooc) werc set aMong a':lone youth, Tloman, peasants, and Vlorkers, and by 

1944 the frame'fOrk of an alliance of corm:runisT,s with other m.tionalists groups 

beran to emerge. One of Ho' s major problem was to k~ep tight reign on 

enthusiasm in m.s own part until the proper moment for a.general uprising had • 
arrived. Short::.y· after his release, he disco··rered that some over-zealous 

eleJOents in the Tonkin rer-lonal comnittee were plalming to rove before the 

end of the war. Only a last.~inute interven~.on on his part man2ged to 

prevent it. In any event, rd.litary preparations began to take priority over 

political work <.s the war neared its end, <md Ho Chi IHn!1 ",anaE'ed to enforce 

his view that tLe time for insurrection would arrive in the iriterval betW'3en 

surrender of tie Japanese and the 5TTival of allied (or French) forces in 

the area. 

lhe decisive moment carne closer in March 1~745, when Japanese aut)prities 

in Vietna:o, seming impending defeat and grow:.ng hostility from local French 

authorities, presented an ultirratum to the local French adc.i~~stration. TImen 

the latter procrastinated,. the Japanese arbitrarily overturned French rule 

and rranted paper indep.cndence to a Vietnamese govermnent under Emperor Baa 

Dai. For Ho Chi Minh, the Japanese coup d'etat simplified tis own plans. 

JaP<l11ese occupation forces took control only in major popul:.tion centers and 

made little attempt to take the reigns of authority in outlY~r- areas,~here 

the French aQ~inistrative apparatus, now lacking central direction, still 

operated. The overthrow of the French central ad:rinistration created a 
, 

political vact!1lrin the ruralareas that tould be filled by local revolutior.ary 

forces in areas Where the latter were sufficiently organized. Separate 

"lll:erated zones", aI"eas where revolutionary power CP uld be seized prior t 0 

a general uprising, couldbe establish~d in advance of the war's end.· Immediately 

following the JapaMse coup, then, the party's Standing Co=ittee met near 

lIanoi and issued a directive, "The Franco-Japanese Conflict and our Actions". 
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J.ccording to the directive, the period of fTeat.est opportunity was fast 

approaching. The. enemy had entered a period of crisis, with the war being 

lost, his ranks in confusion, a fTowing food problc~ leading to the.threat 

of farlne, unemployment in the cities, high .taxes and ro nfiscation of rice 

in the villages. All of this created a risinl' level of anti-Japanese 

sentiment in Vietnam, and an opp'ortunity for t·he ICP forces to take power 

in local areas, where conditions were appropr1.ate. l'Ihere such open revo-

lutionary contrcl could be establish up to the district or r>rovincial leve]:1, 

people's corrrnittees shouldbe selected to replace the existing autJurity; 

elsewhere, secret militia units and a skeleton ad~inistrative structure sholud 

be set up and prapared for activation when the order for a general uprising 

was given. In €eneral, the p art~' gave precedence to preparations in the 

rural areas, where the reVolutionary strength tended to be stronger than in 

the cities. In practical terms, this implied that a Maoist-stvle rural 

strategy - nth seizure of power first in rural areas, would be adopted, 

with Village reyolutionary forces J:!oving thence to the cities to aid in 

the seizure of ]:ower there. By J~ne of 1945, six provincas m. th a total 

popula tion of one million - mostly in the Viet Bac - had rome umer the 

direct· control of the Vietminh. 

J.t the national level, also, preparations were urrlerway to establish a 

prOvisional central republican [,overnm"nt under Vietminh direction. On 

August 16, shortly after the Japanese surrender was announced abroad, 

. the Viet:uinh called a national "People's Conrress" at Tan Trao to establish 

a prorra~ and to select a National LiberationCorr .. nittee .... hich ~ uld serve 

as a provisional national rovernmcnt until elections couldbe held. The 

COrll'ress was stronl!ly dOminated by the communists, since the Iep had 

selected the delegates and had held a party confTess at Tan !rao i.Er;;ediately 
16 

prior to the conver,ing of the People's tongress. At this party coni'erence , 

it was decided tr~t the period of ~axirnum favorable opportunity (thoi co) 

had arrived. Japanese forces were orr too verge of surrender, the French 

were in disFray, and allied forces from China am Great Tlri ~n had not 

yet arrived. This was the noment to launch the general uprising, and to 
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be in possessiol1 of the country when the allied occu;ll tion forces arrived 

to accept tho surrender of-Japal'leSe military .brces in Indochina. Tl:e ICP 

decision was uu1)mitted to the People's CangI'e:;s which ratified it unaninously. 

According to plan, uprisings were to take place simultaneously i;l all 

rural areas WheN! revolutionary power was considered sufficie:1tly strong -

in all provinces of Tonkin,and in selected areas in the South and the Center -

with too aiM of taking power at the provincia:,_ as well as at the local 

level. At the same time, armed propaga.ru:ia dei.achments were to spark Ulajor 

demnstraticns in the big cities Y1hich would be supplemented by ciUtia 

forces brought in frat! neighboring rural dist:-icts. Takeover in the 1'1ajor 

cities of Saigon, Hanoi, Hu~ and Haiphong was considered essential for suc­

cess. l7 The uprisings began in the last two ,meks of August, beginnin;;: in 

the urban areas with the ,revolt in llanoi on the 19th. During the precediM 

four days, rural districts throughout the Nor',h had seized power, incl';ding 

three iln?Ortant roml:n.tnes near Hanoi. On the 19th" massive deC!onstrat ior.s C%l­

bining 'urban\~orkers and revolutionary bourgeoisie, peasants f~ the enviro'ls, 

I 

and led by trained armed propaganda detach:nen',s, took place in too cer::.er 0 f 

Hanoi, and they had soon neutralized Japanese forces and seized all strategic 

locations in the city. Because of the <tl.fficu1ty of conrmmicatim- rapidly 

nth other armed units, other major urban centers did not coordinate their 

actions With the uprising in Hanoi, and Hue followed on ths 23rd, and Saigon 

. on the 25th. In each case, however, the uprisinps were successful, and 

po .... er fell to the revolutionaries. 

Within 

, 
less th:lD tm:> weeks, the Vietrdnhhnd seized po-.Yer tl"'rou?:-out 

most of Vietnam. Only a few areas - rrostly inthe rural areas in the SO"J.th 

woore synpathy with the coomunists was lacking - rel:lC'-ined outside of revo­

lutionary control. Japanese troops remained generally neutral thI'J q:hout 

the period of the uprisine, and a fe ..... handed over their weapons to the revo­

lutionaries. The puppet !lao Dai fOvernment in Hu~ resigned and Baa Dai 

himself somewhat reluctantly abdicated, turnil~ over authority to a delegation 

aent by' the provisional government no ..... installed in Hanoi. The "August 
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Revolution" had been a major success. In a relativel,y bloodless coup, 
18 

the Vietr.1inh had managed to sei~e de facto pmrer in Vietnam. T':"e degree 

of success is particularly striking in view of the weakened position of too 

Iep at the begin:rl.ng 0 f the war. The ingredients 'WOre ones Which were becoro -

ing familiar to observers of the communist I:lc{Ement in Vietna:n - organizatirm, 

discipline, dedication, and a striking a~ount of political astuteness. As 

the Viettlinh leadership had foreseen, the end of the war had created a poli .. 

tical vaculll7l in Vietnam, and they had )mown hew to fill it. 

The Period of lieF'otiaticns As the Iep le.~.dership was well a=e, the 

Vietnamese l'evol ution was not ccopleted with t he insurrection of August 1945. 

For the communiEts'main adversary - French ce·lonialism - still had to be 

faced. The Vichy e:overnreent, of course, had l.een discredited and the lecal 

French administration in Indochina had been dE.prived of power ,b"' the Japanese 

coup d'etat of !.'arch 1945. But the Free Fren(;h movement under General Charles 

De Gaulle had irdicated in 1944 its own deterdnation to preser.re a French 

presence in Indcchina. Once the Allied exped:ctionary forces had arrived, 

the Free French couldbe expected to nake tileil' r.ove to return :in force 

to Indochina. 

FurtherIT,ore, COI:1l!lunist control in Vietnam was shah;r at best. The Vietminh 

had taken power in the name of the nationalist-Vietminh alliance tilat had been 

formed in South China in 1944. but the National Liberation Co=ittee appointed 

at Tan Trao on August 16 was strongly Viettlinh-:-oriented. and the takeover 

itself had been al",ost entirely engineered by the cor:mrunists. !:cn-co=nist 

nationalists such as theVNQDD and the Dong 1Ienh Hoi in the lIortil, and the 

moderates in the 50uth, were not likely to stand idly by ..mile t::e CODl.'IIU­

nists consclidated tbeir power. Nor was the mass base of the new g:>vernnent 

in the rural and urban areas sufficiently firm to vdthstand a !-ealthy degree 

of opposition. The Victminh were generally welcaned by the populace as an 

effective political ibrce symbolizing the desire of the Vietnan:ese people 

for social justico and political independence, but auch generalized approval 

lIOuld not easily be translated into firm support in the event of a serious 

internal conflict among aeveral indd.F;ElpoUB forces. 
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The !!Dnth of September thus inauf'\lI'ated a period of intense political 

activity and alrost ur.precedented cOI:'.;:>lexity. From too Vietninh point 

of view, the struggle had to be ca.rried on at two level:5- against the retur_l­

in/! French and t he Allied expeditior.ary forces and the Japanese troops on 

the one hand, and against their Vietnarese rivals within the nationalist 

ea'1' on the other. From a theoretical sense, too problen was clear: the 

Viet,ninh could not hope to face roth adversaries at the s2ln{l tire. l!ilit.arUy 

they were .too YT! ale to be able to defeat the French and its external allies 

'll'h:i.le at the san-.e time co1"1peting actively against ilieir internal nationalist 

competitors. n'ey were thus required to mobilize a t1ax:i.mum amount of 

support against one· enemy at a time, without at the same time diluting thei!' 

own autl:ority tCl the extent of losing control of the movement, and the suPt:,)rt 

of tre more radical elements within tre nationalist Call'P. Under such circu:lstar.ces, 

of ceurse, the t.nited front teehnique was the rest approach, and their firs, 

tr.ove during too autumn of 1945 lI'ES to robilize support !romall potentially 

anti-imperiaUst elements in the population against French and otOOr outsid~ 

forces. The nucleus of Vietminh strength would have to come fro", workers 

a.'1d peaoants. but significant help was expected fran the highly mtionalist 

urban petty bcurgooisie, and even from the rrore patriotic e1eneots among 

thewealthier classes. ScIre elements - Bui Quang Chieu in Saigon, PhoI.":! Quynh 

in Hue, Ta Thu Thau, the TrotskYite leader in Cochin China - were considered 

too far gore to save and (whether on central or local orders is mt ycot clear) 

were ~~assinated. 

The sir.:ple stater..e."lt of tr.e proble!:above perhaps hardly indicates the 

delicacy of too problem. Social and econor.ic cendi tions were harsh as 

the war erded, with faC'.ine rising in the rural areas and une:nplor.ent and 

econO':'.ic crisis in the cities, and far-reachinp fovernmental !:',easures were 

called for to alleviate the suffering of the people. Yet the behavior of· 

the provisional i!Over=ent i n Hanoi wc:u1d have to be su.fficiently moderate 

to avoid unnecessarily alienating too moderate elerrents 1'I:i. thin ilie naticn­

alist alliance, for iF the latter were driven to support tte French, ore van 

t.o abstain fi"Olll the caning conflict. the Vie tminh, s chances for vi ctory muld 
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The Jreasures ta.'t(:en by the goverI"ll:\ent indicate the care with which the 

Vietminh atter:pted to construct their anti-im]>Crialist front. Social and 

political measures 'lfCre announced to win r.l8.SS support: the personal tax 

was abolished as well as the French-run monojY;lies, rent on lam was 1.imited 

to 25% of the harvest; worker legislation lirited the work day to eight hou~s, 

and democratic rights were guaranteec'., includ:.ng equality of all regardless 

"-of age, sex, relif"1on. or ethnic bacL'TOund. Finally, beginning steps were 

taken °to establish democratically elected peop1e 1s councils at all levels 

of government, and national e1eetions were promised for the creation of a 

formal central government. In an atter.-pt to :lolve the problem of. hunf6r, 

rice stocks ronfiscated by the Japanese was d:.stributed to the needy, and 

fartroerlS were urged to grow other quick-produc:.ng crops to supplement the 

coming rice harvest. The i"OI'ern=nt was care;'Ul to avoid the ilTpression 

-" of novinl" toward radical measures, and no nat:.omlizatial of property 

or land took place. 

In retrospect •. such reeasures can be seen a;i a respectable effort to win 

the zealous support of revolutionaries am at least the tolerance of rodera°.:,e 

anti-imperialist elements in the popu1aticn. In practice, of co~rse, the 

innate suspicion of many moderates for the comnmists and the 10ng-st:mdine 

hostility between the ICP and such non-co~~nist revolutionary elements alS 

the VJIQDD made any true 0:' reronciliation and cooperation extremely 

difficult, if not impossible. VXQDD and Dong 'Minh Hoi elements, led by 

Vu liong Thanh, Nguyen Tuong Tam, a.Tld IIguyen Hai Than in South Cld.na, had 

reluctantly joined with the Viet~inh in South China in 1941, but their 

su~picions of the cc~~n~sts ran dee?, and such distrust was only exacerbated 

by the long-handed pOlicy played b,' the Vietminh in the waninl! days of Ule 

war. Their own trump card lay with the Chinese expeditionary forces who 

were to occup:, all of Indochina north of the 16th parallel alS the war came 

to a eloISe. As Chinese troops entered North VietnaJ1l in too fall of 1945, 

VNQDD and Dong ~!inh Hoi leaders returned to Tonkin, began to seize rontrol 

.r areas taken by the Vietminh, and, certain of the backing of too Chinese, 

took a hard line in negotiations with the commumsts. 
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The rcp atte1lted to playa cautious game l'Iith its rivals: the broad policy 

was to isolate the leaders of rival pTOUps and to Win over their followers, 

but in delicate periods when negotiations w.!. th the French were takill' 

place, the V'ietninh leadership atte::pted to. placate its rivals with minor 

conceesions, by offering them hil'h positions in the gJvernment, and ro forth. 

Periodically thpywere forced to give ground ~o the nationalists - in late 

fall when Chinese trc:ops nere still present i' .• force in the North, in l'arch 

of the succeed:iJlg year when Ho Chi Minh signsel the preliminary and very 

"ode rate Ho-Sainteny alITeenent which conceded a long-terl!'French pre~ence 

in Vietnam, later in 1946 when a Vietna'l\ese delegation went to France in 

an attempt to n,!~tiate at Fontainebleau a peaceful comprorrise on the issue 

of independence and French control. At the same t:iJrie the Vietminh made 

rigorous effort:; to keep the' nationalists frOll a share in pow~r and, when 

possible, took" hard line toward their riva2:J. By the fall of 19h6, when 

occupation forcps had been withdrawn and war ..nth France appeared inevitable, 

the comnmists nade little effort to disguise their urmillingress to share 

power. VNQDD e:.ements were purged fron the g·)vernment, reroved fro!" the 

National Aseemb:.y, and occasionaJllr assassinat.,d. Eventually nationalists 

leaders Eke Vu Hong Khanh and NlnIYen Hai Than fled to China and the Viet­

minh managed to help in the formation of a puppet VNQDD ~hich joined the 

communist-dominated united front. 

Gererally, the Vietminh atteMpt to build a broad ul'lited front in tIn lbrth 

W8.1! ~ccessful. Potentially hostile eleoents such as the Catholic hierarcl'y 

either suppo:-ted the Vietminh or took a neutral stance. Even the Chire se 

occupation forces, Viho did not hide their basic sYl"pathy with tlEnationalist 

parties, were led to tolerate the "./ietminh control over the troverr.D3nt. 

Eventually the Vietltinh's eseentially communist coloration beca,,-e evident, 

however, and a neW an:! rider front, the Lien Viet Front, was added in the 

hopes of gaining additional sup80rt from cautious moderates in the country • 

. In addition, the ICP dissolved itself (maintaining, of course, its secret 

organization) in a geeture to reduce the suepicionS of ~oderates that too 

resilltanca lTOve::'.ent was entirely communist-controlled. 

• 
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In tho South, the situation was equally complicated and even rore 

difficult. In the first place, the British expeditionary force under 

General Douglas ~racey was mOre openly sympathetic to the French and 

immediatay released imprisoned French troops to cooperate in the effort 

to destroy Vietminh strength in Co chin China. In the second place, 

commun:i!lt strength in Co chin China was neasurably weaker than in Tonkin. 

French security measures in the months immediately followinp the disastrous 

1940 uprising hai decimated communist strength in the South,and although 

th~ party had recovered sufficiently by 1945 to play a major role in the 

August Rev.)lutio'l, it was not in astrong enough position - particularly in 

rural areas - to establish liberated zones. Finally, rroderate national ist 

_ groups, such as·~he· Consti tutionalist Party and pro-Japanese elenents, religious 

minorities such ;lS the Cao Dai and tre P.oa Hao, and the anti-Stalinist Trotsky-

ites were relattvely well organized in the South, and cere serious rivals 

. to the communists for control over the Vietnanese nationalist movenent. 

Under the c:ir'::ur.:stances, it is perhaps surprising that the commun:i!lts did 

as well as they did in the South in the weeks immediately foll071ing the end 

of the war. CoIDllunist strength during the takeover of the city of Saigon 

on August 25 had been based pr,imarilv on workers, peasants from the countr y­

side, and the one-million strong Vanguard Youth rrovementunder covert Iep 

m.mloor Ph'lm ngoc Thach. In the difficult negotiations with the nOIr-commu­

nist nationalist groups in the Committee of the South, the Vietminh did 

.relatively well, and briefly, because of rival confusion, had a controlling 

voice in that nationalist front bod:;. Ultimately. however, the ICP found 

itself oveIT.l2.tched. French troops, aided by British e:q:>edi ti onary forces 

and. th'l re'1nants of Japanese occupation troops in tho "outh, drove the Viet::rin.'l 

out of Saigon and atte-pted to cli"1nate their strength even in the rural 

areas. As the French regained control. they began to organize non-communist 

a.lid relative1. y pro-French elements to form an anti-co:r.rnuni st fro nt. In 

the complex political situat ion, wrious groups competed for rontrol. 

Driven to near desperation by French harrassment and slippage in their 

own rank~. the South8rn ~eaderllhip unier Tran Van Giau and, later, N!!Uyen 

Binh, turned to terrorism and scorched-earth tactica, assassinating a ~~ber 
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of the leader:s of rival groups. Troops were sent by the ICP fror. the Nort~, 

but it "as already too late, and althouf"h thl'mrhout most of 1946 the co=-

nists controlled much of the Cochin Chinese ())untr;'side, the French were 

able to corsolidate thair om authority in 'Saif!Pn and the maj::lr delta cities. 

The lone str.l?f11e of the communists to del'~nd the fains of tre AUfUst 

Revolution by political maneuvermr c<l:"Ie to an end in'December 1946. "bilE 

many of the details of co=unist policy are unknown to 1l!l, it seems evident 
<. 

ttat they postponed military confrort.ation as long as possible, in order to 

build up revolutionary strength. From mid-srrTImor, however, it bec~e apparent 

that French policy Yfas hardening and that Paris was rot seriously interested 

in a negotiated settlcnent. In control of mu~h of too .5outh, .. i. th token 

occupation forces in the Red River Delta in too North, the French apIBrentJy 

decided to force a military solution. At ba:l, the comnun;5ts fif'.llly ooncJuded 

that armed strugrle was inevitable. 

The !'far ofResistance, 191;&-19511 The Vietl'linh was forced into a milita...J· 

confrontation with the French at a time when communist military stren~ch 

was not yet up to an open strugFle l'fi th the c)lon:ial regi~. It SOOr:1S 

clear enoufh that Ho had attespted to put off conflict as long as possible 

for this reason. Now that :such a conflict was inevitable, the cpmmum sts 

roved to put building up the military at the hifhest priority. As for the 

-strategy to be followed, some aspects are still-subject to controversy,_-

but the broad outlines of corro:nmis t policy during tre \Tar of Resistance 

are clear enoufh. In broad terms, they interned to utilize the basic, 

elements of the strategy originally worked out in South China Curi~ tre 

war: 1) in terms of military strateg-r, use of the J!aoist guerilla war a?proach, 

relying on rural base areas to b'lild up strenp:th, division of rewlutiona...ry­

armed force~ into r..ain force, puerillas, and village militia. In acrordance 

with the l!aoist "three-:stap-e" concept, eotnmUJIi.st activity would rove from 

&_predorUnantly defensive approach t~ough a period of equilibrium and ultimately, 

when enert'y,'strength and !Ooral was suffiCiently l'fOrn down, to a final. sta!!8 

of military cO:Urmtation in a general offensive in both rural and urban arOM. 



2} in the political sph'1T€, adoption of a united front approach to Ydn 

l!'.a;d.JmL'll natiora :.ist support in the war effort. Such a policy would require, 

of course, that the "national" issue s!'ould t3ke precedence owr social reve-

lution, and that l.'arJdst slor-ans should be sun dir.ated to the appeal to 

patriotism. In recornition of the role of the peasantry as the "basic forc~" 

of the revolu.tion, the party would recrui. t prilnarily in the rural areas; 

on the other hand, mrkers and the patriotic .niddle classes in the c itie s 
, "\ 

could ce useful in ur.deni!ling stability in e:lemy-oontrolled areas, am, 

u1ti!r.atel~', 'li01i~d assist cof.>.:nunist maL" forces i11 seiz:ing the cities at 

the culJhL"1ation of the war. 

Tima does no',; per,nit us to make a detailed analysis of co=.unist policies 

during the eirh';-year ifar of Resistance. Nor, for lack of documentation, is 

it eas;\' to dete:~': ne the degree of con:nunist success in !:uilding up the 

united front in the years leading up to Genev3.. Certainly, support fran 

the population 'rail sufficient to sustain tre 'to'~ement during its difficult 

stage of retren:h!:',ent ar-.d build-up. And, thnuglx>ut the entire period of 

the war, relati'lely few Vie tnarrese gave a fir'! oomnitment to the anti-comnu­

.niBt fcrces dur ... ng the war. On the other hand, it appears from theevidence 

thatthe co=nists were only partially successful in building support for 
! 

their cause. In b:ey areas, support for the Vietminh was marginal. 

MOnl! the urban population, the co=ists bad some success in vdnning over 

intellectuals, student:!, a:'ld some merchants. Relawely few, hcwever, seem 

to have given active aid err left French-controlled areas to join the Vl'3.r 

effort. Even a':'on" the '\'?::>rkin~ popul'!-tion in Saigon, there was some decline 

in active support, particularly after 1950. Then, too, tID co=unists hed 

difficulties with the V&rious ethnic and relipious ~inorities - the Catholics, 

the overseas Chinese, the Faa Hao and the Cao OOi - and acl":il ved ri.nLr:u.':l 

support fro::! these f"roups durinf( tre bulk of the .... ar. 

Such spotty indications of weakness should not be interpreted as a sign 

that till united front .... as not .... orkinr' of course. Vast 11UJ1\bers of mn-con:mu­

nist V ietnarrese throul'hout the country remained uncmn!1litted chJ.ri ng t he war, 

and under the circumstances, thi.s can be considered as a tribute to the astuteness 
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of communist politi cal strategy. And, of course, too cotm11.lIli.st stronghold in 

the villages served them well, and provided them with the .troop strenp:th th:,,~ 

permitted them to hold their own, and more, af"ainst the French. But the 

period shows thE limted degree to which the con;iunists could expect to 

win active support from moderate elements in society. The communists 

appear to have t.onceded this point in 1950-1951 when the co:nposition of too 

gaverment was rcarrowed and moved perceptibly to the Left. The party itself 

".all revived with. the new name of Vietnam ',7orkers' Party, and the governn:ent 

initiated severe,l· moves in the direction of more radical land policies to 

win peasant sup,'ort. 

For a variet" of reasons, tten, it is difficult to analyze with precisiol 

the success of (oO=unist united front policies durinr tha War of Resistance. 

'I'h9 united front succeeded in underrning support for the enemy, but Vietminh 

strength itself was based prb.arily on co=rrl.st support in the rural areas J 

and the final, jJartial victory in 1954 seems to be a tribute more to Il'.ilita:-y 

than to politic<1l success. Such" at anyrate~ is the tentative conclusion 

here. A final Lssessment of this period tlllst await further analysis. 

Conclusions This paper has attempted to point out some salient feature3 

in the developent of a revolutiOnary strategy by the communist movee-ent in 

Vietnam, The major focus here has been on the formulation of a political 

strategy which, because it was sensitive to the real political and social 

problems in Vietna!ll, would facilitate a revolutionary seizure of power. 

In broad outline this evolution cen sisted of a gradual liberation of 

too part.y's strate",r fro", a relatively mechanical ic-~ tation of t 1',e Bol­

shevik road to revolution to the elaboration of a more creative policy 

which l<as both closer to the I.!aoist. experience in China and also consistent 

nth the realities of Vietnamese colonial society. In the process the party 

also mana red to realize a prorressive reduction of some of .the 

weaknesses which had plarued it earlier in its career sectarianism, elitism, 

dilettantism, adventurism, and so forth. 

In retrospect, it is clear that the decade from 1930 to 1940 was vital 

in moving the ICP toward maturity. The ,;ov:i9ts of ~lghe-Tinh, the p3riod 



of the p'opular iront, the Bac Son revolt all iT0vided lessons which the 

party was not slow to take to heart. iiith the fOrmation of the Vietminh . 

tnoveJrent in 1941, a.'1d its gradual expansion iI.tO the provisional govern­

ment of 1945, the communist Il'Ove::ent entered true oaturity. Its major 

weaknesses had been broufht under crnltrol and a reasonably well-oiled 

IIlOvement had o:lIl'e into exl.stence. small in sir.e but dedicated, disciplired, 

and rich in revclutionary experience. Its po:;t-war reputation, and success, 

were ro accident. 

As all students of the area are aware, the Vietnarrese experience after 

the ~ was unique in Southeast Asia. Yfhat c:.rcmnstances led to such a 

striking success for the co'l'rnmist mcvenentin Vietnam? This paper is 

not the place for an extended treat!l'.ent of suc:h a complex issue, rut 

the foregoing analysis has touched on a numbel' of issues w'ich deserve 

brief 'mentioo here. 

I} weak and divided nationalist rivals. Om, facta' that assisted the 

the cor-.r.mnist r.x>vement in Vietnan was the fortuitous weakness of its 

nationalist rivals. Lacking cohesion, a char:'csl!!atic leader, an ideolop.cal 

or religiOUS focus. the non-co:c'.l111Iust nationa:cist parties failed to provide 

a realistic alternative to the communists in Vietna.'!l. Further discussion 

of this issue would carry Us far beyond the scope of this paper. It is 

ironic. however. that a society with such a hiehly-developed sense of national 

identU.y displayed suCh a chronic inability to create a united nationalist 

l'.lOveTent under non-com!:1UI1ist directim. Under such circumstances, the 

communists had little difficulty in.becoming a central furce in Vietna"lese 

nationalism. 

2} the role of the Comilltorn. The role of the Cornintern in tl:r2 Chirese 

revolution has been (quite properly) subjected to severe criticism in recerrt 

years. As this IBper has attempted to decnnstrate, the Comintern showed 

t\ll equal absence of imagination in its policy. toward French-controlled Viet= 

during the years leading up to theSecond Uorld \far,am it might be said 

that the Stalinist-orientation of Cor.r1ntern policy in Vietnam put the rcp 

back in its rise to power. On the whole. however, such a primarily negative 

COI)lflusion, while correct as far as it goes. would neglect tJ-e positive 
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role that the Ccmintern played in nursing the communist movement in Vietnam 

in its early ye~rs. For at a key point in the history of the party - the 

period of retrenchment after the defeat of thJ N!!he-Tinh Soviets - the 

Col'lintern gave the rcp oajor assistance in t~ms of leadership. training. 

and technical :>nd tactical aid. The party's rapid recovery in tre rrd.d-

1930s could simply not have occurred without the aid of the returned stu:!ents 

from the Stalin School. Nor could the party hwe eliminated a number of its 

early weaknesse3 "IIi thaI t the eXj:Crienced advi::e of the Comintern in Hoscow -

and its liaison office in Shanr..hai. In effec-t, the Cor:intern played a 

useful role dur:nf! the infancy and early adol'3scence of the party. until the 

latter was rea~' to go o~~ on its own. 

3) the personal role of Ho Chi Minh. The :-:-ole of the individualin najor 

worldeVtmts ha:l long been debated by histori;lns. Few liOUld maintain today 

that the major ';rends in human society can be seriously affected by the 

actions of indi''iduals. Yet it is equally obvious that on occasions, indivl.d! <lIs 

can exert signi::l.cant influence on events in .1Ul"..an societies, and the case 

of Ho Chi !Jinh :;eGms one of those. \7e are unfortunately hindered in rur 

understand:ing 0:: the role of Ho Chi Hinh in the Vietnaoese co=nist rove-

nlent by a paucity of hard information. lAuch of his activity remain-s' shrouded 

in self-i.'1'.posed mystery and conjecture. From the evidence at hand, however, 

it appears tr~ton several occasions_it was his intervention that was decisive 

.~n the continued (!Tcr....-th and development of the cor.mnmist moverent in Vbt.'1ru:l -

, ,in sl:loothinr: over factionalisn, in presiding over basic strategicalchances , 

in recognizing when the proper moment had arrived for action. I 
A full expose 

of Ho' 5 role in the Vietna'".ese revolutiomry moven:ent must await !!lare precise 

J.nforr.<:tioll about ris life and acti .. i ties.19 Until that time, it can be said 

that Ho Chi !"inh's leadership was a ",ajar factor in the success of the COm:-'_U-

nist roovc~ent in Vietnam. 

Ths. points above are by no mans the sole reasCDS for the success 0 f 

--'eOmmunl.sm in Vietnam.- Other factors have been ~~ pointed Olt in other 

. -' -- . - . . - . - . t th -easons, it is clear that the revolutionary . st.udies of the period. ,'Ira ever e. ~ 

. ':",strate'gj. of -t~ :C;:ltlimu.~5t rovenierit ,;as, at th<l least._Il. eond:1.tia1al success. -. c-. r,,-"-"'! :..: -~ ....... - ..... ,..:.".I .:;.," a -'"',-_ ....... '--_~.-- .. ~- -J.,;! , .... _ 'ti.~. 
., 
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.'l'otal victory had escaped their grasp. But the united front technique, 

and the Ilaoist ooncept of people's liberation ror, haq proved an effective 

weapon which tho party Tlould not fail, in later years, to turn on their 

new adversaries of the moment - the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem ani tre United 

States. 

The Penns"lvania State Uni verd ty William J. Duiker 
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Footootes 

1. T'nis documentary material, dealing with the period between the two 

Viorld wars, is located in the Archives Natior.;les de France, Section Outre-

Mer, Rue Oudinot in Paris. " , Of particular interest are French surete files 

and re?orts . lalelled SLOTFC',l (Service de Li".ison avec les oririnaires de 

territoires de la France d'Outre-Mer) arid held at Rue Oudinot. I am greatl:' 

indebted to Professor Milton Osborne for pointing out the existence of thesL , 
files to me. Hereafter this source lfi1l be cited in this paper as SIDTFO),;., 

2. SLOTFG:!, S3ries III, has a nunber of docments and reports dealing 

with natiomlist activity in the ."id-twentias. The general iJ:pression of 

facticnalisl:l and inpotence is borne out by the T.1aterial held in these 1'11es. 

3. This party h<id a nUlnber ofoans changes curing its brief career. The 

leaders of the party evidently felt that by ct.an['ing their name they could 

eliminate the v,-eakresses that plClfUed ttern. 1he party is best knovm as 

th, Tan Viet C:?ch "cnh D2np, (New VietnarresE RevolutionaI"J Party). 

110 TherE" are scattered indications of abortive nef"Otic.tions between t~ 

two p,roups throughout theliterature on the period. All sources see'll to agr,:e 

that neither side took the possibility of sin::ere alliance seriously. 

5. The gro ... d.ng importance o'f the Revolutionary Youth leaple is de":onstrated 
• I 

by the fact that after 1929, French surete reports to Paris are preoccapied 

Primarily with League (ar.d,later Indoctlnese Cor..munist Party) activities. 

for these re?orts, see SLOTFO!.' Series III, carton 48. , 
6. Some local branches of the party alle;:edly ~{anted to strike in response, 

but. tr.e newlv-for:r.ed par:vleadership forbade any action. SLOTFO:'~, Series III, 

Carton u8, Dossier entitled "Les Associations Anti-Francaise en Indcchina et 

la propa!Cu.me co=uniste" , !!'.onthly report of Februar'.-J,'arch 1930. 

7. For Ii OOlll"'luniststus!y of the period, see Tran Huy Lieu, Ies Soviets du 

lif'he Tinh (l!anoi:Foreilm La.."1gua;:es Press, 1960). Two recent English -languare 

studies of the period are Milton Osborne, "Continuity and Motivation in the 
-

Vietnamese Revolution: Nell' Light fr()';\the 19305", in Pacific Affairs (Spring 

1974) and llilliam J. Duiker, "The Red Soviets of Nghe-Tinh: An Barlv Com­

l!lUIlist Rebellion in Vietnam", in Journal of :iontheast Asian Studies . 

1 
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(~ptember 1973). 

8. Tt:l.s issue is discussed in Daiker, "The Red Soviets •••• ". 

9. The troubll was, French harrassment made adequate liaison between 

the centerandlo~al levels exceedingly difficult, a prohlem that would 

arise periodic« 11y in the future. 

10. Such critici1>!ls can be found scattered throughout a series of articles 

on the Plricd published in the Hanoi historical journal N"hien Cuu Lich Su 

(HistOrical Rese~Tch) during tee year 1961. 
. 

ether coments 'of this mture 

can be found in Buoc Nvoat Vi Dai cua Lich Su each !:.anf' Viet Nam (A Great 

Step FOro1<U'd in the liistory of the Vietnarrese Revolution) (Bureau on 

the Historical R;searchof the Party, no date), pp. 60-63; and Van Tao, 

"Tim Hieu Qua Trinh Hir_'l Thanh va Phat 1'rien eua J,lat Tran Dan foc Thong 

Nhat Viet Nam" (Search for too Process of Forntion ani Development 

of the Vietnarnes" lI~tional United Front), ~en Cuu 1ich Su, No. 1 (~~arch 

1959), p. 31. 

ll. The Cor;:intern soon frund that this prefented proble~s of its mm. 

Students from wcrker backv-ouncis often suffered ei too r fro", laziness or 

incomp etenc~. 

12. French sources are doubtful that a formal meeting was held at all, 

b~cause of police harrassruent, and conjecture that too ~aCaD leadership 

sill".ply met the delegates individually as the" arrived. SLOTF01.!, 'Series III, 

Carton 54, Dossier 35, Note Periodique, Second Trir:>estre 1935, P. 66, 

• 
13. SLOTFC:.!, Series III, Carton 48, Dossier' W;, '!lonthly report. of 

Scpt,nber 1936 bas a det2iled elQose of UIlited front tactics. 

14. This, of course, was in part a consec;uence of tre excessi ve urban 

orientation enfc:-ced by Co::,.intern directives duril'l': the early 1930s. 

15. This issue has e:-:cited sene rontroversy in recent years. Jean 

Chesneau.."C, in his Tradition et Revolution au Vi",tn,=' (Paris: Anthropos, 

1971), p. 220, rontends that the shift t.o a rural strateg'-occurred only 

in the late 19305. Tran Van Giau disag:ree5~- and in an article in Nghlen 

Cuu L1ch SU,' !lo. 142 (January-February 1972), p. 26, assert.s that. the 

party had beal tiavoting ronsiderable- at1Alnt:1.on to the Plasantry throueh:>ut 
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the 19305. \'Ii thout further evidence to the contrary, I am inclined to aj1l'ee> 

nth Chesneaux' conclta ions on this paint. 

16. ~aterial on t~is conference is relat.i vely scarce. For an infOI"'7lal, . 

almost. 11 folks:rrt recollection, see Tran Huy Lieu, nDi du Quoe Dan Dai Hoi a 

Tan :!'ron (Attending the National Conference at. Tan Trao), in lImien Cuu 

Ueh Su, No. 17 (August 1960). 

l7. A comr...ui_st m::>del of the process is lo-::ated in Ho Hai, "!Jot Vai "I 

Xi.cn ve t \ lOi (,\lan De gina lkmg 'l~on va J'l\mh'lh i li-J.oe 'l'a tra\g Thai -Y>;r 1939-

1945" (.I. fell' opj.nions on t.he relationship between t.he rural villa?es and 

t!le cit.i~s during the period 1939-1945), Hrhien Cuu Lich Su, No. 52 (July 

1963), pp. 15-H. See Truong C::in.'1, PriT'.ar for Re=lt (New Yori<:h:aeger, :~96J) ,p.L2. 

18. Truong CUnh lists a =ber of weaknesses in P.is O'im study of too 

J..ufllst Revol71tie.n, including failure to seiz e suff:i::ient ,tea;Jons from t.he 

Japanese, failul'C to seize too Bank of InCochina, and lack of deciEiYsr.ess 

in sei:>;ip.g po,.er in the South. 

19. ).!ore mat"rial on this question must. be released from Hanoi before 

a fuller understanding of Ho's role can be achieved. Unfortunately, North 

Vietn .. ",ese histurians at this point are not seriously looh."ing into Ho Chi 

Ilillh's career, at least so far as I have been a.ble to determiro. 


