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ABSTRACT

At the heart of the continuing controvergy in Viet Nam
is a revolutionary struggle for political order and unity which
remains incomplete and has consumed the vitality of the Viet-
namese for more than two decades. The fundamental changes
in the structure of politics which have developed in Viet Nam
over the past forty years are the essence of revolution. How
and why this revolution occurred and the significance of the
Vietnamese experience is germane to & more perceptive
understanding of revolution in general. The historical anal-
yeis is carried only through the final years of World War II.

Research and writing
completed June 1967.
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FOREWORL

This study was conducted under a program designed to enceurage university interest in
bas.c research in social science fields related to the responsibilities of the 1. 8. Armv. The
program 18 contucted under centract by The American University's Center for Resezich in
Social Systems (CRESS), and CRESS in turn has entered into subcontracts supporting basic
research in a number of major universities h.ing a marked interest in one or more of these
research fields.

The research program was formulated by CRESS in terms of broad subject areas within
which research would be supported, with the scholars themselves selecting specific topics and
research design and utilizing information in the public domain and normally available to aca-
demic and private individuz!s. Under the terms of the subcontract the authors are free to
publish independently the results of such research.

This report on the origins of the revolutionary forces appearing in Viemam was prepared
at Princeton Univ.rsity's Center of International Studies under subcontract between CRESS
and the university.

Dr. McAlister's historical analysis focuses on the events of the 1930's and 1940's in
Vie-nam to identify the origins of the revolutionary torces inv 'ved. not only in decolonization
but algo in the restructuring of the Vietmamese social order. His study contributes to a
better understanding of the nature and scope of the dislocations and difficulties exporienced
by the \ ratnamese as they move toward rebuilding their society for participation in the mwdiern
wortld,
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PROLOGUE

REVOLUTION IN VIET NAM IN PERSTCECTIVE

Understanding the politics of Viet Nam requires an understanding of revciution. The rea-
son is clear. Fc¢ more than a ger eration Viet Nam has been convulsed by & protracied revolu-
tion which began in August 1945, amidst the chastic c:'lapse of Japar's wartime occupation of
French Indochina, and is yet to be concluded. Revolutionary strife in Viet Nam was at first
focused on the elimination of colonial rule though cven during the first lndochina War, 1947-
1954, the important point was not merely driving the French from the country, but deciding
who would succeed to France's 80 vears of pelitical control. Tragically, the first Indochina
War did not result in any decisive answer to this question of succession; instead, it ended in &
standoff between those with opposing concents of political rule. At the heart of their coulinuing
controversy is a struggle for a political order which can unify the Vietnamese people—if they
are to be unified at all. Here i6 a revolu'ion which remains incomplete and whio% has con-
sumed the vitality of the Vietnamese {or more than two decades as they have tried i effect
basic changes in the structure of their pelitics ~n~d achieve a unified political order.

By 1954, after seven years of revolutionary cenflict, two competitor governments
emerged, each . .aiming to be the sole legitimate government for all the Vietnamesze people, yet
each controlling only about half the territory of the country. When these two governments—
the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam in Hinoi and the Republic of Viet Nam in Saigon—with-
drew into separate territories divided at the seveateenth parallel by the Geneva Conference of
1954, the Western powers expected them to act like separate .ation-states instead of adver-
saries in 8 revolutionary war . . . but this did not happen. Neither government has denied
that "reunification’ is its ultimate goal and there has been little reason to expect that they
would. 1

The war now raging in Viet Nam is a co. ‘Lauation of the pattern of conflict launched during
the first Indochina War; it is not a war being fought between ¢wo separate nations but it is a
revolutionary struggle within one nation. More conspicuously than in wars between nations,
revolutionary war is a "contimiation of politics by other mears. ' It is a competition between
two or more governments, each of which wants to become the sule legitimate government of a
people. In v .rs between nations, political objectives are ugually sought by destroying the a. .-
tary power of ai adversary, but in revolutionary wars political goals are sought more directly.
The focus of cowlict is to eliminate the political structure of an opponent and replace it with
a political structure of one's own.

With a viable plitical structure a government can lose much of its regular military
strength, and even nwch of ita territory, yet still continue to b a serious competitor in a
revolutionary war. Vithout a viable political structure linking it to the people, a government
mayv exist in name but 73t in fact. I cannot rally a peopls behind it because it will have no
dependable means of sh: ing power and influence with those who participate in its behalf.
Since it will be unable to +-in the political commitment of the people and deny their support to
the adversary, a government without this political structure will have missed the essence of
victory in revolutionary confli~t.
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Before 1954, the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam {.anci) had eatablished & very extensive
politi- . organization in areas south of the seventeenth parallel, and feit that this entitied it to
influence there, despite its agreement to withdraw regnlar troops from the region. Hanci had
expected to recoup this influcace through the eleciiong called for in the final declaration of the
Geneva Conference, bx.© when they failed to materialize in 1956 the northera regime not only
demcngtrated its considerable sirength in the south »v guerrilla terrorism, but also began to
exp.ad it.2 In regponse, the Republic of Viet Nam in the south has arserted, with accuracy, hat
it is under attack and that its scvereigniy is threatened by a Communist govermment in northern
Viet Nam. Behind these assertions, however, is the implicit admissio: that the southern
republic cannot command the loyalties or mobilize the energies of enough of the population
south of the seventeenth parallel to rule ¢ven that portion of Vietnamese terriiory.

This impotence of the scuthern republic has been atiributed to subversion from the north,
which over the years has grown into a large-scale military infiltration. 3 VYet, as has been
made clear by U. 8. efforts in clearing northerr units from areas of the countryside, the Re-
public of Viet Nam has not had any really effective political institutions for uniting the rural
population »7thin a central government. Without such institutions it seems unl..ely that purely
military achievements can be corsolidated into any viable political order in southern Viet Nam
on other than Communist terms. Nor does it seem that anything more than a staiemate be-
tween the military force of the United States and the political-military potency of the Commu:-
nists csn be hoped for; on the contrary, a much legs favorsble ouicoms remains a distinct pos-
sibility. ¢

Since the war now being waged in southern Viet Nam is a continuation of the revolutionary
war begun in 1945, the absence of effective political institutions there has been a decisive con-
sideration. Indeed, revolutionary wars occur because a substantial portion of a populstion is
alienated from the prevailing political stru. ‘ure and no longer accepts the legitimacy of an in-
cumbent government. After World War II, such a war broke cut in Viet Nam because a well-
organized political movement, the Viet Minh, led & determined effort to bloc” the reimpoaition
of Frenc.. colonial rule over the country. In launching the Democratic Republic of Viet Narm in
1945, the Viet Minh claimed thai it was the legitimate government of the Vietnamese pennle.
But not all Vietnamese accepted this claim. While those that opposed the Viet Minh were,
initially, few and ineffectual, the majority of the ¥ otnamese were simply uncommitted to any
political movement. In the vast rural areas of the country where more than 80 percent of the
people lived, there were no political institun. 'ng through whi--% they could participate in politics
beyund their village or develop & commitment to a natiord . vernment,

The French interpreted this lack of popular cormmitment tc mean that they ~xuld easily
crush the Viet Minh by force withou. having tn accord it arv long-term recoguition as s legiti-
mate pelitical entity. Yet they did not calcalate on the strength of the Viet Minh's political
structure in the areas of the couniryside under control, nor did the French try to eliminate
this structnre by replacing it with a mui o effective onr of their own. As pressures of French
and Viet Minh military operitions mounted, it became increasingly necesssary for the rural
pcpulation to make a political commitment in order to secure protection from one side or the
other. Since the Viet Minh's political structure was ;ore immediately accessible and offered
mox - predictable political rewards than that of the French, it was the chief beneficiary of the
intensification of the conflict.

Despite th.ir lack of success, the French were not unaware of the need to establish a
political alternative to the viet Minh  But since they had made no preparation befor.. or dur-
ing World War [I for the eventual self-governinent of Viet Nam, the French had scant political
resources to iall back upon. They had to base their political alternative not only or the
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population in arear which were controlled by the French Army, especially in the cities and
towns, but alzothe ruralpockets inhabited by religious groups (Cathnlics in the north and ad-
herents of folk religions in the south) opposed to the Viet Minh. Known as the State of Viet
Nam and jed by the vestigial Emperor Bae Dai, this political alternative had as its bedrock a
small Vietnamese upper class which had been formed through French colonial institutions.
Mosat of the Viet Minh leadership also was part of this upper class, but, uniike those who joined
with the French, they had received fewer social and political rewards. Since these Viet Minh
leaders saw French rule as s harrier to their aspirations, they were impatient for independ-
ence and sought it through revolution,

In building an alternative to ihe Viet Minh'es revolutionary movement, the French
found that the Vietnamese upper class provided a shaky foundation. This group did not have the
coherence and strength of a well-established ruling class; internecine squabbles prevented it
from providing effective politica. leadership, while its social and cultural status made it so
distant from the mass of the peopl# in the countrysid: ...t it could not communicate with them
easily. But the greatest shortcoming of this French-oriented upper class lay in its restricted
concept of politics. Its memberg seemed not to realize that they would have to forge pew
political links with the village population if the State of Viet Nam were w develop the power o
become a serious competitor in revolutionary war instead of being just a dependency of France.
They seemed to believe, along with the French, that force alone was sufficient to destroy the
Viet Minh. Some, however, were conscious of the political dimension of the conflict, but they
concluded that needed actions could not be taken unless the French gave the State of Viet Nam
its full independence. Bec..se thev did not recognize that independence from F rance or dom-
inance over the Viei Minh required them to develop superior political strength, these protest-
ers simply withdrew fro- politics altogether and became attentistes or "those who waited' on
the gidelines of the war.:

Though the State of Viet Nam was a government without a political structure with which to
knit together the villages and towns and develop a widespread popular commitinent in the coun-
tryside, it was not powerless. Its power lay in the supers .ructure ! Vietnamese gociety, not
in the village substructure. In the cities, where the small modern enclave created by the
French gave the appearance of a government in action, there was pover to be had from indus-
try, commerce, education, social services, and trained personnel. But this power could not
be projected into the countryside except as military force. So during the nights the world out-
side of th. towns and cities became the domain of the Viet Minh—except for those areas con-
irolled by the Freuch Army and the slowly emerging army of the State of Viet Nam. These
areas were not inconsiderable; they included the Mekong Delta in the south, the south central
plateau inhabited by the montagnards ard, until 1952-53, the Red River Delta in the north.
Within these areas, participation in the politics of the State of Viet Nam was significant. Abou*
a million people registered to vote in the elections of 1953, and by 1954 there were more than
300,000 Vietnamese fighting alongside 79,000 regulac French troops, and about 68,000 Legion-
naires and Africang against approximately 400,000 in the Viet Minh ranks. ¢

Even with the aid of the United States, the power of the State of Viet Nam, together with
tha: ol France, was never sufficient to defeat the Viet Minh. Yet it was enough to prolong the
war for seven years, until 1954, and then there was adequate strength to g a favorahle par-
tition of the country, including a substantial evacuation of Viet Minh forces from the gouth. 1
After a successful struggle to eject the French in 1955-56, the south became the domain of the
Republic of Viet Nam—the successor to the State of Viet Nam. N-ow, nearly a decade and a
half later, the revolutionary conflict continues along much the same lines as in earlier years.
Like its predecessor. the Republic of Viet Nam is trying to stop the Cominuniats’ expansion of
their revolutionary political atructure by force. Even now there s litde recognition that this




expansion of a new political strucwi. throughout the countryside ia effecting a revolution, al-
though it is forming the basis ior 2 more sustained military effort againat the Republic of Viet

The Communists are not simply trying to eliminate their adversary by force. “hey are
irying to win the political commitment of the mass of the pecple in the countryside and there-
by deny legitimacy t> the Republic of Viet Nam as a r., resentative government of the Viet-
pamese people, To achieve this commitment, the Communists are not primarily concerned
with increasing the welfare of the peasant villagers hut are {.ying to forge them into a politi-
cai ommunity —ore which commands loyalties because it rewards performance by fostering
upward mobility in a hierarchical political structure. Through such mobility, e villager can
find a more predictable access to the attributes of modernity (i.e., lileracy, techrical skills,
organizational ability, and so forth) and the rewards of political power than th-~gh any other
governmental structure in Viet Nam. From this mobilization of the potentiai power of the
peasants and a sharing of governmental authority with them, changes have been occurring in
Vietnamese politica which are the very substance of revolution,

Revolution in essence is change, but there is very little agreement as to how much and
what kind of change constitutes revolution. Despiie, or perhaps because of, their prefound
character, social and political changes in Viet Nam have not usually been descrived as revolu-
tionary. Unfortunately, the vocabulary wi." which an understanding of revolution i8 expressed
has not heen clogely identified with the characteristics of a protracted revolution in a develop-
ing society. Yet, because of its protractedness, the events of two decad~a of upheaval in Viet
Nam have cast in bold relief many aspects of revolution often obscured in the faster moving
revolutions of our time.

This nflict—iirst between the Viet Minh and the French-led State of Viet Nam and now
Letween two ' _{pamese republice —has shown once again that revolation is not merely the
overthrowing ot an old regime. It is 3 competition between opposing concepts of political
community for a monopoly. or legitimacy, in holding power. And rarely can an alternative—
revolutionary —government emerge as a competitor to the prevailing regime for political ie-
gitimacy unless !t sets furth new ways of mobilizing and sharing power. Tn allempting to es-
tablish such a new legitimacy, the revolutionaries are changing the structure of politi. to
conform to a new concept of political community —a change in the way who gets what, when, and
how .8

In this book, e.aphasis is placed on revolution as being a permanent change in the struc-
ture of politics which results in new ways of mobhilizing » ' sharing power. These two quali-
tativc changes in managing political power are intimately related in the revolutionary proc-
ess. if revolutionaries arc ‘o mobilize the popular strength to supersede an incumbent re-
gime, it seems clear that they must develop new forms for participation in politics. In order
that a potent following may be won to th> revolutionary cause, new types of political status,
institutions, and ideology wiil be a necessity. Through new institutions —such as revolutionary
committees and assemblies, as well as military units and mobilization groups- ‘ndiviauals will
have an opportunity to achieve a greater share of power as their participation contributes to
revolutionary goals. Only when such institutional links reach out into the society and create
political opportunities thai are qualitatively different from those of the incumbent regime can
revoiutionaries mobilize increasing amounts of political power. 3Sustained by an effective
ideology which rationalizes this mobilization of pewer and which dramatizc -~ the presumed in-
justices of the incumbent regime, a revoluaonary government ca  cstablish its legitimacy and
gain increasing compiiance with its will




A crucial measure of the «... ~t to which changes in the struciure of politics are likely to
occur during a revolution is the amount of popular strength required to overthrow an incum-
bent. if these changes—in political status, institutions, and ideolegy-~are net far-reaching
enough to accommodal> those aiienated from an incumbent regime, the potential for revolu-
tion may =till exist, even though a new revolutionary government has taken control of a coun-
try. From this perspective, revolutionary potential can be said o exist when there ie a gap
between the demands made upen a government and its performarce to meet them. A possible
shortcoming of this definition is its implication that all societies have some potential for rev-
olution—an implication which nevertheless seems useful for analytical purpcses, since it calls
attention to the fact that incumbent governmenis usually try to establish political relationships
which in some measure meet the demands placed upon them. When incumbents cannot respond
with political changes that are extensive ennugh to satisfy popular demands, they will usually
try to contain revolutic...ry potential by force and maintain themselves in power against the
popular will.

Whatever its extent, revolutionary potential will not be translated inte revolution unless
it is specifically expioited by revo.. Honaries--those who are potential members of the pre-
vailing political elite yet are demed or thwarted frem participation i it and who excel in ar-
ticulating demands left unfulfilled by the incumbents. In order to have political protests go
beyond random events such as riots, etrikes, demonstrations, or peasant revolts, the revolu-
tionaries must establish an opposition political structure—a revolutionary structure —within
the gap between demands and performance, which will be called revolutionary space. The
term ''revolutionary space'' will be used here as an approximate synonym for revelutionary
potential, except that it will indicate where the revolutionary potential lies in a society, i.e.,
in rural areas where demands for agrarian reform are going unheeded or among urban dweli
ers where protests for new policies have emerged, and so forth. Clearly, the goal of revolu-
{omaries will be to exploit the gaps of revolutionary space by advancing their revolutionary
structure until it undercuts the existing . gime and becomes the legitimate government of a
peoole.

Some observers believe that there has beon ne revolution {n Viet Nam. They conclude
that the countr:’ hag undergone ;1 anticolonial revolt which has now been followed by an inter-
national war between two distinct Viemmamese states. The thesis of thie study rejects this
opinion and maintaing that f* ‘amrental changes i we structure of politics have occurred in
Viet Nam over the past fc - decades which are the essence of revolution. Moreover, the book
has been written in the belief that Viet Nam's experience has much to coatribute to an under-
standing of reveiution in general, because events there have challenged many commonly held
agsumptions about the revoiutionary process. By a detailed study of the new ways of mobiliz -
ing and sharing power that developed in Viet Nam during the 1930's and 1940's, this book will
try tu explain how and why revolution occurred and what the significance of this Vietnamese
experience is for an understanding of the crigins of revolution. While there is no attempt to
bring the story of revolution in Viet Nam beyond the year 1946, when large-scale revolutionary
war broke out, & focus on the furmative years should not only clarity the basic characteristics
of revolutionary change in the country but also provide a needed perspective on subsequent
events,

Such a perspective seems necessary, since the probiems that Viemmamese revolutionaries
have had to cope with include the legacy of Viet Nam's historic inability to achieve durable
unity as a nation. They have had to confront age-old problems of disunity, even as they have
beoen trying to iay the foundation of & new political order. These problems have stemmed
frem the fact that central political institutions reached their apogee in precolonial Viet Nam
during the four centuries between 1009 and 1400 and, thereafter, the southward migration of




the Vietnamese people from their homeland in the Red River Celta produced pressures which
resulted in a tradition u1 poiitical disunity. Ru: over a unified nation was undercut by re-
gionally based groups whose competition in the er prior t¢c French intervention led to poli. cal
turmotl, rather than to the institutionalization of political power.

During 80 years of rule France did little that contributed to deve! »ping insitutions in
which the politics of Viet Nam could be conducicd. Instead. the modernizing influences brought
on by French colonial policies served tc reenforce old antipathies and to 2nsure that once
France's hegemony was ended traditionsl problems would be revived with an even sironger in-
tensity. A~ Vietnamese revolutionaries began to organize themselves in the 1930's ~d 1940's,
they found that regional pressures threaternnd to undercut their effectiveness in o -0sing
French rule. In their attempts to unifv a +:volutionary movement, Vietnamese leaders had to
w0 more than offer dependable political opportunitiea to those alienated from the colonial re-
gime; they also had to overcome the antipathies which Vietnamese from various parts of the
country and various social affiliations had toward each other as a result of their histcrical
experien-~e,

Even the zoal of independence from Fr-~ce could not by itself bring unity and discipline
to Viethamese political life. On the contrary, these quaiities had to be sought through tech-
niques of mobilizing and sharing power that would re<ult in political commitments surmount -
ing traditional and parochial antagonisms. In forging such commitmerts, Vietnamese revolu-
tionaries in the 1930's and 1940's were bringing about chauges that would characterize revolu-
tion in Viet Nam for decades and would set examples challenging old assumptions about the
natare of revolutionary politics. And for all its appearance as a mystifying, complicated web
of contemporary politics interlaced with age-old conflict, there lies in Viet Nam a clear and
unavoidable challenge to our understanding of revolution, as weil as a promise of wider knowl-
edge, if its complexities can be mastered.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF
REVOLUTION IN VIET NAM

REVOLUTION: A LANDMARK IN VIETNAMESE HISTORY

For a people with a two-thousand-year heritage of occupation, rebellion, and a troubled
search for order, the revolution launched in August 1945 represented 2 major landmark. It
not only inaugurated a new approach to politics in Viet Nam, but it ‘also marked a millennium
of freedom from Chinese occupation. Before the year 939, when the Vietnamese threw off ,
China's direct control over their affairs, they had been ruled as a Chinese province for a thou-
sand years. Yet the history of the country predates Chinese control. The record goes back
to 208 B.C., when the Vietnamese first appeared in official annals as a minority people in the
Kingdom of Nam Viet, known in Chinese history as Nan-yiieh. 1

Early History (208 B.C.-220 A.D.)

Covering wido areas of present-day northern Viet Nam and southern China, the Kingdom
of Nam Viet was created by a renegade Chinese warlord in 208 B.C. He had taken advatage
of the decay of China's first imperial dynasty to assert his marginal power based on regional
military occupation. His political creation, Nam Viet, remained autonomous for nearly a cen-
tury, because the power of the emrmmw?mmltrlctodtomnhmmcm
where it was struggling to consolidate dynastic control. In the pattern that was to become
familiar on China's southern periphery, when its imperial regimes were weak or preoccupied
internally, NamVletmmonlMumemHudommthheﬂnMdmdu
nominal though unenforceable sovereignty. Within the loose structure of the kingdom the fore-
bezrs of the Vietnamese were permitted their own administration. It consisted of fiefs gov-
erned by hereditary chiefs in the sort of feudal system that still exists among the mountain
peoples of northern Viet Nam today. Howevar, after 111 B.C., when the Han dynasty was
strong enough to extend its powsr southward and absorb Nam Viet into the Chinese empire, the
Vietnamese fiefs became provinces of China,?

Despite the deep imprint made on them by the Chinese culture of the Han and T'ang dynas-
ties, these early Vietnamese possessed a zeal for political autonomy. Among the numerous
peoples on the southern periphery of China, only the Vietnamese adopted Chinese culture with-
out becoming a part of the Chinese political system. Only in Viet Nam "did the [Chinese] cul-
ture outpace the [Chinese] political unit. The Vietnamese speak a Sinitic language related to
Chinese; they derived their higher culture from China; and they were for long periods under
Chinese rule.” Yet eventually they managed to establish their identity as a serarate country
within East Asian civilization.3 Indeed, it may be that the adoption of Chinese culture made it
possible for the Vietnamese to free themselves from political control by China. In the view
of the noted scholar Henri Maspéro, VtetNmmlhletonnrtmummmybecmuChmn
occupation, 'by treaking the power of particularist institutions and local groups, and by intro-
ducing Chinese ideas and social crganization, gave it a cohesion and formal structure which its




neighbors lacked, "t Whether or not the impoamim of Chinase culture was instrumental in
enabling the Vietnamese to win their autonomy, it seems certain that the way in which the cul-
ture was imposed provided their motivation for seeking an end to rule by China,

Efforts to absorb the Vietnamese into the Chinese Empire were carried on sporadically
and haphazardly throughout a millennium of oceupation. In fact, it seems that the Chinese
overlords were concerned more with pacifying these peripheral minority peoples than with as-
similating them. As the pressure of the Chinese occupation progressively curtailed the influ-
ence of Vietnamese feudal leaders, they were afforded virtually no compensating opportunities
to join the broader political and cultural world of the Chinese Empire. Because the local
aristocracy saw that a continuation of Chinese policy threatened to wipe them out, their hostil-
ity toward the occupation rose sharply until it culmiunated in a rebellion in 40 A.D. Crushed
by an expedition of Chinere reinforcements, this desperate revolt by a Jecaying feudal regime
was followed by one of the most thorough attempts ever undertaken to implant Chinese culture
among the Vietnamese. Perhaps the most important result of this program was to speed the
intermarriage of Vietnamese with Chinese settlers and functionaries. A new elite emerged
with a commitment to Chinese language and culture that would have been difficult to obtain by
coercion alone. Although this new, radically mixed, local elite enjoyed none of the privileges
or influence of their feudal predecessors, they also were = hereditary aristocracy, but with
family ties now bused on Chinese customs. §

The emphasis on cultural assimilatio . which had produced a Chinese-oriented aristocracy
among the Vietnamese was not matched by efforts to absorb them into Chinese politics. Only
gradually and hesitantly was this local elite allowed to participate in the Chinese provincial
administration over the Vietnamese. They had to qualify for appointment by mastering the
same examinations in Chinese literature and philosophy that were required of Chinese admin-
istrative officials. But, as the Han dynasty was in &ecline, these administratively qualified
Vietnamese demanded, and were granted, a status equal to th~t of any qualified Chinese, which
entitled them to be assigned anywkere in the empire. Mixed-blood Vietnamese were actually
appointed as subprefects in two Chinese provinces.: But these promising beginnings in cultural
and political iategration came abrupily to an end with the fall of the Han dynasty in 220.6

Middle Period (220 - 1009)

Thereafter, China suffered several centuries of internal political disintegration. Not only

did Chinese preoccupation with domestic politics reduce occupation pressures on the Vietnsm-
ese, but it also oncouraged them to seek their own political identity separate from China. Sig-
nificantly, the abortive attemnts to establish an autonomous Vietnameca kingdom between 542
and 602 were led by the local racially mixed aristocracy. Their short-lived kingdom was an
expression of the political consciousness and skills which they had acquired through Chinesc

+culture but had been able to use only slightly within the Chinese Empire. Although their flimsy
kingdom was easily destroyed by the Chinese, little was done to resolve th2 underlying causes
of the uprising. When China was once again brought under centralized control in 618 by the
T'ang dynasty, little effort was made to integrate the Vietnamese into Chinese political life.
The T'ang simply used their burgeonii.g power to impose the most severe occupation the Viet-
namese had ever known. But the power of the T'ang, like that of previous dynasties, had its
limits and, when their power had run its course, the resultant weakness in China coincided
with an increasing political strength among the Vietnamese. By 939 an autonomous Vietnam-
ese kingdom was able to defend itself against direct Chinese control.?

This assertion of local strength did not mean complete indepondence for Viet Nam. Re-
imposition of Chinese ri'e, as was threatened during the Mongol invasion of 1285 and as
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occurred briefly during the Ming dynasty (1414-37), was always a factor in Vietnamese poli-
tics. Instead of usserting thoir independence from China, which would have run the risk of
frequent struggles over the reintroduction of Chinese military occupation, the Vietnamese had
carlior bocomo one of China's tributary states.8 Until France gained coniiol in 1885, the Viet-
namese ritually acknowledged the supremacy of China and periodically sent missions bearing
tiibute. Moreover, these ritur’ ties contained a fiber of strength in the recognized prerogative
of the Chinese court to invest the Vietnamese emperors with their legitimacy to rule. Rather
than stimulating Chinesc interfevence in Vietnamese affairs, this symbolic investiture contrib-
uted to stability because of the careful scrutiny given to new claimants of political legitimacy.

Once the Vietnames2 had freed themselves of a millennium of Chinese Gomination, they
struggled for another milleanium, with the result that they finally secured their own autonomy.
The ending of Chinese control did not mean that the Vietnameso had achieved political unity
and stability. For nearly ten centuries they were to fight among themselves in attempting to
ingtitutionalize political power into 2 unified government having authority over all the Vietnam-
ese. Significantly, the incipient dynasty that was instrumental in bolstering Vietnamese auton-
omy against China was unable to consolidate its power in Viet Nam. Persisting feudal groups
thwarted the ephemeral Ngo dynasty (939-69) in its ambition to unify the Vietnamese. Even
less durable regimes followed the Ngo, as competing families sought to subdue their rivals
by military force and to impose ‘heir hereditary rule on the country. Not until 1009, nearly a
century after Chinese rule had ended, did one group prevail over its rivals and consolidate po-
litical power into a durable regime.?

The Beginning of Institutionalism

‘The leaders of the resilient Ly dynasty {1009-1225) succeeded in institutionalizing their
power by stages. First, they established a military administration to translate their pre-
dominant strength into territorial control. But the Jurability of the dynasty for over two cen-
turies undoubtedly resulted from their capacity to transform coercive force into a governmental
authority widely accepted as having the legitimate use of power. This institutionalized strength
was achieved by sharing power more widely and making the access to power more orderly than
under military control. Specifically, a civil administration was established with recruitment
based on the Chinese examination system. From this procedure 1 bureaucracy was created
that represented those most thoroughly knowledgeable in Chinese language and culture. 10

Appointment to the bureaucracy or mandarinate, as the Europeans baptized this scholar
administration, was theoretically open, without regard to social standing, to all who could
satisfy the qualifications. Since education in Chinese culture became the primary criterion
for political mobility some members of the mandarinate, called mandarins by the Europeans,
did come from modest social origins. However, only those with extensive resources could af-
ford the leisure of long years of preparation for these examinations; the bureaucracy in fact .
institutionalized the power of those families with the greatest wealth and cohesion. Instead of
turning their resources into military power with which to compete for dynastic successicn, the
Vietnamese families gradually accepted competition for political power on a more orderly
basis. But despite the rigor of the examinations, power in Viet Nam was still largely
hereditary. 11

For nearly 400 years, between the :1th and the 14th centuries, the mandarin systerm of
bureaucracy provided relative internal order under conditions of almost constant threat of in-
vasion by aggressive neighbors and dynastic usurpation at hcme. Domestic challengss to dy-
pe.stic rule, often militant in character, were never sufficient to bring down the mandarin



system, at least not until other facters weaXened internal order. Even wien the loag rule of
the Ly dvnasty came to an end in 1225 for lack of a male heir, there was no outbreak of in-
ternal war. The Tran dynasty (1223-1400) succeeded to dynastic rule by arranging a marriage
with the female heir of the Ly family, but it was by preserving the mandarin system that thev
maintained the continuity ol power. By such shrewd tactics the Tran perpetuated a period of
political cober nce—nearly four centuries lorg- that was in sharp contrast to the turmeil of
both earlier and later epochs. 12

Attack and Invasion

The institutionalization of power that the mandarinal syztem had helped to achieve »as
eventually undermined by critical require..cats for external defense. Whils the threat of in-
vagion pre:»nted a perennial dilemnma, it was not until the laie fourteenth century that a sus-
tained external challienge appeared. Until then, Chins and the other bordering states pericdically
attacked the Vietnamese. t in the fourteenih century, as well as in earlier periods, the main
threat came from Champa. A hostile kinpdom fourded ghout 192 A D, on Hindu cultural tradi-
tions, Champa was located just south cf the Red River Delt:. in present-day central Viet Nam.
The great Vietnamese vulnerability te spciling attacks by {hampa was reduced only after auton-
omy from China had been won in 932 A.D. and the forces nececsary for exterrai defense had
been mobilized. By the middle of the eleventh century the Vietnamese were able to sack
Champua's capital and kilt the king in retaliation agaiusi » Cham invasion. As & result of such
military sirength, in 1063 the Vietnamese acquired their first postion of Champa's territory in
what was to beco ~ a steady southward expansion. By the twentieth centu:'y, under relentiess
pregsure, ‘he Chams were diminished .o a minority status in a greatly enlarged Viet Nam. 13

I

Ultimately, the Vietnamese had reacted to Lham invasi 1 by a program of territorial ex-
pansion aimed at destroying the Kingdom of Chimmpa and absorbing its domain. Yet tris action
was not without its political costs. They emerged when a series of Cham campaigns over a
thirt: ear period, from 136" to 1390, brought an unexpected military chailenge to institution -
alized political power in Viet Nam. The threat did not come from invaders, who were effec-
tively repvised, but from a trusted military leader Le Quy Lyv. He had saved the Vietnamese
kingdom from destruction and occupation, yet in the process his power had gone bevond the
level that could be controiled by dynastic political authority, so hagd his ambitions. In 1490 he
overthrew the Tran w,nasty, proclaimed himseif Emperor Ho Quy Ly, and in effect returned
the country to a competition for political power through :entrol of military force. is actions
set 1n motion a sevuence of events that increased Viet Nam's reliance on military might and
made a return to institutiorali. d political power increasingly more difficult. 4

alter Ho Quy Ly's usurpation, the resulting turmoil among the Vietnamese weakened them
internally and invited the intervention of China. The former oviriords came ostensibly to ve-
store the T'ran, bot in fact they wighed to annex the country. ¥or two decades, 14u08-28, a
fierce resistance against Chinere occupalion was carried on through guerrilla warfare pefore
Le loi, a great hero of Vietnamese history and the founder of the Le dynasy (1128-1527) re-
captured control ov~r the country ana obtained recognition of uuronomy from China. Although
his suceessors made great strides in restoring order to the war-ravaged country, their mos.
enduring achievements were also in the field of miatary operations. An invasion of Champa
sicceeded in destroying the political viability of the vival kingdom in 1471. Severety dimin-
‘ahed in territory, Champa lingered on for another 200 years vefore the Vietnamase finally
occupted and settled the whole of their territory. 13 “owever, ir the course of thi« occupation,
the expansiveness of Vietnamesc military power mereiy poged more sharply the aallenge to
Vistnamese political ingenuity,  Could they consolidate their gains through vesilient institutions”
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r'reblems of Territorial Esgansion

quest of Champa, altered Vietnamese iifc fundamentaily. Vietnarmese territery almost doubled
its original size and the couniry's population, form. riv concentraied into the Red River Dwlig,
becars scattered throughout areas mere than 600 miles away. Challenged by the problems of
increased scale which produced parochial pressures toc great for traditional politics to man-
age, Viet Nam's central institutions gave way. Though these institutions were modeled on
those of the Chinese Empire, within which the total area of Viet Nam wouid have beei. no more
thar a province or iwo, as their territerv expanded the Vietnamese ccula not make these in-
stitutions work effectively. Even threugh military administration, the Le, unlike previous
dyvnasties, could no longer maintain territcrial control over the whole country. Regionaliem
had become the stronger force. 8

By 1516, three famiiies had emerged with a dispropertionatc amount of armed strength.
whiie the ruling dvnastv had virtually no power at all. The country fell into a stare of an..chy,
with rich agricultural areas being pillaged bv mercenary troops hired by rival {amiliee; farm-
ing was interrupted and famine spread over the land. It seemed immpossible to repeat the pre-
viously successful strategy in which the Ly dynasty (1808-1225) had achieved « ontrol over tue
whole countr by force and then iransfermed military power into po.tical ingtitutions. With
ihc expansion of Vietnamese territory, it had become easier for more numerous and formida-
ble military groups to develop from fertile agricultural bases; regionalism was arccendant. 17

In the midst of this breakdown of centrai authority, one of the three dominant families, the
Mac, at'empted to unify the country under its dynascic coatrol in 1527. Instead of contributing
to unity and stability, their bid for power precipitated a fratricidal internal war that continued
spasmodically until just before the French intervened in Viet ..am-—almost 300 yesrs later.

Asg the var became more pratracted, the conflict was gradually stabilized by a partition of the
country into defired territories controli=d by the rival families. The beginning of this trend
toward partition occurred in 1522, when the Mac were driven out of the Red River Delta by the
force protecting the vestigial Le dynasty. Rather than restoring unity, the victory over the
Mac merely aggravate. n already strong spirit of enmity between the Trinh and the Nguyean.
While they weve united in cpposing the Mac, these two families were divided by their desire

to exercise unchailenged influence over the impotent Le rulers. They both regarded the le as
the only legitimate authority in the country and each of them accused the other of fomenting
rebellion. On the outcome of this dynastic impr 3se rested the unity and stability of Viet Nam
for more than two centuries. 8

Lines between the two rival families hardened as the Nguyer steadily coneolidated its
strength in the areas south of the Red River Delta along the strategic coastal plain. Unable to
reconcile their competition for dynastic inflluence and regional power, the two adversarieg, in
1620, confronted each other in fierce combat that persisted tenaciously for 50 years until the
cunilict subsided into an armed staiemate. The disintegration of the country into two warring
states was symbolized by a wall built across the narrow waist of Viet Nam at the eighteenth
parallel near the town ¢f Dong Hoi just north of Hue, Erected by the Nguyen, the wall of
Dong Hoi rose to a height of eighteen feet, extended a distance of eleven miles, and in 1672
proved strong cnough to withstand 1 major military test from the Trinh.!® Thereafter the
country remained divided for another century on almost the same territorial basis ag it is
today.

11




SOURCES OF VIET NAM'S DOIITICAL DISUNITY

Besides stimulating divisive »olitical tendencies, “crritorial e.pansion afso brought te
Viet Nam an unusual geographic shape--one especially conducive (o regionsli sm and rebeilion
The striking dimensions of the territory resulting from the relentless scuthward movement are
its length of approximately 1,600 miles and its width of only 300 miles at its widest and about
45 miles at its narrowest point. Striking as they are, these dimensions do not reflect the fact
that Viet Nam iacks geographic unity. Overall, it is an S-shaped country fragmented with
mountain chains and held together by a thin coastal plain loosely counecting two deltas at ex-
treme ends of the territory. Except ior the generous extent of seaccast, with frequen: " arbors,
few natural avenues of communication span the length of the country. isolated areas. espe-
cially those in the narrow, central ceastal plain, but also in the mountainous regions surround-
ing the deltas, have historically poaed difficulties for central administration and have been a
kaven for rebels, 20

Patterns of Setilement

Patterns of population ser.iement have also been influenced by the character of the terrain.
If military conguest alone had been tlie instrument of Viet Nam's expansion, it is doubtful that
the Vietnamese would occupy the territory they do today. Close behind the military forces
were the settlers, ready to bring the land under cultivation. Yet the terrain, iu addition to
limiting communications, restricted the locations in which the Vietnamese population could
settle. Only lands permitting the culv.  tion of rice under irrigation, the very foundation of
the comntry's agricultural society, were suitable for Vietnamese migration. Such areas were
extensive in the deltas located at either end of the terrvitory. Inthe approximately 600 miles
between, however, there were only small and frequently isolated fragments of land snatched
from encroachment by the mountains on one side and by the sea on the other. Not only was it
difficult to adapt the Vietnamese style cf wet-rice agriculture to the surrounding mountains,
but these highlands were infested with the malaria-carrying Anopheles mosquito. ot

The overall limits imposed by these barriers upon Vietnamese setilement are best seen in
the curious pattern of population distribution that has emerged as a result of southwar. mugra-
ticn. Today, roughly 3¢ million Vietnamese are crowded onto less than 26,060 of the country's
appreximately 128,000 square miles cf territory. Thus, more than 90 per<ent of the population
is concentrated on less than 20 percent of the land area, which results in some of the densest
pooulation clusters anywhere in the world. Because of their habitual rice agriculture and their
vuinerability to upland malaria, the Vietnamese live in the fertile lowlandis, while the remain-
ing 121,000 or more square miles of plateau and mountains are sparsely populated by non-
Vietnamese ethnic minorities, who are less advanced culturally than ihe lowlanders. Thus a
major dichotomy between the upland and the lowland areas is reinforced by ethnic as well as
by other cultural differences. 22

A focus on this settlerent pattern of the Vietnamese people—their reliance on irrigated
rice agricalture and their history of territorial expansion—illuminates much that is complex
and obscure in their past. Such a perspective sheds light on strengihs and weakuesses of
Vietnamese politics and society. A hypothesis of the geographer Pierre Gourou is that in a
tropical country the cultivation of rice in tlooded fields s what alone gives rise to the develop-
ment of an advanced civilization, while at the same time this develop, "=t " nmited both cul-
turally and geographically. 23




Significance of the Village

In Viet Nam these strengths and limits of development are best seen thiough the prime
module of =ocial development—the village. It was due primaril - to the cohesion and flexibility
of the Vietnamese village that popuiar migration followod upon military cenquest. The village
was the institution that translated the potential of the newly occupied land into the reality of
productive habitation.

. sysiem of sponsorad settlement developed in which established viilages gent out pio-
neers. Thev were usually voung pecile or others without land who were eag:r to get new
fie: .3 anc ~reate new villages. Support from the porent villages cont'nued until the offspring
were self-suficient. ‘Lhen official recogrition was -equested from the emperor who bestowed
2 name, a communal scal, and a guardian spirit upon the new village. These imperial articles
were iraditionally centered in a communal house (knc »m as the dinh) which was in effect the
symbo!l of village unity, a place for religious ceremo...2s and public occasions, and in 2 sense
a ritual link with the rest of the country. 24

Through this process the Vietnamese village facilitated the southward territorial advance
that simply went beyond the country's capacity to consolidate its gains through political cen-
tralization. The experience after 1500 of nearly three centuries of regionalism and disunity —
trends never fully resolved Yefore France assumed control over the country ~raises several
fundamental questions nbeut traditional politics in Viet Nam. Perhaps thz key question is,
why was the village such an effective instrument of cuitural expansion while central institutions
were not? The answer seems to lie in the deeply rooted autoncmy of the village which, though
guaranteeqd by statute, had evolved through custom and practice. Accordic_ 9 an old Vietnam-
ege proverb, "the laws of the emperor yield te the customs of the viliage.' 2%

The substance cf this proverb had its roois in the restraint imposed by village institutions
on the power of the central authorities. The development of these local institutions, it seems,
predated those of th - central adminisgtration; their origins are often tra. d to the period beiore
China's occupation was overthrown. The most important of these local institutions was g
counci! of notables which, amonyg other things, was responsible for the external obligatioas of
the village; the central administration did not deal directly with individual viilagers. Members
o! the council were chosen from the amall village oligarchy on the ba-is of age, education,
family standing, and to a lesser cxtent wealth. They represented the cohesive ties of the
village—{amily, Confucian learning,% ansd property. Only the council of notables could give
the siate information on village resources when collective oblionliviue were levied for taxes,
corvées, sl contingents of soldicrs for ihe natioual army, and this information w» = purposely
falsified to le isen taxes. Because there was no compuisorv registration of birthis and deathe,
the village rolls vere an inaccurate and incomplete indication of village population. Yet the
state refrained from enforcing a greater surveiliance over village productivity and population
tn:cause of thelr respect for village autonomy. If this autonomy were violated, as the French
learned later to their misfortune, then the Ludrock upon which political stability might be
foundes would be destroyed. Vietnamese regimes treated this autonomy with respect un order
that they might perfect a stable political superstructure for *'

Functions of Villages va. State Authority

The limits on centralized authority arising from the official anonymity of individual vil-
lagers and the prestige of the council of notables caused the village and not the stateto have the
largest executive role in Vietnamese politics. In general, the dynastic authorities attempted
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tc establish a balance between the strength of the village and the necessary requirements of
power for political centralization.?® A skillful division of labor evelved in which the state
performed the military, judicial, and religious functions, while all public works and services
were in the hands of the village authorities. They had the resources:; they i» 't the roads,
dikes, and bridges--the state was essentially a ccordinator. The state did all the countrywide
plansir.,, and then issued directives for decentralized execution. in the face of frequent insta-
bility, the effectiveness of such a division of labor . 2sted on tne Confucian political tradition
as we!ll as on the common bend of seif-interest. Villagers were brought up to believe that
their survival and th: success of their labor~ depended on ritualistic obsevvances which the
empero: -as the mediator between heaven and ea.th—~prescribed, and in some cases performed.
Through ritual ~bservances similar {o thoss performed by the emperor, the villagers won the
favor of heaven and assured their harmory with nature.

Although the divizion of respensibility betweer an adminigtrative superstructure and
awtonomons villages was skillful when in operation, it created profound weaknesses in Viet-
namese political organization. With their antonomy and command over local resources, the
vzillages could easily survive iz cut off from the administrative superstructure. But a concern
for peace and security caused the villages to seek the protaction of the dynastic regime. Cop-
flict or the threat of it would interfc. e wit* the steady routine required for rice farming, the
very hagig of village life would then be che'lenged. However, when the incumbents were unaklo
to regpond to village needs for securiry it was usuaily both convenient and advantagecus for
villages to come under the protection of political movements opposing the ruling dynasty.

While village resources made it reiatively easy for vebels to develop support in localized
areas, it was quite difficult for them to achirve legitimacy throughout the country. Faced
with the same type of problems as tiose faced by th2 incumbent dynasty, the rebels had to
instituionalize political power. If they failed to devise ways of assuring security, of mobiliz-
ing a population for polhitical and military action, of regularizing the access to political power,
and of sharing power among those who had c™Mained it, then the ebels would have little likel:i-
hood of overthrowing the existing dvnasty  Moreover, they might fiad themselves subject to
rebeliion in their own ranks. The viliage charactar of Vietnamese society seemed to lend
itself to rebellion while discouvaging political consolidation. At least this was the nature of
Vietnamese politics after the sixteenth centiiy, ohe Trinh and the Nguyen regimes could neither
defeat each other nc oy cu consolidate their military power within political institutions . 23

Tay 8on Bebelifon

By the end of the eighteenth century a stalemate had continued for a century between the
northc ™ (Trinh) and scuthern (Nguyen) regimes without there having been a major military
engagement,  But this lack of conflict did not indicate that the sources ot rebellion had been
eliminated. During the seventeenth and  .ghteenth centuries the Nguyen regime bad expanded
gsouthward unti! it occupied the Mekong Delta over the opposition of its - 'ambodian inhabitants,
Just as this expansion was reaching its apogee, a rebellion broke out in the Nguven territory
south of Hue in central Viet Nam. Breaking a century f stalemate, this uprising gave the
northerners, the Trinh, an wiexpected opportunity w extend their contral over the whole of
Viet Nam. Through incomnes=, however, the Trinh alienated the southern rebels, known as
the Tay Son, who turr ed on the Trinb while aiso fighting the Nguven.  Except for the nade
heir to their fan: 'al leadership, the Nguyven had been virtually eliminated by 1777, and less
than o decade later Trinh rule in the north was defeated decisively by th Tay Son. %

Although rebellion had broug . dizsunity in the sixteenth . entury, & was out »f tb> Tay . n
rebellion that Viet Nam {ound upity in the nineteenth century. At the conclrsion of the Tay Son
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rebellion in 1802, Vietnamese territory was united from the China border to the Gulf of Siam
for the first time in history. But this historic achievement was not accomplished directly by
the Tay Son. In an epic conflict, the surviving heir to the Ngu;on regime capitalized on the
Tav Son's preoccupation in the nerth to return from exile, to recapture the Mekong Delta, and,
in 1788, to sciz. control over the strategic region around Saigon, and later to proclaim himself
Emperor Cia Long, He mig:.. nave been unable to consolidate these territorial gains and wuiy
the country, however, had it not been for the arrival of substantial military and naval rein-
torcemerts from France. Arranged by the French missionary prelate, Bishop Pigneau gGe
Béhaine, this vital aid marked the revival of a dormant interest in Viet Nam by the French
church, it

Beginning of French Interests in Viet Nam

Opportunities for outside invoivement in Viet Nam's internal conflict had existed sinc~
warfare divided the country in 1620. French interests in Viet Nam had stemmed from this
earlier period in which the Nguven regime had also been depend.nt on external aid, French
priests had been in the country since the early seventeenth century when the Nguyenas' initial
weakness in the struggle against the Trinh had led them to seek sophisticated weaponry from
the Portuguese. These French priests, part of a Portuguese Jesuit missiv. ‘vere so success-
ful in winning converts that they were expelled when the armed stalemate reduced the Nguyvens'
dependency on external aid. Not until the 1786's and the outbreak of the Tay Son rebellion did
France's freedom from worldwide commitments coincide with an upportunity for influence in
Viet Nam. But the French Revolution cut short the participation of the forces raised thrcugh
the influence of the Fre::ch clergy at Versailles. Once again France's interest in Viet Nam
subsided. 32

When Emperor Gia Long unified Viet Nom in 1802, the comtry's capacities for political
centralization had reached ahigh-water marl. . Realizing that this unity had been e¢zsentially
a military achievement, the new emperor tried to overcome the regionalism that had divided
the country for centuries. lnstitutions were created to promote the pelitical integration of
the Vietnamese people, but regional and parochial identities continued {o exert stronger pres-
sures. Beneath the surface of apparent political unity the governors of the various icgions
held the real power whiie fermalily acknowledging the sovereignty of the emperor. Unfor-
tunately {or the future of Vietnamese politics, even this promising trend toward unification
was ended with Gia Long's death, and in 1820 an authoritarizn and xenophobic policy was
inaugurated by his heirs, 33

Once again internal tensions created opportunities for nutside intervention. The French
were denicd the influence in Vietn. iese affairs that they had enjoved during the fight for uni-
fication and had come lo expect during the period of consclidation. Not e ucisingly, it was
the Catholic missionariecs who were the hardest hit. Gia Long's successors saw Christianity
as a threat to the Confucian traditions upen which Vietnamese politics were founded. They
proscribed Christiap missions and eventually put some of the Frenen clergymen to death.
Since protection of its tvissionaries by the Far Eastern fleet became a significant issue in
France, the Vietnamese attacks on the church provided a convenient opportunity for Napoleon
I te solidify the tenuous domestic position of the Secend Fmpire. 3¢

After inittal sethacks the intervention in Viet Namn law ched by Napoleon I11 in respense to
domestic religious gsentiment became the special interest of the French Navy., More inter-
ested In acquiring territory than religious converts, the navy's enthusiasm resalted in the oc-
cupation of Viet Nam and the ethme and culturally digtinet areas of Cambodia and Laos. These




digparate countries were formed, in 1897, into a territory known thereafter as Indochina—a
name chosen as a semantic compensation for Freuch colonial failures in india and China at the
hands of the British. 35

CONLJOURS OF FRENCH RULE IN VIET NAM

In administering their territorial acquisition, the French created a state in which coloniai
administration virtually supplanted indigencus politics. Cbviously, the primary French con-
cern was to prevent Vietramese opp.sition from threatening their colonial rule. Although they
could not stop rebellion entirely, the French did neutralize it through military and administra-
tive control. Yet the effect of these preventives was to eliminate all but the most circum-
scribed and stylized political activity. In becominy the country's incumbent government, the
French suppressed the energies that had gone into centuries of political conflict among the
Vietnamese. Almost no legitiinate channels for political expression existed; the politics of
the Vietnamese became synon-mous with sedition in French Indochina. Unintentionally, how-
ever, Vietnamese political energies were enlarged by the unexpected social consequences of
colonial programs. Uitimately, when French strength wavered ‘n the 1940's, pent-up political
energies erupted in a . >volution that no amount of French force could subdue. 3

Partitionment as a Suppressive Measure

The suppression of Vietnamese political life was begun by the adminisirative partitioning
of the country. It occurred initially through the uneven pattern of French military ocougation.
Viet Nam would have been occupied all at orce but for the limits on French resources imposed
by other foreign commitments. A combination of far-flung imperial ambitions and domestic
counterpressures made the French occupation a piecemeal affair. By the treaty of June 1862,
the southernmost portion of Viet Nam--cailed Cochinchina by its French cccupiers—came
under French control. The central and northern parts of the country, krown to the French as
Annam and Tonkin, did not become parts of the French Empire unti! niore than twelve vears
after Cochinchina was occupied, Annam, the former Chinese name for Viet vam-—u lo.

onsidered derogatory by the Vietnamese--and Tonkin were acquived through treaties of
1884-85 with tne Vietnamese government at Hue and the Chinese at Pekuig. 3 The resulting
fragmentation of the country was perp uaied by a coloniz! mythology which regarded Viet Nam
not as one country but as three: Annam, Tonkin . anc {"echinchina. Even the name Viet Nam,
v th v ch the country had been baptized by Gia Long in 1802, was cutlawed and uttered only
as a raliying cry of revolutionaries. %

Partitioming Viet Nam into three parts aided the security of France's colonal stite against
countrywide uprisings. Administrative barriers were imposed to discourage the Vietnamese
from unifying their potential resources against the French, Such obstacles helped to perpet -
uate the traditional pressures of regionalism and parochialism that had previously limited
Viethamese political g0y Trior to oL cuch Dbonvcation administradave regrons (known as
ky i Vietnamesel had existed, and the tripartite subdivision roughly approximated the tevri-
tories of the three ky. But urder the Vietnamese these regaons were apparently intended, v -
pecially in Gia long's regime, to promote the unity of a disparate and difticult-to-administes
country.  With the French, however, the three countrres, or pays in the French language, ap
senred as manifestations of the well-waorn techmque, “divide wad vule. '®

Of course, admimstrative subdivisions alone could Lot ensure political impotence am g
the Vietnamese . Bui new and cove important bases tor disunmify were created through separate




French policies and pro,-ams for each administrative region. Perhaps the sharpest of these
regional differences was between Cochinchina and the other two pays. Partly because it was
occupied more than two decades before the rest of Viet Nam and partiy because it was ruled
as a cclony of France with fewer treaty or legal restraints, Cochinchina developed after a
distinctive pattern.

Patterns of Admunistration

A difference in public administration was one of the more significant aspects ot this
distinctiveness. In Viet Nam, as eslsewhere, the selection and training of civi® servants is a
key political act indicating where power lies. Originailv, the French Navy expected to govern
Cochinchina through the existing mandarinal administration. But after the French occupation,
local officials fled nerthward into centrol Viet Nam, !eaving the French with the task of ad-
ministering the territory directly. Because the number of French personnel was limited, it
became necessary io recruit another cadre of Vietnamese to consolidate French colonial con-
trol. Chosen without regard to traditional criteria and trained in the French language and
procedures, a totaliy new kand of Vietnamese official appear:d. Eajoying a status of authority
and prestige by virtue of their loyalty to the alien rule, these new Vietnamese officials were
committed to France even b~ .re the whole of Viet Nam had come under French control.

By contrast, when occupied twn "decades laier, the other areas of Viet Nam were adminis-
tered indirectiy through the traditiona! bureaucracy, the mandarinate. Although some man-
darins resisted the French, there existed no sanctuary where the majority of them could flee.
Moreover, in Annam and Tonkin France's occupation was in theory a "protection’ of Viet
Nam' = traditional government. In principle, the continuation of the mandarinate was sanctioned
by treaty. Despite its treaty commitmonts, however, France actively interfered with the ad-
ministration of these "protectorates' in order to insure the perpetuation of its coloniai rule.
Instead of abolishing the mandarinate cutright, the French sought to decrease its continuity
with traditional politics and to increase its bureaucratic capacities to fulfiil cojonial programs.
Entrance examinations for the sian-irinate which tested Confucian learning were discontinued
in Tonkin in 1915 and in Annam iu 1918, Classical knowledge also lost more of its relevance
for social mebility as political npportunities de*  Hpod, such as the ones onered by the Univer-
gity of Hanoi which opened i1 1912 to train limited numbers of Vietnamese for technical spe.
cialties and administration. During the 20 years before revelut. - broke out, the distinction
between direct 1nd indirect rule becamne virtually meaningless exce i in a legal sense 4

Even though siministrative personne! throughout Vietnam were eventually trained in es-
sentially the same munner, definite regional differences persisted. By the time direct rule
was considered {or the whole of the country, Cochinchina already had more than half a centurs
of experience with its effects. The French-oriented functionarie« of Cochinchina contrasted
witn the curiovs misture of administrative personnel in Tonkin and Annam. In these protec-
torates were the o/der mundarins, submissive to the French vet loval to the traditional mon-
archy. Alongsiie them were the younger, Western-trained administrators whose lovalties
were uncertain, When the revoluton cccurred, these administrative elites formed only a
portion of the political leadership of the country, vet they had a substantial impact on the
courne of events thoough their attempts to lead the various regions in separate dire-tions, €
And until the revolution hioke out, therr diversity was a2 guarantee that they would nou unite
their energres sgainst Frenceh rule.
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Regional Differences

Differences in admimstration, despite their significance in shaping a potential political
leadership along regional lines, were overshadowed by social and economic changes in creating
new bases for regionalism. Rather than being randomly distributed, these changes were
clustercd regionally. Industrial development in the north and plantation agriculture, along with
a vast increase in cultivatable land in the Mekong Delta in the south, produced conspicuous re-
gional peculiarities in Vietnamesc society. What industrial labor force there was in Viet Nam
was concentrated in the north, while a previously nonexistent class of Vietnamese absentee
landowners arose in Cochinchina as a result of land development. 43

From these clustered changes came regional identities which were often stronger, espe-
cially iu Cochinchina, than any lingering feelings for a unified and independent Viet Nam. Of
all the regions, the south was more susceptible to such changes. It had been settled by the
Vietnamese for less than a century before French occupation occurred. The Vietnamese people
and their traditions had not yet been firmly implanted before they came under the forceful in-
fluence of France. Consequently, Cochinchina became known as the most Gallicized area of
colorial Viet Nam, while Annam—which on tie whole had had the least amount of social change—
was known as the most traditional area of the country. Although Tonkin, the administrative
and academic center of all Indochina, underwent substantial social change, it nonetheless re-
tained a close identification with Vietnamese traditions.

Colonially induced regionalism that tended to reinforce cultural differences developed dur-
ing the Vietnamese southward migration. Parochial characteristics have become convenient
symbols of regional identity. One of the most easily noticed has been the difference in dialect
and pronunciation in the Vietnamese language between north and south. The southern tongue
is a less inflected, flatter, and softer way of speaking a language common to all Vietnamese, 4
but it is thought by northerners Lo be a less proper, provincial accent. In addition, village cus-
toms and family structure in the less densely populated Mekong Delta have been more informal
and less rigid than traditional practices which orfginated in the thickly settled Red River Delta
homeland of the Vietnamese. 4 These characteristics have made the southerners more ame-
nable to change, vet have given them less stability during the uncertainty of social change.
Speaking a parochial tongue and showing less respect for traditions, southerners have been
looked down upon by northerners as being less cultivated. In turn, northerners have been
thought by their more gregarious southern brethren to be overly formal and haughty. Eventu-
ally such popular conceptions limited the possibilities for cooperation among the Vietnamese
and affected the ‘r potential for common action.

Symbolizing the changes that gave regionalism a new emphasis in Viet Nam were the su-
perficial contrasts that developed between the regional centers of Hue, Hanoi, and Saigon. In
Annam, Hue—the center of the country—remained virtually unchanged except for its increasing
impotence and its irrelevance to the changes occurring elsewhere. It continued to bec a small,
sedate town where the archaic imperial court of Viet Nam periodically perforimed Confucian
rituals amid the decaying monuments of the vestigial Nguyen dynasty. Court mandarirs pre-
sided over a government that had been the first to unite Viet Nam, yet which, by the beginning
of the twentieth century, lacked all but the anachronistic vestiges of power.

To the north, Hanoi became a mandarin-controlled, red brick administrative city, built on
the ruins of an ancient Vietnamese capital. In the period after 1920, here were found the new
men of Vietnamese politics; the recently trained administrators who, despite uncertain politi-
cal loyalties, helped carry the burden of administering Indochina. In the little more than two
decades between the beginning of their recruitment in the 1920's and the outbreak of revolution
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in 1945, these administrators did not develop a close identification with French interests; their
opportunities were too restricted for that. When the revolution arrived they went along, taking
their administrative talents with them. At the other end of the country in Cochinchina were
the Francophile Vietnamese who had found wider opportunities through French colonialism.

It was they who supported France when the challenge came. Saigon—their '"Paris of the
Orient—emerged from a marsh, through an elaborate French construction program, to become
a gleaming commercial port city which often reminded visitors of a provincial town in the south
of France.

New Problems Emerge

Besides reinforcing old—mainly regional—tensions, French colonial policies created new
ones. Although colonially sponsored social change became clustered regionally it was not
planned that way. A reinferced regionalism was a byproduct of changes that resulted from
programs directed toviurd other, primarily economic, purposes. In broad outline, these
changes occurred from the creation of an export economy in primary products-—-mainly rice
and rubber but some minerals—with a protected market for French-manufactured imports; the
introduction of taxation in money to finance expenditures of the colonial budget; and the expan-
sion of primary education. While these changes held out the procmise of modernization, they
were insufficient to achieve that goal. They left Viet Nam halfway between the traditional and
modern worlds. Viet Nam's colonial economy was vulnerable to fluctuations in international
commodity and monetary markets and did not possess the institutional structure for sustained
economic growth. It lacked a self-generating industrial sector able to absorb the people drawn
into the towns in the hope of gaining access to the monetary economy. #

Under the impetus of colonial programs, wide segments of Vietnamese society were mov-
ing away from traditional and toward modern ways of life. Such a movement has heen de-
scribed as a process of social mobilization. As an analytic concept, social mobilization is
defined by Karl Deutsch "as the process in which major clusters of old social, economic, and
psychological commitments are eroded or broken and people become available for new patterns
of socialization and behavior,. 4! Two distinct stages are implied in this process. The first
stage involves "the uprooting or breaking away from old settings, habits, and commitments,"
while the second stage is concerned with ""the induction of the mobilized persons into some
relatively stable new patterns of group membership, organization, and commitment. '@ During
the colonial era in Viet Nam the first stage was fairly widespread, but the second touched the
mobilized population only slightly. The Vietnamese were only partially mobilized. They had
moved away from traditional lives, but they had not been reintegrated into a new pattern, nor
had the institutions for this reintegration been established.

Viet Nam's halfway house on the road to modernization was neither stable nor tension-free.
Many Vietnamese were caught between the deterioration of old commitments—~to the village and
the clan—and the lack of or the uncertainty of new commitments to fzctory, foremen, teachers,
work groups, classmates, and the like. Voluntary associations so closely identified with social
integration in highly mobile, modern societies did not come easily to the Vietnamese. They
fell back upon fictive or real kinship identities and secret societies. Moreover, there was
little hope of reintegration through the institutions of the colonial state; it sought only to keep
tensions arising out of the imbalances of Vietnamese society from erupting out of control.

Potential reintegration through economic growth was restricted by the mercantilist sys-

tem of colonial trade in which the colonies were supposed to absorb the exports of French in-
dustry while supplying tropical products in return. Unfettered, indigenous economic development
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would have reduced the need for French imports into Viet Nam, and therefore had to be con-
trolled. Politics also could not play its potentially. conciliatory role, much less act as a force
for reintegration. The colonial bureaucracy absorbed most of the functions of Viet Nam's
political life down to the village. The role that mandarinal recruitmont had once played in i
stitutionalizing political power, conciliating tensions, and integrating farflung villa e!s( into an-
centralized political system was neglected. The colonial administration could fulﬂgll none of
these functions; instead, it became a training ground for a new type of bureaucratically com-
petent Vietnamese elite. In the uncertainty of the colonial world the understandable anxiety of

these new bureaucrats for prestige and occupational mobility outweighed their concern for the
problems of politics of the country and generated another set ~f tensions.

Destruction of Traditional Political System

The existence of unreconciled tensions was nothing new to Viet Nam. Prior to the French
intervention the Vietnamese political capacity for resolving conflict was conspicuously poor;
violence and internal warfare were endemic. Yet, on occasions when unity had been achieved,
determined efforts were made to institutionalize political power. France was both capable of
quelling violence and eager to do so, but she gave little attention to the long-range consequences
of holding power by force rather than through iustitutionalized compliance. Political, as dis-
tinct from administrative, institutions were not a rart of the French colonial state, except for
high-level advisory councils composed of a smail umber of French and Vietnamese in each of
the three pays of Viet Nam.® While the French administrative structure was suppressing a
traditional system of politics with its own unique criteria for mobility and power based on Con-
fucian concepts, it was establishing a system with little mobility and almost no power for indig-
enons participants. At the time that social change was occurring more rapidly than ever, no
legitimate channels for expressing or reconciling social tension were permitted to a people
with a long tradition of lively political life. In destroying the old structures of politics and
neglecting to create new ones, France was undermining its own interests in Viet Nam.

The destabilizing effects of French colonialism had several important consequences in
developing the potential for revoluticn in Viet Nam. At the lowest level of the institutional
hierarchy, the Vietnamese village wus no longer the vital cohesive force it had once been.
These qualitiec were lost to it largely because the French had violated the anonymity of the
villagers and the autonomy of the village. This occurred through three major reforms:

(1) The instituation of regular registration of births and deaths, which
permitted the composition of more accurate tax rolls; (2) the im-
position of tighter French control over the Council of Notables, partic-
ularly in tax and budgetary matters; and (3) the substitution of election
for co-optation of council members. The ifirst two of these reforms
undermined the patriarchal system by curtailing the considerable admin-
istrative—and cons - quently financial-latitude with which the councils
of notables had beun accustomed to function., The third reform encour-
aged the taxpayers to look after their own affairs, 50

By weakening traditional village leadership and promotirg the legal autonuomy of the individual
villagers withiout establishing new forms of political organization to encompass these relation-
ships, the French were inviting the disintegration of the Vietnamese social system. )

Perhaps the most important change in creating the potential for revolution in Viet Nam
was the formation of new sets of elites. These elites emerged from French colonial
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institutions which were bringing Viet Nam into closer contact with the modern world. Besides
the administrative cadre, this elite included people who were naturalized as French citizens
those who received French education, those who became commercial entrepreneurs and pro;;-
erty owners, and finally those members of the traditional elite who adapted their talents to
qualify for colorial elite status. Although by definition these elites had more opportunities
than did the mass of the population, still, their social and occupational mobility was limited
Restrictions arose because the institutions into which they were mobilized were clrcumscrl'bed
by the confines of the colonial society. Moreover, most of the important positions in these
institutions were held by Frenchmen. Vietnamese aid not receive opportunities commensurate
with their expectations, especially in having access to positions of authority, 8 For the French
to have shared such power would have required the creation of a mutually beneficial relation-
ship with the Vietnamese to protect France's colonial interests. Such a political relationship
or community of interest the French conspicuously failed to creaie."

Under the impact of French colonialism Viet Nam became "a nation off balance."5? Social
chunges had been induced by colonial programs, but there was hardly a harmonious relation-
ship between the new society and the old Viet Nam. These changes had "dislocated the tradi-
ticnal mode of life and produced a poorly integrated society in which a small, urban-oriented
Westernized elite was largely alienated from the bulk of the village based population. "5 Al-
though harmony had been intermittent in traditional Viet Nam, it seems to have been a widely
shared ideal, especially in the life of the villages. The bas!s for this harmony had been a
structure of authority based on Confucian precepts and buttressed by strong patrilineal kinship
ties. The social changes wrought during colonial rule were undoubtedly unnecessary if Viet
Nem were to participate in the interdependent life of the modern world. However, too little
attention was glven to the effects of this process on the structure of authority or popular com-
pliance. Since the village has been and continues to be the foundation of Vietnamese society,
~ the deterioration of its resiliency was certain to have a strong impact on the stability of the
society as a whole. Because the villages lay outside the modern sector that France was creat-
ing in the urban centers, this social instability was-not apparent. French administration, com-
merce, and military force provided a veneer of stability on a society halfway between the
traditional and the modern worlds.

Despite the instability emergent in Vietnamese society during colonial rule, revolution
might never have occurred. Although raebellions broke out periodically, they were usually
localized affairs and rarely threatened to overwhelm the colonial regime. Before 1940, a force
of only 10,776 regular French troops, 16,218 men of the indigenous militia, and 507 r'rench
police agents were sufficient i xeep order among 19 million Vietnamese. 5 . In 1954, 200,000
French and African troops and 225,000 indigenous troops were forced to surrender after seven
years of revolutionary war, 5 Initially, rebeilions against French rule were led by men loyal
to the imperial government at Hue; later rural uprisings became virtually leaderless protests
of discontented peasants. However, in the early 1930's a new type of leadership appeared to
take advantage of incipient rebellion. Paradoxically, the rural areas did not produce these
leaders; they came from the French schools and bureaucracy in the urban centors. They were
part of the modern elite that France had created to facilitate the development of a colonial
economy and administration. Yet this elite had not been assimilated into the world they were
being asked to create. Their lack of a stake in the colonially created world induced many
French-trained Vietnamese to seek the fulfillment they had come to expect through rebellion
against France.

Not surprisingly, the rebellions led by the new French-trained elites were no more suc-

cessful than previous traditionalist uprisings. Gradually it became clear that the old-style
Vietnamese rebellion could not affect French pcwer. A more comprehensive, structured, and
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enduring movement was required. When the Japanese wartime occupation broke the French
hold on Viet Nam, a small but strategic portion of this frustrated elite went into action. They
had learned that only a broad-scale revolution could achieve the objectives they sought.
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CHAFTER 2

THE COLONIAL BACKCROUND TO THE VIETNAMESE
REVGLUTION, 1885-1840

TRANSFORMATION OF VIETNAMESE POLITICS

The treaties of prolection of 1882-81 imyposed upon Viet Nam by the military force of
France, did not mean the end of opposition t¢ French rule. This opposition coptinued inter-
mittently vntil France was finally ferced to retreat (rom Viet Nam in 1954. Ia opposing
Srance, Viet Nam's greatest weakness ip the mid -dneleenth century was her greatest strength
in the mid-twentieth: a political organization capable ¢f mobilizing ard directing a large body
of men ir milita:y and pelitical aciion: and a political appeal to sustain the functioning of this
organization and to raaintain the loyalty of the populace toward it. Throughout the 70 years
setween 1334 and 1954, Vietnamese opposition to French rule underwent a substantizl trane-
formatios to achieve tlia pos.:ion of strength. lo order to understand more fully how the
French were overthrown, it is necessary to trace tne lipes of the internal political trarsfor-
mngtion of Viet Nam back t¢ the imposition of alien control over the country .

From :his pergpective it is possible to discern seversl general phases through which
Vietnamese politicai dovelopment passed. The {irst of these broad phases was a transitional
one, ranging from the militam, yet uncoordinated, and largely ineffectual prctests of those
identifiad with the traditional political structure, to the formation of the new political parties
kased on the ideuinsgies of nationalism and communism in the year 1925. The second phase
congisted of an assertic. Lircugh counirywide political parties of nationalist and Communist
identities ard of their frustrated attempts to overthrow French rule. This ora of unresolved
political conflict wi's superseded in 1941 when the Communists and the nationalista crganized
political fronts against both the Japanese and the French occupations »f Viet Nam. The third
broad phise in the transformation of the politics of Viet Nam ~aw the emergence of a well-
organized, Communist-dominated pclitical movement which succeedad in charneling the aspira-

ions and many of the adherents of Vietnamese nationalism and ip forging the nucleus of an
armed force.

The basis for this tripartite division of the anticolenial politics of Viet Nam has not been
merely the organizational developments ..“ich these dates represent. These phases reflect
the changes in the structure of Vietnamese nclitical life brought on by the impact of French
colonialisw. The first of these phases refiects the destruction of the countrywide effective-
ne 38 of the traditional political system and the persistence of its uncoordinated fragments in
militant protest against French occupation. Thisg initial phase also reflects the attempt by
leaders icdentitied with traditional concepts of politics to find new baseg of power with which
to focuas their protest against France. It saw the end of the imperial restoration movement as
2 meaningful political appeal and at the same time it witnessed the laying of the foundation for
later political movements. What is perhaps most significant about this period is that it oc-
curred before the major alteration of Vietnumese society and before the creation of a French-
educated elite, an industrial iabor force, and a landless peasantry with monetary debts.




These effeets of celunialism were absorbed during the second phase of Vietnamese politi-
cal development under French deminance. During this peried, mere broadly based political
organizations were formed, although the limitaticns of regional political identities were not
surmousted to a significant degree. Parochial aifinities were equally as important an obastacle
to countrywide political movements as were the surveillance and the repression by French
autherities. After the Japanese coup de force of March 1945, which effectively ended French
colonial sovereignty in Viet Nam, these centripetal forces in Vietnamese politics reappesared
with vigor. The postwal' experience showed that it was the Comumunists who had used the
Japanese interregoum to build a cohesive poluical organization capable of overcoming at least
some of the persisting parochial tendencies among the Vietnamese political elite.

Phan Boi Chau

Ihe initial transition from traditional politics to movements based on importe* ideclegies
is best personified by Phan Boi Chau, a well-known political leader born in the central Viet
Nam province of Nghe An. Prepared for the mandarinal examinations Ly a clsssical education,
Chau scored first place in the tests, but refused to accept an appointment 1n the French-
dominated traditional bureaucracy.! Instead, Chau went into exile in Japan, taking wit™ him
the last representatives of the Can Vuong, the loyvalists in the oid regime. The most outstand-
‘ng of these {aithful was the 24-year-old Prince Cuong De, a direct descendant of Emperor Gia
Long who had in 1802 reunified Viet Nam.? While in exile, Chau founded the Viet Nam Duy Tan
Hoi {Assocciation for the Modernizativa of Viet Nam} which was directed toward three main
goals: national liberation, restoration of the monarchy, and the promulgation of a con. *itution
based on the Japanese model.3

In addition tc the obvious influence of his Japanese political supporters, Chau's efforts to
give greate - structure to the Vietnamese resistance was also affected by his early political
experiences It is reputed that Chau took part in the militant uprising ic Ngie An and adjoin-
ing Ha Tinh provinces, which was led by one of Viet Nam's most outstanding scholars, Phan
Dinh Phung.{ Whether or not Chau wasg an active participant in this revelt from 1893-95,
which breached French lines of communication across Central Viet Nam snd into Laos, there
is little doubt that he was impressed by its consequences.b

This Nghe An-Ha Tinh revolt was one of many localized protests led by the schelar-
bureaucrats of Viet Nam against French occupation from 1855 to 1897. The protests broke
out all the way from the mountaipous Chinese border area io the Tonkin Delta to the lewiands
of central Viet Nam. There was virtually no cocrdination between these rebellions lthough
they were fought for ostensibly the same purposes and were led by men of similar backgrounds
with probably close personal familiarity. Their shortcomings lay not ouly in failing to estab-
lish lines of communication and trust between each other but also in rlacing rcre emphasis
on p.litary action than on political preparation. Consequently there was no symbol ot this
protest, aithough it was directed toward the monarchical restoration and the expulsion of th-
¥rench. On the local level were was no political organization to replenish the ranks of the
traditionalist rebels, to provide supplies and information, and to ensure loyaltv in the {ace of
French occupation.

Although modern weapens were available to them, the tactics and techniques employed by
the Vietname:e neither employed innovations which these new circumstances required nor
were they effective. It remained for the French through two of their most celebrated officers,
General Galliéni and Marshal Lyautey, to develop a doctrine of pacification adapted to the ex-
igencics of this political warfare in Viet Nam. This doctrine became a sti.ndard for French
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colonial warfare frem Madagascar to Morocco, but it ultimately failed through poor application
in 1954 in the hiils of Tenkin where it was first forged.¢ In the face of superior French forces
and techniques, the regionally based scholar-bureaucrats did not have the chance to pecomne
warlords as occurred with the end of central traditional authority in China. Rather, the feeble
protests of the traditional political leaders were as doomed as the Vendée Militaire whose

Vietnamese counterpart it is often said ... be.:

Altheugh it had fairly extensive cultural activities, the Duy Tan Hoi never developed an
active promam of political operations to challenge French authority in Viet Nam. Brought
into existence largely by overseas support, the Duy Tan Hoi was dissclved by the sume influ-
ences. In July 1510, the Jjapanese, having agreed to respect the integrity of French colonies
as one of the terms of a much needed loan from France, expelled both Phan Boi Chau and
Cuong e and closed the special schools where Vietnamese students had come to be educated.s
The two exiles sought temporary refuge in Thailand, but upon receiving news of the Chinese
Revolution they proceeded to Canton, a city which was to become the most important center of
Vietnamese exile pclitics over the following two decades.

Development of Political Groups

Ir: Canton, Phan Bei Chau was to receive his most substantial support for political efforts
in Viet Nam when he made contact with Hu Han-min, one of the leaders of the Nationalist
Kuomintang. With this backing Chau reorganized his political forces in May 1912, when he
launched the Viet Nam Quang Phuc Hoi {Association for the Restoration of Viet Nam). Induced
perhaps by the financial assistance of the Kucmintang, the program of the Quang Phuc Hoi no
longer spoke of an imperial restoration but now proclaimed the formation of a Vietnamese
republican government. Prince Cuong De was no longer supported as a claimant to the throne
of Viet Nam, but in the new government he was to hecome the Tong Dai Bieu, or the general
representative of the Vietnamese people, a positicn similar to ck’ ¢ of state in a parliamentary
form of government.?

The imporiance of this tie with the Kuomintang, however, was not merely reflected in a
programmatic change. The relationship was to set a precedent for the conduct of Vietmamesge
anticolonial politics over the decades ahead. It was from among Vieinomese exiles attracted
to Canton by Chau's pelitical movement that Nguyen Ai Quoc (th  _carly pseudonym of Ho Chi
Minh who was also a native of Nghe An Province) was to fou . the antecedent to the Indo-
chinese Communist Party in 1925. Victnamese cadres we ¢ to be trained at the Whampoa
Military 4. ademy, the Chinese Nationalists were to pr. .1de assistance for the formation of
the first Vietnamese Nationalist Party, and eventually China was to plav a crucial role ir the
organization of wirtime resistance groups aglinsi the Jasenese occupation of 1940-45.
Clearly, the fortunes of Vietnamese political grouaps vwere pow linkec with their counterparts
in China,

Significance of Secret Societics

Although foreign support was the major strength of Phan Boi Chau's political movements
he did have an extensive organization functioning inside Viet Nam. One measure of its
strength under the Duy Tan Hoi was its ability to send more than 1090 students to Jfapan to be
educated in modern disciplines between 1906 and 1904, 10 But the character of this organization
was more important than its strength for it, toc, was to set a precedent in the methods of
organization in Vietnamese politics. For hoth the Duy Tan Hoi and the Quang Phuc Hoi de -
pended on a network of secret societies for their internal strength :n Viet Nam. !t The use of
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this time-honored social inatitution for pelitical purposes by the Quang Phuc Hoi was both an
indication of its ties with traditional techniques and traditional leadership, and its lack of in-
tellectual und material resources to recruit and train a political cadre indoctrinated in new
organizational methods.

Secret socicties have alwavs played an important cole in Viet Nam because of the lack of
culturally integrative institutions and the absence ui a coherent "great tradition.” 2 This has
meant the strong per: stence of magic and superstition as widely accepted beliefs in the
Vietnamese countrysi .. Taking advantage of this cultural residue, men who trained them-
selves as geomancers ~~d magirians would organize secret societies and from them derive a
comfortable inrome and a cir~e of influence. The adherents to a society wouid gain magic
intercessicn with the implac.hle forces of nature as well as a group of friends for potential
muiial assigtance, in addition to personal identity and social status.

Prior to Foomoh intervention, one of the principal means of discouraging secret societies
was through the examinations tor the mandarinate. This culturally integrative institution
provided an avenue for the ambitions or the social mobilit; of the villager It also provided
him with a tangible incentive through exemption from the g_(ﬁg’g, military service, and the
head tax afier passing the first of three qualifying examinations for an appointment to ..
traditional bureaucracy.!4 Untid the French began to tamper with Vietnamese cultural institn-
tions there was greater incentive to study the Chinese classics in the hope of passing an exami-
nation than to practi: 2 gorcerv in a secret society.

Upon occupation of southern Viet Nam (Cochinchina) by the French, however, the bureauc-
racy fled, and the colonizl masters, after discontinuing the traditional examinations. were
unable to es .Jlish cultural integrative institutions except for a school for interpreters with
a small student body. In 1903, a knowledge of French was made prerequisite for admission
to the mandarinate in Annam and Tonkin when there were only the most limited opportunities
to gain a Western education. v With the end of the tax exemption and the corresponding
deterioration of established patterns « * authority in the rural areas of Viet Nam, an environ-
ment was created for leadership which aspired to influence and income through secret soci-
etivs becuuse it was denied traditional recognition.

An exile political oruanization with countrywide aspirations like the Quang Phuc Hoi could

make contact with existing secret societies or help t¢ start new ones by issuing honorary

harters, commissions of rank ‘n the new republican government to society members, paper
money with emblems of the new government, and other means of creating a svmbolic tie
hetween the central organization and the local units. 18 In the absence of means to recruit and
train political cadres, the Quang Phuc Hol was using the best available resources for political
organization. No estimate has “een made of how extensive an organization was assembled,
but some indication can be gained through an analysis of its militant demonstrations against
French rule.

riarly Demonstrations Against Frenci Rule

On the night of the 23rd-24th of March 1013, the city of Saigon was bombed, with eight
public buildings the specific objectives.  The plot was discovered before the bombs exploded.,
but it was tollowed tour days later by a nenviolent demonstration by 600 erarmed peasants
who had come irom the countryside in the hepe of seeing Fmperor Phan Nach Long desce o
from heaven and begin a war aginst the French in which he would be aided by supenatur !
powers. i On the 12th of April of the same year a provincial mandarin in the Tonki provinee




of Thai Binh was assassinated, and on the 26th a bomb was thrown on the terrace of a hotel in
Hanoi killing two French off cers and a Vietnamese bystandar. Retaliation for these acts
was swift and forceful: 254 persons were arrested, 64 were brought before a court, 7 were
executed, and both Phan Bei Chau and Cuong De were condemned to deatl in absentia. 18

Facing the loss of the good will of their adherents. the Quang Phuc Hoi launched ne violent
incidents uniid 1916 when the city of Saigon was once again the target. Duriag the night of the
14th of February a group of 300 armed men in three sections entered the city from sampans.
There objective was the central jail, where they houped to free some of their compatriots and
then attack key administrative sifices. Before reaching the jail they were discovered and
were routed, 1osing numerous caalties in their flight. 19

On the surface, these attacks were unimpressive by almost any criteria of political war-
fare. They dramatically pointed to the classic requiremcnt for any realistic seizure of power:
a trained and equipped armed force. In their amateurishne. 3, however, these aacks did not
obecure two solid accomplishments. Coordination of operational effort was demonstrated in
the spripg of 1916 in the planned, simuiitaneous uprising by the Quang Phuc Hoi in thirteen of
the twenty provinces.20 This did no! mean that a general plan was drawn up by the cenatral or-
ganization of the Quang Phuc Hoi in ite Canton exile and passed down to its local units for execu-~
tion, but it does show that the local leadership had the capability to launch a concerted attack.
These, wen, were the first steps away from the fragmented revoits of the scholar-bureavcrats.

More impertant for future operations, this internal strength of the Quang Phuc Hoi showed
that a local-level leadership could make sabstantial progress in rural palitical organization
under French dominance. This came not as a result of giving voice to social or economic
discontent, but through political efforts where a traditional structure had been dissolved and
no alternative for political expression had been provided by the conquering power. Moreover,
the fact that a countrywide elite operating from exile could form a continuing political tie with
a local leadership was significant evidence that the first steps in nuilding a new Vietnamese
political system had been taken. These polirical energies had not been motivated by new
ideologiu s, or revolutionary theories, er as a result of economic calamity. They had origi-
nated from the lack of a structure which « ncouraged political participation and which had
thwarted the mobilitv of those with traditional social and political skiils. Their accorplish-
ments, limited though they were, did indicate that they had adapted their skills to the exi-
gencies of French dominance and thus had begun the transformation of Viethamese politics.

The lack of a more potent opposition to France wa. due in part to the fact that the Quang
Phuc Hoi and its leader, Phan Boi Chau, were in 2 real sense neither nationalist nor revolu-
tiopa.y. If we accept Hans Kohn's dictuzn that nationalism "recognizes the nation-etate as the
ideal form of political organization and rationality as the source of all creative cultural energy
and economic well being,''t! we cannot find extensive evidence that Chau was the first important
articulator of Vietnamese nationalism. Moreover, there is some evidence to suggest that
Chau was more opportunistically motivated. In addition to altering hie political program to
{it the ideals of first his Japanese and then his Chinese supporters, Chau finally became a
partisan ¢{ Frauco-Vietoamese collaboration. 2

Perhaps a partial explanation for the lack of vigor in Chau's leadership and the absence
of a more dynamic development 1n Vietnamese politics at this period can be found by referring
to Rupert Emerson's observation that,

the greater the disruption of the old society under the imeact of the in-
‘ruding Western forces—assuming that that disruption takes the form of a




development of medern enterprise and administration and aot merely the
suppression of the native population, -the speedier and more complete the
assertion of naticnalism is likely to be.

Emerson's analysis continues tha:

the elements of a population which have been most drastically divorced
from the close-knit pattern of their traditional seciety are the most sus-
ceptible to the ap,zal of nationalism,

but this appeal av iite

the appearance of a Westernized elite {which. is an indispensable part of the
movement toward nationalism. It is this elite--the new intelligentsia and
the proicssional men—which iranslates to the local scene the nationalist ex-
perience and ideology of the West and serves as the crystallizing center

for the inchoate disaffections of the mags.23

Prior t¢ the mid-1920's, Vietmamese politics did not have such an intelligentsia, nor had
traditional patterns ~f life been so completely disruptied. What had been disrupted was the
Vietnamese political system, and in ita absence a clandestine structure of politics had devel-
oped to oppose French rule. It was only after France had launched a program of colonial
development, including education and industrialization, that a more fundamental change in the
structure of Vietnamese society occurred. When pelitical groups reflecting these changes
begun to form, they found in the vague beginnings of the transition from traditional politic 2
valuable forms of experience which were to be used in new ways and with new justification «.
oppese French demination.

TRANSFORMATION OF VIETNAMESE SOCIETY

The structural transformation of Vietnamese society resulted from the impact of World
War I and the colonial development which followed. The period between the two wars saw
changes from four principal sources; (1) the formation ¢f an industrial labor force; ¢2) the
emergency of an indigenous weaithy class whose holdings were in newly developed agricultural
'~nds; (3) the creation of an educated elite whose instruction had been exciusively in the
French language and which had consisted of an inculcation ¢1 French cultural values and train-
ing i - technical specialties, with the promise of employment in the French sector of the
colonial society, and finally, (4) the deterioration of cohesive soclal institutions in the rural
areas.

The first three cf these changes mobilized Vietnamese away {rom traditional pursuits to
positions of greater physical and social mobility. However, the latter change accelerated the
decline in vitality of those suprafamilial institutions which had given coherence to tradittonal
society A gap was thus established between what had become the mobilized sector and that
which remained the peasant sector, but the latter was now without vital inatitutions and tradi-
tions to sustain it. The French did not attempt to bridge this gap by building institutions for
the eventual self-generating mobilization of Viethamese society. Instead, they stabilized this
gap and thereby created a potential for social and, theref. re, political instability. Having
decided on this course, France could have avoided the political consequences of this social

nge only by absorbing the energies or piining the loyalties of *he elites it had created.




7

Extent of Labor Force iu: Viet Nam

France 's demands upon her colonies fell most heavily upon Indochina, fur it had .o provide
"more than half of the wartime loans and gifts made to France by her colonies, more raw
materials than any other part of her empire except West Africa; and more than 43,000 Indo-
chinese soldiers and aimost 49,00” werkers were sent to Europe.'" 24 The magnitude of this
levy upon Viet Nam can be measured by the fact that the total prewar industrial labor force
was only approximately 62,000 workers.? In addition to this exported manpower it vas neces-
sary to recruit increased numpers of workers for local production of raw material exports as
well as to step up the output of mamifactured gnods which France -ould not supply. Therefore,
a 33 percent wartime increase in the work force in *he mining industry~from 12,000 in 1913 to
16,000 in 1918—was representative of growth in other fields,26

At the end of wie wiur, expan sion of the industrial labor force continued because of corre-
sponding economic growth, resuiung primarily from the monetary stabdity in Viet Nam {con-
trasted with inflation in France} and from 'he initial success in growing —.ber in the red
lands of southern Viet Nam. From 1913 this expansion wes almost fourfold when it reached
its pre-Werld War {I maximum in 1929, estimated at more than 221,000 workers in all of
Indochina. The dir*ribution of these laborers was over three major fields of econcmic activity:
commercial and industrial undertakings, plantation agriculture, and mining. The largest of
these fields was the first, with 39.2 percent of the total, or 86,000 workers, while the other
two consisted of 36.5 percent (81,000 workers) and 24.0 percent (53,000 workers),
resp.ctively . 2?

Although these figuregs indicate that the labor fcrce of Viet Nam did not represcnt more
than 1 percent of the population, they do not reflect the overall ‘ocial mobility which resulted
from industrialization.2 Because of the high turnc et in the labor force, there were more
persons mobilized for the modern industrial sector of the economy than was indicated by the
figures for the work force at any one time. For examp. . in order to maintain the work force
on the rubber plantations in southern Viet Nam st a con.tant 22,000, it was necessary to re-
cruit mere than 75,000 laborers between 1925 and 1930.23 There was substantial phr sical
mobility involved here because the rubber plantation workers were recruited in the north,
since suitable workers could not be found in the less populous southern region. The mining
companies in the north of Viet Nam did not face the problem of recruiting at a distance because
they were located adjacent to the densey populated Tonkin Delta. However, this proximity to
“he workers' homeland meant that mining companies wouwld usually have to recruit new workers
each vear, because the miners would often not return from their lunar new vear vacation. The
importance of this rapid turnover was not 1n 1ts addition to the numerical percentage of the
work force »f Viet Nam but because it "delayed the formation of a distinct, self-conscious
working class and it postponed the establishment of a strict line of demarcation between the
wage earner and the peasant. On the other hand, 't extended the effects of the new way of life
to a rather large portion of the population.” 30

Fven though this labor force was loosely structured, it possessed the cohesiveness to
stayge labor protests and strikes. Between 1922 and 1934 there were more than a hundred
strikes. the majority of which occurred in nerthern Viet Nam (Tonkin) where the industrial
labor force was concentirated.$t These disputes grew out of grievaaces ¢ er wages and work-
ing conditions.  (me demonstration resulted in the assassinztion of the French director of the
firm engaged in recruiting agricultural labor for the plantations an the south. Prohlems of
repatriating rubber workersg were overcome by a savings plan to provide them with & sum to
cusnion their readjustments to life in their home areas. 3 But the most pervasive problem
of labor readrstment vccurred during the depression, when the total industrial labor fo: e
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declined from its 1929 high to an estimated 150.000;-mar1y 33 percent.3 With few other
alternatives, the unemployed either sought to be reabsorbed into their peasant villages, burden-

ing already overtaxed institutions, or chose to remain idle in the cities. In both cases they
contributed to social instability.

New Patterns of Landhoiding

The opening up of new land and the exigencies of credit are always crucial forces for
change In agrarian societies. In Viet Nam these factors brought both quantitative and regional
changes in the characteristics of landholding and production. Between 1880 and 1937, a French
public works program of drainage and irrigation canals in south Viet Nam {Cochinchina) made
4.5 million acres of new land available for cultivation. France was more interested in re-
ocouping the capital investment which this public works program had required than in the social
consequences of the ownership of this newly developed land. Moreover, a program designed
to establish small holders as owners of their land would have an administrative overhead and
required an extension of credit to moneyless peasants, a program which the French did not
wish to undertake. Instead, the land was sold in unlimited amounts to an emerging group of

Vietnamese who had already learned the requirements for participating in a commercial
environment.

The pattern of landholding which became effective in southern Viet Nam was therefore
corspicuously different from that in other parts of the country. In the center and in the north
(Annam and Tonkin) small holders continued to predominate. In the center, those who owned
less than 1.5 acres constituted 68.5 percent of the area's landholders in 1930, while in the
porth this portion of the landholders was 61.6 percent of the total for the region. By contrast,
in the south those with less than 2.5 acres composed only 33.6 percent of the total number of
landholders. But the most startling development was that, out of 8,530 landowners in all of
Indochina with more than 125 acres of land in 1930, 6,300 were located in south Viet Nam.%
An even more dramatic statement of the landholding pattern is that, by 1930, 45 percent of the
cultivatahle area of tha Mekong Delta was in the hands of 2 percent of all the landholders.

Moreover, of the 244 landowners each having more than 1,500 acres of land all were located
in the Mekong Delta. 3

Along with the emergence of this landed upper class there was also the formation of a
tenant class who, not having access to the easy purchase of property, actually worked these
domains and provided income for the landlords. No accurate figures are readily available on
landlessness and tenancy, but an estimate can be derived from existing statistics. In the
south there were some 255,000 persons owning agricultural land in 1930. Of this mumber, only
165,000 cultivated their land directly, while the rest, or 25 percent, were absentee landlords. 3
By estimating an average of ten in a family, there is the indication that out of a rural popula-
tion of 4 million in southern Viet Nam in 1930, more than half, or 2.4 million, were tenants or
landless agricultural laborers. This would mean that the tenant class in the Mekong Delta
alone constituted nearly 14 percent of the total population of Viet Nam in 1930. By comparison,
in the Tonkin Delta in the north there were 964,000 individual property owners in 1930 of whom
only 12,000, or slightly more than 1 percent, were absentee landlords. 38

The emergence of this landowning upper class in southern Viet Nam as a distinct social
grouping can be given another dimension by analyzing the raturalization of the Vietnamese as
French citizens.® In 1937 there were 2,555 Vietnamese who had received French citizenship
and more than half, or 1,474, were from southern Viet Nam. The north had the next largest
number, a third of the total, and the center, a contimuing stronghiold of traditional values, had
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less than 10 percent of the naturalized Vietnamese. 4 Some allowance must be made for the
fact that there were more naturalized Viethamese women, which leads to the assumption that
these women had become the wives of Frenchmen. Since there was a certain uniformity in this
pattern throughout Viet Nam, it does not detract from another assumption. Based on the fact
that southern Viet Nam had only 20 percent of the population of the whole country but more
than half of the naturalized French citizens, it appears that the iandowning class, which had
already been favored by French policies in land development, was becoming more closely iden-
tified with French rule by adopting the citizenship of France.

The Social Structure Created by Colonialism

These statistics lend substance to the rather arbitrary analysis of the effects of colonial-
ism on Vietnamese social structure made by the French economist Paul Bernard. In 1934 he
divided Vietnamese society into three general categories based on income.{! The wealthy were
those who received an average annual income of 6,000 piasters or more in 1931 (about U.S.
$5,500 in 1957 prices). The middle income group received an average of from 160 piasters
in the north and center to 180 in the south (about U.S. $145-165 in 1957 prices), and the low-
est income group received the remainder of the money income of the country, which averaged
49 piasters (about U.S. $44 in 1957 prices). Numerically, these categories indicated sharp
divisions in Vietnamese society, with the wealthy consisting of 8,600 persons, the middle in-
come group of 1.6 million, and the low income group 14.9 million. 4

Of greater interest than these aggregates are the regional variations which Bernard's
figures reflect. Among the top income group, 8,000 out of the total 8,600 were residents of
southern Viet Nam. Based on our statistics of 6,300 wealthy lando'vners, there appears to be
some justification for this number. Of equal interest is that central Viet Nam, traditionalist
in outlook, had just slightly more than 1 percent (100 nersons) in this upper income category,
while the north had about 6 percent or 500 persons. In the middle income group the regional
positions were reversed. It was in the north where almost 45 percent of the middle income
receivers lived, while the center actually had a larger portion—some 400,000 to 5¢0,000—than
did the south's middle income group, which made up only 25 percent of the countrywide total.

Even though these estimates are not based on thorough documentation, it appears that
when compared with statistical information on the labor force and 1and ownership they present
certain possibilities for generalizations. In the south an extremely small and wealthy (in
comparison with other Vietnamese and with the incomes of French administrators) upper class
was emerging under French aegis, identified with France, whose members were adopting
French citizenship. At the same time a small middle class of about 10 percent of the regional
population was taking form, consisting of the population of the nne metropolitan center, Saigon-
Cholon, and about a dozen provincial centers. At the bottom of this soutkern hierarchy was a
tenant class of recent origin representing about half of the regional population and approxi-
mately 14 percent of the countrysid.: population,

In the north, the upper income group was of less importance both regionally and country-
wide. A relatively large middle income group, however, reflected an industrial work foree
devoted to mining, cement manufacture, and textiles; an indigenous administrative cadre at
the seat of the colonial government in Hanoi; and a group of commercial assistants handling
foreign and domestic trade. At the foundation of the society in the north, and indeed in the
country as a whole, were approximately 7.5 million peasant proprietors, representing 45 per-
cent of the population of Viet Nam, living in the densely populated Tonkin Delta.
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The foundation of society in central Viet Nam consisted largely of peasant farmers who
tilled their own land and who composed 25 percent of the population of the entire country. An
almost minutely small upper class in the center, with a persisting traditional outlook, re-
flected a lack of involvement in commerce and vast landholdings. The 100 persons whom
Bernard indicates formed this upper class in the center were probably affiliated with the ves-
tigial administration at the Court of Hue. Rounding out the social categories in central Viet
Nam there was a middle income group with almost 10 percent of the regional population, which
lived in the provincial towns, worked in the few industrial plants, such as the match factory at
Vinh, and in the only major port city in the center, Da Nang.

There emerges from these estimates the following secial profile of the transformation,
through the effects of colonialism, of Vietnamese society up to 1931. See Table 1.

Table 1. Social Profile of Viet Nam, 1931

Description of Social Category Approximate Numerical Approxima‘e
Portion of Population Percentage of
(in millions) Population

Mobilized into participation in the monetary

sector of the colonial economy; living in

towns with some degree of access to urban

facilities for health, education, and infor-

mation, 1.6 9

Tenant farmer class located on newly devel~-
oped land in Mekong Delta producing about .5
of all the rice exported from Indochina, which
at its prewar (1929) high was 1.5 million met-

_ric tons; another source of exportable rice
.was Cambodia, since the north and center of

Viet Nam did not have surpluses and often

had to import to meet needs; tenants exceed-

ingly vuinerable to 70 percent drop in price

of rice between 1929 and 1934.43 2.4 14

Pcasant proprietors in souther.: Viet Nam

also having advantage of new land, which re-

sulted in their average holdings being almost

nine times larger than the average in Tonkin

Delta, 1.5 7

Feasant farrers in central Viet Nam, most
tillize their own land, but with local concen-
trations of tenancy and a regional absentee

landlord group of about i0 percent of the to-
tal number of prouperty cwners. 4.6 25

Peasant farmers in north Viet Nam located
in densely populated Tonkin Delta with an
average holding of roughly . 2 of an acre.
Some localized tenancy but a minute part of
total producers, 45

-3
(4]
|
(3]
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From this social profile it would appear that the impact of colonialism had little effect on
the 70 percent of the populution who were peasant villagers in the north and center of Viet Nam.
This was clearly not the case, however. The impact of colonialism on the peasantry was un-
doubtedly as pervasive an influence on the future of Viet Nam as was the mobilization of a
small elite. In estatlishing, under the regime of Governor General Paul Doumer (1897-1902),
the principle that taxes gathered in Indochina not only had to support the superstructure of the
French administration, but also had to supply funds to the metropolitan budget for France's
military forces in the colony, the localized subsistence economy of the peasant villager was
rendered obsolete.

Formerly the peasant had produced, or attempted to produce, enough food for his family's
consumption plus a surplus to barter for staples and to provide for taxes in kind. Under the
colonial regime both taxes and staples required cash. However, the monetary sector of the
economy was neither large enough nor efficient enough to permit extensive peasant employ-
ment for wages or a market for an agricultural surplus at stable prices. This situation pro-
duced two important results: a decline in peasant welfare, and, because communal institutions
had been superseded in administration and tax collection, the absence of meaningful mutual as-
sistance beyond the extended family. Both of these results led to a deterioration in social co-
hesion and offered a potential for political instability.

The sharpness of the dichotomy between the peasant sector and the modern sector is
demonstrated by the extent of the inequality in income distribution. In 1931 the peasantry,
which made up 90 percent of the population, was receiving only 63 percent of the money income
of the colony, while the French administrative class and the Viethamese wealthy class, which
together represented less than 1 percent of the population, were receiving almost 17 percent of
the income. 46 Although the income distribution was not a fair measure of peasant welfare be-
cause of income from subsistence agriculture, it did indicate taxpaying capacity. The portion
of total income devoted to governmental expenditures during the 1930's was about 15 percent,4?
but there are no readily available statislics of the burden borne by either sector of the economy.
Assuming that there was an equality of tax burden based on the share of income received, this
would suggest that the peasantry paid 9 percent of its total annual income in taxes, thereby re-
ducing its net income to 57 percent of the total income for a year comparable to 1931,

It is highly unlikely that the tax burden was either equal or progressive. because, in ad-
dition to capitation and land taxes, a substantial portion of colonial revenue came from French
monopolies on salt, tobacco, rice alcohol, and opium. However, another perspective—a micro-
cosmic one—of the demands of peasant taxstion can be derived from a survey of 1939 in which,

thie annual budget of a peasant family with eleven members was found to be 32
plastres-—a sum indicative of a static economy. Of this total, direct taxes
took 6 piastres, or 195. Yet in certain areas it was customary to pay but one
cent for a whole day's work. For a workmarn to receive one cent for a day's
work and to have to pay six piastres as an annual personal ta: makes no sense
whatsoever. The first ligure reflects the monetary value of labor in the tra-

t{ional society; the second expresses its value in the modern economy. Such
a state of affairs, in which the people's livelihood is calculated in terms of
one world and their taxes in another, cannot endure. 48

As this observation emphasizes, it was not the harshness of the taxes themselves which
posed the burden for the peasant but the duality of the economy which had developed under
colonialism. The real impact in transforming Vietnamese society into duality with a double
standard of economic and social values was that the French,
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introduced an economy based on exchange without being sufticiently aware of
the nec’ "0 adjust it to the whole country. It was necessary to hear with the
economy already in operation {(an economy based cn wutonomous w1llages)

for a time, but the object shouid have been to eliminate it by gradually cdu-
cating the people for something else. . . . Instead of that progressive policy,
the Frenich chose to mainuwa (n old order, with the laudable motive of aveid-
ing any shock to the local sceial strcture, hut with the practical resuwlt that
in the countrv ihe econ..nyv continued to be based on little trace and on locatl
consumption while the cities developed a madern commercial econon.y based
on world-~wide exchange. Those who organized trade maintained and paid

the worker on the ievel of the traditional € nr my but sold the product of

that work on the international level of the city ¢. .nomy. The difference he-
tween the two went into their own pockets 48

The economy remained divided because there were no iustitutions for integration. The end to
the duality could have been approached by mobilizing peasants into commercial occupations at
a rate grecter than tle increase in pepulation and by transforining agricuiture from subsist-
ence into market-oriented production. This would have required institutions to mobili;
digencus capital, to convert pc “saats by technical training into a rcmmercial work force, and
to increase the capital equipment in agriculture by a generous program of agrarian credit.
Noi.. of v~ _ge iunstitutions was established and thus the dichotomization of Vietnamese soqiety
T sisted.

Establishmen: ! a New Educationai System

The dichntornization of Viet Nam’s society was accentuated by a comprehensive education
program launched by the French administration at the close of Werld War I This trained a
few V:~tmamese ‘o a level of suphistication tar bevond their peers. The purpose of this pro-
gram, as set forth in the Reéglement Géné~ai de !'Euseignement Supérieur of December 25.
1818, was tu wraln an iodigenous cadre for both governments! and commercial administration. s
I[ronically, the inauguration of this French-language education program for Viet Nam coincided
with the total decline of the tradi.ional education system. The last purely indigenous schools
wore theoretically abolished by an imperial decree of julv 14, 1919, and the last classical
mandarin examinations were given in centrai Viet Nam in 1918 and in the north in 191,. The
end of th~se last vesu,, - of education in the Confucian classics had been preceded by anoiher
radical change, the gra 'ual adoption »f que- ngu, the romanized »~rizt displacing the ideo-
graphic characters, for primary instruction and public notices . 5!

The Western system of instruction established for the Victnamese woo never intended to
offer wide educational opportunities. However, during its existence, 1t did experience a sig-
nificant expansion. The aumber of students receiving primary instruction in all of Indochina
increased from approximately 164,000 in 1921-22, to 373,000 in 1930, to 731,000 i5 1942, But
the 1920 level of primary school attendance represented oniy 1.7 percer of the total popula-
tion of indochina, and at the high puint of the primary education expansion in 1942 the schoel
population formed only 3 percent ol the eptire population of the thre  countries  The ratio tor
viet Nam was somewhat higher than for all of Indochioa, but it never exceeded 3 peregnt o

The restidis of the French poliey in ercating a We sternized elite through education car he
seenin the number of povsons who passed the degree examinations which were =et up ai the
various levels of the academic hierarchy. The lowest degree giver By the Vrench colonai
educational system was the Certiticat d'Etudes Primauires Flémentair s which was given after




three to five vears' instruction. Because this degree was z prerequisite for 2!l subeequent
education, the number receiving it—a total of 149,452 between 1912 and 1944 -was i reliabie

"

indicaticn of the size of this new elite, &2

However, the holders of this degree could only expect to get employment in clerical or
other rainor administraiive positions, while advancement to the next academic degree marked
a difficult obstacle in edecatiomal eppertunity. Oml- 14,397 persons were able to complete
primary edu -ation and receive the Diplome d'Etudes Primaires Supéricures in all of Indochina
before the end of World War II. From this grou' ame persons qualified for primary school
teaching as well as for more responsible ponclerical jobs in commerce and pubiic administra-
tion. IFinally, to round out the preuniversity educaticnal opportunities, there wa. the handful
of students who got to one of the four lycées in Indochina (three in Viet Nam) and were amongthe
827 persons who qualified for the baccala_geﬁ Lt the interwar pericd. ™

The University of Hanoi did not become an institutionai reality until 1918: up until 1931
it consisted of a group of higher level technical gchocls which met the personnel needs of the
French administration and the profeasional requirements of the newly urbanized Vietnamese.
The university underwent a major change in character during the woridwide depression. In
1931 it eliminated its technical schoois and concentrated on law and medicine, while at the
same time it orought the guality of these schoois up to the standards of insiructicn in France.
There wae always 2 minimum of about 460 studexts at the university from its opening and its
maximum enroliment came in 1943-44 when it had 1,222 students. During 25 years, the uni-
vereity had enrolled an estirnated 3,000 students and had trained some 408 lawyers and 229
doctors, and, before discontinuing the programs in 1330, approximately 337 public works en-
gineers and 160 terchers for secondary schools. ¥

From this general infermation, the impact of the newly educated elite on Viethamese
pelitica can best be assessed on the basis of its numerical profile in 1931, Ry the time the
depression had made its full imprint on Viet Nam and the discontent of segments of tie popu-
lation from this and other causes had been shown, the elite was still a very tiny fractior of
the population. Avoiding double covuting of those with higher degrees, it can be concluded that
a little mor ~ than 39,000 persons had received some .. rm of instruction under the French edu-
cational superstructure in Indochina. Not only was this elite characterized by its small size
but the sharp livisions within this group were equally as striking as its distinctiveness from
the popuiation as a whole. See Tatle 2.

Table 2. Educated Flite in 193158

Opportunity for some form of techniral or professional training
at Universi., of Hanoi, 1,200 (approv )

heceived ?_a_ccalauréat from one of the four }_ycéeﬁ_ (three in
Viet Nam, one in Cambodia). 305

Received diploma after successfully completing approximately
nine years of primary education. 4,146

Reccived certificate after successfully completing approxi-
wately five years of primary education. 39,223
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The 1mpact of this educated elite on political leadership in Vietnamese independence
movements has been viewed {rom several perspectives. The origin o! political discontent
from lack of status and inteliectual unemployment, however, has been 4 perennial question,
Un a quantitative basis it seems that there was epough employment for those Vietnarnese
trained in the new educational system. The number of indigenous persons serving in the
French administration in all of Indochina rose from 12,249 in 1914 to 16,315 in 1922, to 22,570
in 1837.57 This did not include those persons serving permanent.y with the Garde Indigene, a
militia force which was an auxaliary to .2 French military establishment in Indochina that
consisted of 11,536 men in 1914 and had grown to 16,218 in 1937.3%8 Orn the basi: of thesc sta-
tistics the estimate :hat there were 10,000 indigenous employees of the French administration
by 1929 ceems reasonable® and algo appears adequate to have absorhed the approximately
39,000 persons who had received some Western education. While one could not expect Viet
Nam to have had ar educated militia, the government aiso could not be expected to be the only
emplover of the educated.

A more understandable source of personal dissatigfaction and latent political disconter*
within this newly educated elite was the lack of advancement to positions of authority. But
even among the French administrators power was held in very few hands. Those with author~
ity were about 10 percent of all French personnei--a number varying from 309 in 1314 to 292
in 1937.¢ This compared favorably with the 286 Vietnamese who had reached responsible
positions in colonial administration by 1934; the majority of whom (157) were lecated in
southern Viet Nam where they were provincial chiefs of administration. 8! However. this
favored group represented only slightly ¢.er 1 percent of all the indigenous peroounet work~
ing in the Freach civil administration iz Indochina.

Although it vculd appear that the professicnally trzined university graduates cujoved good
prospects for advancement, the fortunes of the primary scheol giaduiies seem o have beeu
less bright. The principal employment for thie middle clite was teaching in the lower secticn
of the primarv education systerm. in 1937, however, there were only 1,559 mep and 217 women
holding these teaching [ sitions in Viet Nun, while the total number of primary school degree
holders ir Indochina had risen to 7,122, Although figures on employment or the lack of it can-
not be conclusive, it appears that if a case is to be made for political leadership in the inde-
pendence movement resulling {rom the thwarted mobility of the new educated elite it is best
founded on the zituauion of thuse in the middle level. Here were these who had not only re-
coived 2 substantial knowledge of French culture but had frequently passed on this learn-
ing to other Vietnamese by teaching in the French language. Blocked from higher teaching
positions because of the higher degree requirements, and prevented from getting the degree
because of the iack of educational facilities, this group was caught between the decay of tra-
ditional avenues of mobility and the insufficiency of those avenues created by the French.

The structural transformation of Vietnamese society brought on by the French in the
years following World War I thus created a poten‘ial for political instability. The potential
resulted from the creation of & small, modern social sector without establishing institutions
for the eventual mobilization of the whole society into a modern framework. The exploitation
of this potential awaited a political leadership which the French had in a large measure helped
to create.

GENESIS OF VIETNAMESE NATIONALISM

When Nguven Al Quoe (ifo Chi Minh) arrived in Canton in June 1925 as an agent for the
Comintern—di_ uised as an interpreter in the mission of Mikhail Borodin—his first task had
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beeu to effect the arrest of Phan Boi Chau, the living symbcl of the traditionalist protest
against French rule. & The irony of thig act was that Quoc, the future leader of Communist
Jiet Namn, was displacing »# man from his own native province of Nghe An who for twenty vears
had led the movement for Vietnamese independence. In a developmer’ *that contained strong
elements of both continuity and change, this Moscow-trained Communist, abgent from his
country ‘s politics for almost fifteen vears, was agserting his control over the small Viet-
namese exile group that had cengregated in this south China city. Within days Quoc had
gathered abeut him six political exiles, all from his native province, whom he had found in
Canton, With them he organized the Viet Nam Cach Menh Thanb Nien Chi Hoi (Viet Nam
Revolutionary Youth League)}, popularly known as the Thanh Nien. 8

tormation of Parties

These events were to mark the beginning of a second phase .u the transformation of Viet-
namese politice. Over the next gix years parties based partially orn ideclogical programs, but
more substantially on particularistic lovalties, would be formed. These political groups were
representative cf the efforts of the new colonial elites who had received training abroad or who
had heer mobilized into some segment of the French educational and administrative systems.
In theiv aemits to establish a framework of support for their political ambitions, these elites,
out of copyenicpos and necessity, utilized the persisting fragments of the traditionalist struc-
ture of politics. Thus there developed a struggle for control over existing political organiza-
tions as a means of gaining immediate strength in the independence movement. While this
shift in the elite control over existing groups provided continuity, the degree of s .ess of
these new leaders was achieved only by bringing changes of deep significance for the trans-
formation of Vietnamese politics. These developments iucluded the organization of more ex-
tensive political structures and the rephrasing of political communications so as to aitract the
widest possible support.

Obviously, these efforts were an attempt tc take zdvantage of the opporiunities for politi-
cal o:ganization among that portion of the population that had been mobilized away from tra-
ditional socia! patterns. But the transition of Vietnamese revolutionary politics to encompass
the recently mobilized, or Westernized, portion of the population was not a smooth one. A
conflici soon developed, masked by an almost continuing controversy over ideoiogy, between
thogse whose power stemmed from more traditional lovalties and those who attempted to rep-
resent identities appealing to the mobilized population. The dilemma of Vietnamease colonial
politics lay in attempting to build an organizational structure that would bridge the parochial
political segm.nts and thereby mobilize an amount of strength sufficient to drive the French
from the country. Such a basis for Vietnamese politics was not developed in this second
phase. But the new groups did gain enough strength to pose several militant challenges to
colonial rule before they were eclipsed for more than a decade by the counterthrusts of the
French.

The arrest of Phan Boi Chau produced changes ingide Viet Nam among political activists
who recognized his titular leadership. These changes were a coreollary to those which the
Canton exile group had undergone. In Viet Nam & new generation of political activists had
emerged which recognized Chau’s leadership only in the organizational sense. With his arrest
and the end of the moribund phase of the exile movement, a different category of political
leadership emerged in Viet Naun., Resulting from the impetus contributed by minor cfficials
in the colonial government and urban groups in provincial towns, a party later known us the
Tan Viet (a short form for Tan Viet Nam Cach Menh Dang or New Viet Nam Revolutionzry
Party) was formed from an ng secret societies allied with the Quang Phuc Hoi in norcth-
central Viet Nam 4

317




For the little more than four vears of its existence, this party wnderwent rapid reodifica~
tions and endured internal strains in an attempt to preserve its autonomy. All the while it
was hoping to negotiate an alliance vith the Comirtern-backed exile group, the Thanh Nien.
The party's leadership hecame fragrn.onted because some of it members were attracted te
the more appealing ideclogy of Marxism and wanted to {ead the Tan Viet in its direction. This
position was refuted br Dao Duy Anh in one of the first important theoreticai works of modern
Vietnamese politics entitled, "Study of the Vietnamese Revolution,” in which he argued that
the party ‘s program ocught to be naticnalist in emphasis in order Lo avoiu antagonizing diverse
social groups.e This effort did not overcome the divisiveness of the leaders and, as a con-
sequence, the Tan Viet succurabed to the influence of the Thanh Nien, bui its local level struc-
ture, which had been the object of the exile's thrusi, remained intact.

In searching for an indigenous organizational foundation, the Thanh iv.en had hopec to
capitalize on the provincial . upport of this loosely knit party made v~ of ' r administrative
personnel and the Fonctionnzaires de 1'Engeignement or primary teachers, However, the Tan
Viet organizational structure was not widespread but was concentrated in the contiguous
provinces of Nghe An, Hz Tinh, and Thanh Hoa, where, by 1828, 24 of its 12 cells were
located. €8¢ Its strength tapered off rapidly in other aveas, for there were only seven cells in
all of south Viet Nam and five in the north. Yet, untii 1927, the Tan Viet was the only sig-
nificant indigenous political organization. Moreover, the weakness of the Tan Viet in both
north and south reflecte” *he identity of the founders of the party with their native province of
Nghe An and the sedentary nature of their occupations; being priwmarily teachers and func-
tionaries, these part-time political activists in the Tan Viet could not easily move from their
jobs in broad organizational programs.6? But enjoying the vestigial respect toward these oc-~
cupations, the Tan Viet members could develop strength in depth in provincial areas. 68 This
strength gave the party its unique place in Vietnamese politics, but it also focused sharply on
its weaknesses. Significantiy, the Tar Viet contained no workers in its membership and, al-
though it had an elaborately written nationalist prograrn:, the specific mold of the party and its
organizational limitations prevented it from winning more thai. several hundred adherents. 69

In the face of menacing atternpts by the Thanh Nien to take over the Tan Viet organization
the caly real alternative open io this central Viel Nam party was, after 1927, to join forces
with the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang {(Viet Nam Nanonalist Party [VNQDD!). Formed in H...oi 1n
Novembe 1927 like the Tan Viet, this party was a regionally based political group concen-
trated in the north. 0 For these two parties, founded on particularistic identities. to have
united into a countrywide, instead of a regional, nationalist movement would have required the
formation of loyalties and the shuring of organizational responsibilities on a supraparochial
hasis which did not then exist. Although nationalism was beginning to emerge as 2n ideal in
Viet Nam, practically, it was able to give cokerence and structure only to parochial aad not to
universal political organizations. In their incapacity or unwillingness to seelk a wider basis
for political activity, the leaders of the Tan Viet preferred to rely on provincial luyalties,
even when this meant the logs of their personal political power. For in 1930, the Thanh Nien
exile group—principally from Nghe An proviuce and now relocated in Hong Kong—fo nded the
Indochinese Communist Party which succeeded in having the Tan Viet jeaders arvested and
then assumed control of their provincial organization

Perhaps the expansion of the VNQDD in north Viet Nam was age to the assemblage of the
lubor force there, the presence of the University of Hanoi, and its location uas the center of
the colonial administration. The concentration of nearly half of the populution of Viet Nam in
and around Hanoi 7t alsoe facilitated the orgamzational efforts of the nationatist party, for it
was possible to contact a great number of potential adherents within the area. In addition,
the diversiiy o1 Jic northern population favored the development of a political party wath a




broader social foundation. But while these factors, combined with the organization techniques
of the VNQDD, resulted in a strong Vietnamese political group with approximately 1,540 per-
sons affiliated with 120 cells by 1929, it still remained a force localized in north Viet Nam. 12
1t was primarily from a reaiization of this limitation that the VNQDID decided on an cveri
militancy (o demonstrate what power it had and to win wider support by proving itseli t¢ be
the vanguard party in overthrowing the French, ©

Beginnings of Political Action

Acting to asgert itself in Vietnamese politics, the VNQDD launched its first overt attack
against the French adimministration in February 1929. On the night of the 9th, the director of
an enterprige which recruited laborers for employment in the rubber plantations in the south
and iu New Caledonia, M. Bazin, was assassinated in a public place in Hanoi. 7t By this
dramatic event the VNQDD hoped to pravide a symbol of the readjustment problews and dis-
content of the workers recurning from the south and to win their suppori. But the quick re-
gponse of the French authorities led to the capture of party documents and then to the arrest
of 229 members of the VNQDD. 75 These arrests provide detailed information on some of the
strengths and weaknesscs of the party and indicate some of the reasons prompting its choice
of political action.

In the table below it can be seen that, aithough there was a fair occupational distribution
among the arrested party members, more than 50 percent of them were in the service of the
French administration and almost wu of them were of an educated or intellectual background.
Morecver, all but about 15 percent of those arrested were in urban occupations and were
therefore best prepared to sustain this esgentially urban form of revolt in assassinating a
prominent Frenchman. As subsequent events were to show, the VNGDD did not lack strength
in the rurai areas of north Viet Nam, but this support was obviously subordinate and was
there as a backstop when i{s bolder moves in the city failed. Clearly, the VNQDD leadership
was aware that its best opportumnity for seizing power lay in organizing the urban educated
classes, especially thoge in the French administration.’® Sce Table 3.

Table 3. Occupations of VNQDD Members . rusted February 1929

Secretai.cs to the French administration 36
Agents of indigerous administration i3
Primary public school teachers 36
Teachers of Chinese characters 4
Students ¢
Primary private school teachers 4
Publicists 4
Employees of commerce and industry 9
Shopkeepers and artisans 39

Property owners, cultivators, and tradinonal medicine men 37

Militiamen 40
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Although these arrests led to several convictions, the majority were released and re-
joined the party where the way had now been opened for Nguven Thai Hoc, who created the
VNQDD in 1927, to assume 2 more predominant positien of leadership. A graduate of the
Ecole Normale of the University of Hanoi, Hoc received a degree entitling him to be one of
the few Vietnamese secondary school teachers. @ Undeterred hy the French reprisals for the
Bazin assasoination, Hoc now spurred the VNQDD on to a more ambitious plan. A general
uprising at key points throughout north Viet Nam was set for the lunar New Year holiday which
came during the first week of February 1930. Taking advantage of the more than 120 VNQDD
members who were in the French colonial army or the indigenous, French-led militia, Hoc
planned mutinies ‘n remote outposts L0 occur simultaneously with demonstrations in Hanoi. 78

Rcacting to a last~minute compromise of his communications network, Hoc order«d the
uprising delayed for five days. At this point the discipline of the VNQDD command structure—
a loosely urited group of geographically disperses ieutenants—~brol.2 down. The followers of
Nguyen Khac Nhu, a VNQDD leader, located at military outposts and in administrative posi-
tions in the mountains and foothills northwest of Hanoi were ordered by their chief to proceed

\ with their original plans.™ Tiius, on the night of the first anniversary of the Bazin assassina-
tion, February 9-10, 1930, two companies of Vietnamese troops garrisoned at the hill town of
Yen Bay revelted, killing three French officers, two NCQ's, and five loyal Vietnamese before
they were overwhelmed by loyal troops aided by French reinforcements. 8 Of course, this
precipitous move prejudiced the general uprising which Hoc now canceled.

Sensing the immediate danger of capture and still hoping to provoke an uprising, Nguyen
Thai Hoc and his principal lieutenanty in Hanoi quickly fle 1 the city and relocated in the delta
village of Co Am in Hai Duong province due east of Hano’®  From this rural base they hoped
for a peasant uprising, but after staging demonstrations in two provincial towns the VNQDD
foiowers were dispersed by the militia and the village of Co Am was bombed bv French air-
craft. 81 Finally, on Feh, uary 18, 1920, while the paity icoders were launching an attack on
the town of Sept Pagodes, they were captured. After the exec.ation of the top thirteen men of
the VNQDD, the party became moribund and the remnaits fell in*o the hands of Le Huu Canh,
who had opposed the tactics of Nguyen Thai Hoc and had advecated a longer period of revolu-
tionary preparation. 82

The fical blow was administered to the party in October 1932, whea 74 party affiliates
were arrested in Hai Duong province. The influence of the VNQDD then ceased to exist in-
gside Viet Nam and the remaining members escaped to Yunnan where they joined cther party
exiles A gradual impeverishment caused this Yunnan exile group to join with a hollow ves -
tige of 1 aan Boi Chau's old forces in Canton under the uegis of the Kuomintang, which aiso
called themselves the VNQDD. 83 After a decade of inaction, the VNQDD came to life again
during the wartime 1940's as . part of the K mintong-sponsore? liberaion front for Viet
Nam, but it never again compicte., recaptured its internad auto:omy. .« vemains one of the
ironies of the Vietnamese revolutionary war that, in the late 1440's, when the French were
attempting Lo block the Communists they vainly sought for a nationalist alternative, the roots
of which they had destroyed aiinost two decades before

With the demuse of the VNQDD, the center stage of Vietnamese pelitics was assumed by
the Communist movement which Nguven Ad Quoe (Ho Chi Minhd had set in motion before he was
forced to flee Canton in April 1927, tollowing the Kuomintang crackdown,  Masked as a nation-
alist revolutionary force in the formation of the Fhanh Nien o June 1925, the Comrmunist
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effort made rapid stride , wnd by May 1929 a minimwy of (50 persons had been given revo-
wtionary training outside Viet Nam and at leagt 200 ot them had heen reinfiltrated More-
over, the Thanh Nien's membership had rigen to approximately 1,000 and, while this was i as
than the VNQDD, at that time it was probably a more disciplined and ..i¢-spread group with
reyional committees in every area of Viet Nam.é- However, after Nguy 7 Al Quoc's retreit
to Russia, schisms began to develop in the absence of a strong party icader i oniorce a work-
ing consensus. 3efore January 1939, when Quoc reappeared to reunite the party, the princi-
pal issues dividing its members were those of nationalism versus commumsm or proletarian
internatic i~ 1, 8

Party rowth and Conflict

The first major confrontation of the contending forces centering around the Thanh Nien
nccurred at tae first Party Congress in May 1929, when the conflict of communism with
nationalisn emer, od in the appeal of members from north Viet Nam to change the party name
to the Indochinese Com=:unist Party 8 Although the moticn was voted down, it led to s schism
itk % party vhich ' .ilowed regional lines. In north .iet Nam the party affiliates ad.pted
the titl: of Indochinese Communist Party and those in ‘e south chese Viet Nam Communist
Party, -vhile dizsidents from the Tar Viet opted for indechinese Communist Federation. 37 To
add t- the dileinma, the exile group uow driven to Hens, Kong by the wrath of the Ku nintang
retsined the _tle of hanh Nien in an effori to presei, e umty. But berund the controversy
¢ erming the p. rt 's title wes a struggle for control over the Vietnamese revolutionary
Trovemen. by a mu.dplicity of factions within the regionally or uted groups and the exiles. In
the move to reassignate *he partv title, 'Indochinese Cominuaist,' lay the claim for a Com-
muuc® sSurcessor state or the whole French colony rathor than an emphasis on a program ior
nati' .-states based on de historic culturi! identities of the peopies of Viet Nam, Cambodia,
and Laos.

“While a n. onalist program s2emed *» oller the greatest wong-range otential to. over
vomisg the di .sive p.. ~~hial tendencies in Vietnamese politics, the inmmediate support of the
mo' - Jized population appeared best obtained by Commumst appeals directed tov ~d the in-
terests of the new soci.. strata. This controversy was not resolved by a oo retui assessment
oi the putential o the : olitical alternatives, ut through a test of the politica' influence of the
party leaders. ov rower thive years v thout contact with the Vietnumese revolutionary
movement, Nruyen A Qu- o (Ho Chi Muah) returned o Hong hong in order to restore unity
among the qurrreling facuons.  Acting in the name of the Comintern, Quoc imposed unity on
the fragmented movement and set forth its program for a "hourgeeis democrat - revolutior.
led by the V :tnamese working class, aimed at overthrowing imperialism and teudaiiom and
securing nti..donal independence and freedom 88 Probably the Comintern was hoping to avoio
the conuplications it had encountered wiih nationidi<m in China, and undowkedly Quoec saw that
withou. the aliegiance of the mobhilized population his goal= fo- Viet Nam would be untuliilied.

The urgency for the ro.aification of the Communust sponsored rovolutionarn movement
wigs underscered by both the numerical gtrength +f the VNQDD and t* audacity of ther polit-
ic.d demonstutions . Healizang thet the north Viet Nam nationalists were making an e mp
t- egtabli=h themselves as the leaders of the anti-French independence moveinent cn-ade the
country, th. Communists decided to act. But in the virtual eliminate n 0 the VNQDD By the
reprisals of tue colom L awthorities, the serious imternad compets on t the Communi- s was
withdraws while Fren: a surveillance remained adert ggmanst revolutionary activity an the
porth  aware that the potential for attrocting widespread support depend 8 on g stece sl
dem ostration of strength, the Communists sought to fagnch an operation where French torees
were weskest and their own resources most potent.
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A combined peasants' and workers' uprising in the provinces of Nghe An and Ha Tinh
seemed to provide the best opportunity to embarrass the French administration and to demon-
strate Communist strength, Such an operation drew upon the local organizational resources
of the now absorbed Tan Viet party which were concentrated in these provinces. The pre-
dominance of men from this area on the central committee of the party, the close ties between
workers of the province and their relatives in the peasant villages, and the deterioration of
the welfare of the rural population because of the failure of several harvests were also signif-
icant factors in the operation.8? However, this provincial movement merely served to em-
phasizc the rcliance of the Communists on the vestiges of traditionalist political structures
and their lack of strength in the north where the mobilized population was concentrated. For
these reasons it appears that Nguyen Ai Quoc (Ho Chi Minh), as a confirmed Communist, was
against the Nghe An-Ha Tinh uprising, but he lacked the control over the party to prevent it.%

Communist Efforts Toward Organization

The Communists commenced their organizational effort in late February 1930, coinciding
with the capture of Nguyen Thai Hoc of the VNQDD in north Viet Nam. At that time a member
of the central committee, Nguyen Phong Sac, was sent to Nghe An to begin organizing workers
in the match factory and railway repair shop in the provincial center ¢f Vinh and the adjoining
port town of Ben Thuy,.9 Overt demonstrations were launched in the form of protest marches
on May 1, 1930, and political manifestations continued throughout the two-province Nghe An-
Ha Tinh area for over a year until they subsided ip August 1931 and ceased in October. Dur-
ing this period the French administration has recorded 231 separate incidents occurring
throughout all Viet Nam which it has attributed to the Indochinese Communist Party. The dis-
tribution of these acts of political violence provides an important index in the regional varia-
tion in strength of the party, for only 7 of these incidents occurred in the north and only 58 in
the south. Of the 166 manifestations in central Viet Nam all but 17 took place in the Nghe An-
Ha Tinh provincial area. 92

Within these provinces a distinct pattern can be seen in the 149 acts of political protest
and violence during this period. The turning point in the two distinguishable phases within
this year and a half came on September 12, 1930, when bands of peasants gathered at scattered
points to march on district administrative centers, passing from them to the ultimate goal of
the provincial center of Vinh. When this town was reached, the crowd numbered about 6,000
persons, although segments of the original bands had been dispersed. According to Com-
munist sources, the protesters were spread out over four kilometers asthey entered Vinh where

the column was taken under fire by French aircraft, resulting in 216 persons killed and 126
wounded. 94

This march on the province center marked the climax of four and a half months of mass
public demonstrations, which included demands for an augmentation in the price paid for
locally made salt by the government monopoly, the destruction of district tax rolls, and workers'
demands for increases in wages. Undoubtedly reflecting the vulnerability of large, essentially
unarmed public groups, the Communist-sponsored political manifestations next entered a phase
of political organization and terrorism. In this second phase the incidents were of smaller
proportion but they occurred more frequently and in more remote rural areas. They usually
consisted of assassinations of persons who informed on or refused to join the Communist Party
or one of its adjunct political organizations. Therefore it is not surprising that of the 149 in~
cidents which occurred during the period of the Nghe An-Ha Tinh soviets 126 took place after
September 1930 and consisted almost entirely of murders by beating or stabbing, but rarely
from shooting, 95

42



Fstablishment of Village Soviers
SRUADHSTUICRL UL Y WEARE St le s

The change in the form of political manifestitons in Nghe An-Ha Tinn s indaoss
more fundamental irans.Gonan e Comnuins oeratien. Upountl the September 12 muarok

on Vinh rhe party tactes nad emphasised ving momentam and form to an apparent popadar
responsiveness for mass public demersiratons A well-s'v . . red and widespread orguniza-
tion was not even beyun until after the spectacular march on Vinh when the village soviets
were formed in Vo Liet and oiher locations o the Song Co River valiev of Ngno Aa.* These
organizations graduaily spread to Ha Tinh province amd hetore the eimination ot the Commu-
nist influence «n Ngho An-Ha Tinh there were . ixteen village soviets in operaty n 3 jhe par-
pose of these village orginizations was not just W 1oy the groundwork of a clanue stine party
structure, but t assume wide governmental and soaetul functions and thereby become the sole
institution of authority in rural areas The Jtimate goal of thie gystem of viliage soviets wes
the mobilization of the populace through structures of participation o overthrow the French
amii establish a countrywide government. The Nghe An-Ha Twnh village base was too weuak 1
framework for such a task, but 1ts leaders hoped it would generaie a widespread revolutionary
movement. Their schemes were smashed, but the experience of the Nghe An-Ha Tinb soviets
went bevond the previouc forms of rural political crgasization in the secret societies and the
Tan Viet party cells to develop techniques of popular mobilization which were direct anteced-
ents of the "parallel hierarchies” that were 3¢ successfully used w the period after 1945 9%

Where the Communist Party & ceeeded in establishing sovieta in Nghe An-Ha Tinh 1t was
largely because of the deterioration of village ins.itutions and the unresponsiveness of both
the French admiristration and of the vestigial traditional bureaucracy  With the soviets they
attermnpted to Zain political power by meeting viliage noeds through an adminigtrauve commit-
tee formed by che party cell and its adjunct mass parucipatiop orgunizaiions: The Peasanis
tssociation, The Youth Organizatien, and the Women's Association. These committees
orperseded the traditional Councd of Notables and took into their hands all of the affairs of the
viage. The mizegs participation organtzations previded roots tn the village population through
wh. °h the party cadre could enforce its contrel and from which i could recerve rec. uis {or
polit. ral action. Both this popular control and suppoert were sirengthened by nightly propagands
3casions heid in the village hall whers party newspapers were read alovt More dicect action
sowarred through the orwanszation i cach hamdet of the village sevieo of autodefense unita
arp'~d with sticks, kuives, and other proouti e weapens.  Rounding out the schemes o capture
village political power, the Communists sought the adherence of the hesds of extended family
~roups through whom there was a more natural structure of communicatione and control M

e village soviets were w t come more Gghudy strvctured wmatitutions tor holding politi-
en nower tien theic predecessors had been and they gave more potential mobllity for the ax-
ter 1l participation of the villagers  For thus potential to h e been realized, & more thor-

ough'v structured - mal organization would have had to have been established, but thie
secon ' stage in ¢ 2t ) a revolutionary political syglem war pot achieved 10 the davs of the

Nghe An-Ha Tinh seuaets

The ompuwnists’ atteny” W establish a revolutionars bage in north-central Viet Nam in
1s30-41 w s wlomaiely thwarted by the intengive and eventually successfu! efforts 'o capture
party teadors and W eliminate therr rural organivationsd foundation The first impertant re-
#ults of the dove agmunst the party by the French Sureté came with the srrest of the top-levsl
leaders outssde the Nehe An-Ha Tinh operaung ares in December {330 and 1o April 1931 1%
Bul Cus led alposy immediately o the capture of the airectors of the proyincial movement
srch o9 Nauven Pnong Sae, a ospectad envoy of the centra! commitiee. and Nguven Due Canh, s
©omber ot the re ntonal commutiee tor ventra, Viet Nam With the arrest of NQuven Al Quoe




(Ho Chi Minh) in Hong Kong in June 1931, followed by the apprehension of the South Viet Nam*
regional committee, the Communist movement became a body without a head. 101

Overt Communist Revolution Defeat: '

In Nghe An-Ha Tinh the French accelerated their pacification program aimed at restoring
their administrative control. They established a network of security posts—68 in Nghe An, 54
in Ha Tinh—manned by the militla. They brought in officials of the traditional bureaucracy
who were natives of Nghe An-Ha Tinh in order to establish firmer contact with those poten-
tially loyal to the old regime, formed paramilitary groups, and even tried to create a local
political party called the Ly Nhan or Party of the People with Good Hearts.i02 This combina-
tion of counterrevolutionary measures brought an end to the Nghe An-Ha Tinh sovieta by late
September and early October 1931, and with it a cessation in overt revolutionary activity for
almost fourteen years.

Despite their defeat, the Communists had given the French their most serious challenge o
contimued sovereignty in Viet Nam. At its apogee in January 1931, the Communist Party had
a strength estimated by the French Sireté at 1,500 members, with about 100,000 peasants af-
fillated with it through mass participation organizations.103 The Communists claimed to have
had 1,300 members in Nghe An~-Ha Tinh alone with about 10,000 followers in the affiliated
organizations there.14 While these figures do not correspond, they do emphasize the success
of Communist efforts in proportion to their real strength. Even with their organizational
limitations these successes could have been greater had the Communists not committed
several crucial tactical errors during their turbulent operation in Nghe An-Ha Tinh.

Perhaps the most fundamental mistake was that the Communist terrorism was directed
almost exclusively at lower echelon Vietnamese officials who were exercising authority for the
French administration, rather than at the French themselves. For as one observer has noted,
"Even at the height of the disturbances, Europeans could circulate freely and unarmed in these
provinces.1% The Communists attributed this misstep to the shortcomings of the ""Theses on
the Bourgeois Democratic Revolution in Viet Nam" adopted by the Indochinese Communist
Party in October 1930 and written by its Secretary General Tran Phu.106 As one Vietnamese
Communist critic has seen it, this program

committed the error of advocating the overthrow of the national bourgeoisie
at the same time as th- French colonialists and the indigenous feudalists. . .
[for] this bourgeoisie iad interests which were in conflict with the imperi-
alists. . . [and] they ought to have been drawn into the ranks of the bour-
geols democratic republic and not systematically separated. 107

The meaning of these criticisms seems clear. The Communists found a smoldering antag-
onism born of a rapid decline in welfare in a rural area which was focused not on the colonial
power but on the most immediate object of discontent, the low-level indigenous officials and
local social leaders. Because of its ties with Nghe An-Ha Tinh through the Tan Viet and the
native origins of its top level leaders, the Communists were in a good position to give form
and encouragement to this discontent. But their inability to make this protest something more
than a workers' and peasants' rebellion was largely due to limitations of organization and
political ideology. Moreover, the Nghe An-Ha Tinh soviets demonstrated that particularistic
issues were still the lifeblood of Vietnamese politics and that neither communism nor any
other ideological force had come to grips with a program broad enough to incorporate the va-
riety of these interests into a larger political whole. However, the Communists had succeeded

44



in giving more structure and momentum to one set of particular interests than had any nrevi-
ous political movement. They developed more extensive organizational techniques in rural
areas than the secrot societies had and they united village soviets together in a viable, if only
temporary, system of politics.

Ironically, the extensiveness of the Communists' success was attributed by a French
journalist to their cleverness in using the "nationalist movement to their advantage. We there-
fore see this paradoxical situation: in Indo-China, Communism, the primary principle of
which I8 internationalism, is based on natfonalism."108 The paradox here is indeed far more
subtle. The Communists had not been able to articulate widely a national myth that they were
attempting to mobilize in a revolutionary cause which would be meaningful to both mobilized
colonial elites and the peasantry of Nghe An-Ha Tinh, and potentially of other areas.109

The Communists were trying to establish new and different structures of political com-
munications where the bases of parallel or corresponding means of social communications did
not already exist. The framework of traditional socliety had been dierupted, but a reintegration
of that which was modern and mobilized and that which was vestigial and stagnant had not oc-
curred. 110 In short, Viet Nam was not, in the terminology of Karl W. Deutsch, a nationality,
and the fragmentation of its politics reflected its divisiveness and parochialism as a people. 11!
More effectively than any other cultural force, at a later date politics was able to contribute to
the reintegration of Vietnamese society because, in the eventual revolutionary war against
France, both elite mobilization and mass mobilizatinn were successfully undertaken i~ the
cause of national independence. Clearly, the Vieinamese Communists did not have the capacity
for such a movement at the beginning of the 1930's, but the contours of their failure provide
important criteria for measuring the magnitude of the revolutionary problem and the efforts
which would be required for success.

-

COLONIAL BACKGROUND TO THE VIETNAMESE REVOLUTION

For any Vietnamese revolutionary movement to have been successtul prior to the military
intervention of Japan, it would have been necessary, theorotically at least, for them to have
overcome the opposition of only 10,779 regular French troups, 16,218 men of the indigenous
militia, and 507 French police agents.112 In the era before World War II the whole of Indochina
was controlled for France by a commercial and official population of 42,000, of which a little
more tnan half were wives and children. 113 To the potential advantage of the revolutionaries
was the dispersement of French forces throughout the states of Indochina with the greatest
concentration of strength being in the mountains of north Viet Nam along the China border.
Moreover, the Communists and the nationalists of north and central Viet Nam were not the
only revolytionaries leading movements to overthrow the French regime. Besides other
exile and northern splinter groups there were in south Viet Nam several significant political
assoclations.

Anti-French Revolutionary Groups

The most important of these was the group known by the name of its newspaper, La Lutte
("The Struggle'"). Perhaps reacting to the forceful repression of the VNQDD anc the Nghe An-
Ha Tinh soviets, after 1932 it became a legal political movement. Led by the Trotskyite Ta
Thu Thau, The Struggle grour entered candidates for the Saigon city council and the Cochin-
china colonial council in 1933, 1935, 1937, and 1959.14 During the course of the 1930's it was
joined by both a moderate evolutionary political group, the Constitutionalists, which had been
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formed ot Saigon in (9zv. and by the Communists led by Moscow-trained Duong Bach Mai. 1t
Success at the pollg helld this diverse groun together, but ints rnal frictions deveioped before
both the "~mnmunists and Trotskyite organizations were destroyed in late 1939 by the French
pol ~e in w. wake of the collapse of the Popular #ront and the cutlawing of the Communist
Party in France. 1

With the excep*ion of :he Commurnists, none of these groips staged any overt poiitical
demonatrations, nor did they have any organizational links with the countryside. While the
Communists had enough organizational resources to launch 58 demonstraticns in south Viet
ivam bety :en May 1, 1830, and December 31, 13831, they did not succeed in establishing & sys-~
tem of village soviets. Nor did any of their manifestations even approach the proportions of
the Nghe An-Ha Tinh soviet until the protest against the Japar - occupation, which lasted far
only a few daye in November 1940 and resulted in the elimination of the party structure in the
south.!1? By conirast, the most successful of the rural movements anywhere in Viet Nam had
almost no numerical strength in urban areas except for its leadership elite who were former
officials of the French administration. This movement was the occult syncretic religion
known as Cao Dai, which Ftarted in south Viet Nam in 1326 and which had won at least 100,000
adherents by 1930, althoug,: its leaders claimed five times that many.!18 Even though Cao Dai
attempted no overt political ctrategy it wae formed by the traditional techniques of the secret
societies, and consciously developed 2 structure of influence, apparent after 1945 whar its own
armed force emerged.

Until Worid War II, the political experience of Vietnamese revolutionaries in widespread
portions of the courtry had displayed a marked similarity. Although the beginnings of clamdies-
tine systems of politics had been launched, they had not developed to a point where oppesition
to French sovereignty could be sustained. The limitations to revolutionary activity did not all
lie with the French colonial regime in arresting party leaders and smasking peasant demon-
strations. But, as was obvious when the Frerch regime was digplaced, the revoluticnaries
themseives had obstacles of organization and ideology tuv overcome. However, the revelution-
aries had demonstrated the existence of a potentisl for political prote “t and violence. This
potentia! had resulted from the unresponsiveness of the colonial administration to the dis-
equilibrium in the pousant society and the absence of social reintegration for those mobilized
eway from traditional life. Atterapts to translate this potential into = volutionary war had
been unsuccessful because various political groups had done little more than give expression
to parochial interests. Without the ¢ :ation of a viable, countrywide revolutionary structure
and the formation of at least paramilitary units, there could be little hope for taking advantage
of the vulnerabilities of the relatively small and dispersed French forces.

Crucial Years: 1340-45

The five wartime years 1940-45 were crucial for Viet Nam. They brought three major
develcpments in the germination of revolutionary war. As a res:lt ol the isolation from
France am the sharp curtailment of external trade, the colonial society in Viet Nam developed
along autarkic lines, mobilizing greater numbers of Vietnamese into the ‘educationsl, admin-
istrative, and economic systems cof the colony.118 At the same time, the French were con-
cerned that the Japanese overlords would capture the sympathies of these mobilized Vietnam-
ese =0 they established an extensive sports and youth program to iry to hold the loyaities of
the young people of the country. 20 But this program merely heightened the consciousness of
those who were to become the political activists in t>e postwa period and gave them experi-
ence in organization and self-discipline. This program to check the authority of the Japanese
had derived from the predominant wartisne concern of the French in Indochina for maintaining
as much of their sovereignty as possible. 121
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Suspension of French Sovereignty

The motivation for this attitude was a determination that France alone would make what-
ever ostwar settlemernt might occur involving the future of Indochira. However, there tock
place - March 9, 1945, the event which the French had labered to avoid: the muspension of
French sovereignty by the Japanese and the encouragement of Viethamese independence move-
wments. Inte this gap came the group hest prepared to teke advantage of it: the Communist-led
Viet Minh (short for the Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi) which had been formed in May 1641
by Nguyen Ai Quoc.122 During the war it had developed a broadly nationalist liberation pro-
gram but it had functioned primarily as an intelligenc:  =twork for elements of the wartim~
Chinese coalition. The Viet Minh had preserved its auwnomy and strength over its rivals,
principally the Kuomintang-backed Dong Minh Hoi, by establishing armed liberation units.
Starting in December 1944 with 34 men and growing to 1,000 .aen by the time of the Japanese
coup de force the following March, the Viet Minh units had reached approximately 5,600 when
Hanoi was occupied in late August 1945. 123

Summary

Without the interaction of the two major wartime events, the weakness of France both in
the metropole and in Indochina and from this advantage the growing strength of the Com-
mupist-led Viet Minh, the Vietnamese revolutionary war might have bee:: delayed or avoided.
Howsvar, these wartime developments provided an opportuniiy for a segment of the political
elite formed by the unbalanced growth of colonial eaciety to seize power. In the absence of
French postwar weaknesses this elite might never have been able to seize power so swiftly
and so dramatically. But without the exploitable political disconient stemming from the social
problems of the colonial period and the effects of the Jupanese occupation they would not have
been able to maintain power 'nd sustain a seven-year war which humbled French military
might. What the colonial background to the Vietnamess revolutionary war has to show are the
origins and the genera. cutlines of ‘hat political discoment and some of the techriques which
had been used to exploit it and mobilize the populace in the revolutionary cause. Finally,
these cclonial antecedents have their value in providing criteria with whick to measure the
significance of later events and to grin a perspective on attempts to deal with them.
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CHAPTER 3

THE WARTIME CATALYST OF REVOLUTIONARY POLITICS:
THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION OF INDOCHINA, 1940-45

STRATEGIC ASPECTS OF THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION

The occupation of Indochina by Japan came nct as a sudden sneak attack as did the capture
of the Philippines or Malaya. It was a gradual process achieved largely without violence but
through blunt diplomatic measures in response to specific strategic needs. [he slow paralysis
of Frencu sovereignty came in a geries of Japanese ultimatums demanding the right to station
increasingly large mimbers of troops and the development of air and naval bases. In the
period after June 1940, the fall of metropolitan France left Indochina isolated and vulpnerable
to such external pressure. The French had felt that the lack of firm material and diplomatic
support from the United States in the summer of 1940, and the absence of any anti-Japanese
Far Eastern po 2r, left them with only two alternatves: either to fight the obviously futile
battle  maintain their colonial sovereignty against overwhelming Japanese military power or
to meet Japanese demands and thereby preserve what autonomy they could.1

French Colnnialism Remains Intact

Thus, out of a strict regard for self-interest, an anomalous situation arose. The Japanesge,
despite their commitment to the independence cof the peoples of Asia. confirmed French colo-
nialism io Indochina, the only place that a European regime remasained in the Far East. Con-
versely, France, now under the control of the puppet administration at Vichy, was giving sup-
port and advantage to the enemy of the Allied powers in the Far East. Bases in Indochina
were especially useful for attacks or European possessions in Burma, Malaya, and Indonesia,

a condition which could only incur the wrath of the Aliies and suggest notential postwar
consequences.

Initially this anomaly took the form of the French colonial administration and military
presence being left intact side by side with the Japanese offe~<~ive forces. This occurred
because the Japanese did not have the administrative persomw: to supplant the French and
were apprehensive over the poasibility of internal disorder which might result from such a
change. Since the principal wartime utility of Indochina to the Japanese was as a base for
their operations in Southeast Asia, their military forces varied greatly in size from month to
month and a good portion of them remained in a transient status. There was no effort to
match France's military strength, because French obedience was insured not only by the proven
docile attitude of the colonial administration but also by the certainty of substantial Japanese
forces available in neighboring areas.

A total of 99,000 armed men were under ¥rench command during the occupation, of whom
a little more than 74,000 were regulars, incluaing 19,371 Europeans in three services, together
with 54,649 indigenous troops. The remaining forces consisted of a loce? wmilitia of 24,680
men witii & cadre of 362 Europeans. By contrast, the largest coutingent of Japanese troops in
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Indochina during ‘b - vecupation seems to have been in February 1945, when 61,775, of whom
7,000 were in a 'ransier’ gtatus, were located there and the lowest number was around 25,000~
about a third of the French regulars—in August 1943. Their average trocp strength appears

to have !-zen about 35,000 men.

if force were only incidental to the maintenance of this unusual relauonship, the heart of
the guarantee was the attitude of the French gov ‘tnor-general in Indochina, Adm. Jean Decoux.
He was firmly ccmmitted to the Vichy government as Jong as it lasted and was under no il~
lusions about the interests of the Japanese who he knew would keep their part of the bargain
only so long as it was convenient to them. A, Admiral Decoux was believed to have seen it,
hig duty was,

to resist the Japanese as far as he dared and yield to their demands where
he must, playing the one good card he held—the desire of the Japanese to
avoid destroying his administration—to the utmost of its value. Thereby
he hoped to mair.ain the Government-General until such time as the
Japanese should meet with defeat in the war, when i might be possible to
arrange for a peaceful evacuaiion of their forces and in this way preserve
the cotony for France. lic knew that if the Japanese were provoked in o
sweeping away his administration and setting up Annamite and Cambodian
regimes there would be a small chance ¢f the peaceful restoration of
French authority, and in *his *' _nent events were to prove him correct.?

Since the circumstances which had sustained this anomalous wartime situation in Indo-
china were of an international character, it was to be expected that the establishment of the
de Gaulle government in meiropolitan France and the American landings in the Philippines
would bring fundamental changes. With these two developments the ability of Admiral Decoux
to maintain even nominal French sovereignty was severely reduced. The Japanese were
understandably apprehensive over a possible Allied landing in Indochina. At the same time,
the de Gaulle government—especially its military and intelligence represcntatives in south
China —was suspicious and publicly noncommittal ir its relations with the Vichy holdovers in-
side the colony. Moreover, de Gaulle's hypersensitivity was heightened even further by his
awareness that President Roosevelt was prepared to make an effort after the war to place
Indochina under an international trusteeship.3 This feeling took form in a memorandum of
January 14, 1944, to Secretary of State Cordell Hull in which Roosovelt made his now famous
assessment of Indechina: "France has wad the country—thirty million inhabitants—for neariy
one hundred years and the people are wo. se off than they were in the beginning. "4

While Roosevelt onsidered the support of Chiang Kai-shek and Marshal Stalin for the
trusteeship as certain, the British were incredulous and probabiy would have blocked it. How-
ever, de Gaull: understood clearly that uniess France took some active part in the liberation
of Indochina the veoccupation of the territory mught be prevented. As events developed, the
Gallic fear proved unnecessary, for the end of the international trusteeship plan came with ihe
death of Rocsevelt in April 1945. But in the interim. the French, lacking any available troops
to dispu.ch to the Far East, decided to encourage resistance movements to undermine the
Japanese position despite Admiral Decoux's warninrs against such steps. Paradoxically, the
implementation of this decision benefited those Vietnamese who were not orly resisting the
Japanese, but were seeking the independence of Viet Nam. With equally unhappy effecta for
the French, the resulting action added substance to Japanese apprehensions and therefore gave
them the justification they sought for eliminating the colonial adminisiration.
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Frenc' Civil Adminigtration Ends

Ir his memoirs Admiral Decoux charges that the essential cause of the Japanese coup de
force of March 9, 1945, which eliminated the French civil administration and .~ilitary pres-
ence, was the imprudence of the resistance which de Gaulle sponsored in Indochina, beginning
as early a8 the summer of 1944 .5 According to the governor general, the main source of the
lack of diacretion was the rivalry of interests and political divergences within the French co-
lonial army and administration, which were supposed tc be the principal resiastance force in
Indochina. These cadres developed an autonomy of their own by authority of secret instruc-
tions of the de Gaulle government which undercut Decoux's discipline over ‘hem almost com-
pletely. Repeatedly, Decoux asked to be relieved of his position but was told by Paris to
remain at his post and exercise his '"mominal power.'" De Gaulle obviously felt tnat the de-
parture of Decoux, more thun any indiscretion of his resistance subordinates, would alarm
the Japanese . §

While General Sabattier, the French military commander in North Viet Nam during the
occupation, tended to support Admiral Decoux's charges that the indiscretion of the resistance,
and especially the Free French radiv broadcasts asserting that an Ailied landing was to be
made in Indochina, alarmed the Japanese, he believed that the coup de force was in response
to oroader considerations. In his view, the decision to eliminate the French presence in
Indochina was made 1n Tokyo in the autumn of 1944 out of a recoguition of the inevitability of
the Japanese defeat and the desire to liave as strong a position as possible either for negoti-
ation or for fanatical resistance.? This analysis is in general accovd with the revelation of
postwar invest.gations. By Supreme War Council Decision #6 of February 1, 1945, the Japa-
nese determined to extract greater assistance from the French and, in the event of a noncc-
operative response, their forces in Indochina were authorized to "elevate and support the
independent position ¢f Annam . '8

In tactical terms, the coup de force of March §, 1945, meant that approximately 69,000
Japanese troons in Indochina t. d the taak of eliminating the more numerous French civil and
mili‘ary structire. The Frencu presence ronsisgted of about 50,000 French men, women, and
children in add. ion to approximstely 80,000 indigencus personnel in the military and adminis-
tration.? Despiie the intensive intelligence gathering and preparatiorn ¢f the resistance, as is
carefully documented by General Sabattier, it seems that the French forces were caught off
their guard and were urable to react against the Japanese in time to preserve themselves. Of
the 74,000 regulars of the colonial army only abcut 6,000 were able to escape to south China,
and of these only 2,150 were French.10 Although. of the Vietnamsse serving with the colonial
army the fate of those who did not escape is unclear, their French superiors, along with thelr
civilian counterparts, were placed under confipement in a few concentrated locations.

New Reins of Government

Jnon this colonial cadre of businessmen, edministrators, and scldiers, plus their indige-
nous subordinates, had rested French sovereignty in Indochina. With the elimination of the
cadre that had put down the peasant revoltas, kept a constant surveillance over the local polit-
ical movements, filled the jails with the recent gradugtes cf the freshly constructed French
schools broken the strikes at the new French factories, and arrested the assasgsins of the in-
dentured labor contractors, a new era arrived. In short, with the demise of both thoge who
hac created the tensions in the colontal society and those who had prevented their violent ex-
pression, a new environmaent for the politics of Viet Nam bad been created. Unquestionsbly
the disappearance of its colonlal authority in Indochina in the space of a few short days in
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carly March 19845, was for France the gravest consc 1ence of the Japanese intervention  Once

broken, their administrative control over all of :ndochina wes never reestablished. But this

was rmore than just a problem or discoatinuity in administration. In the absence of colonial

restraint the latent oolitical forces in Viet Nam, which had becn blocked or had provided onl:- R
narrow channels of expression before the war, now received new opportunities for protest. ‘

I « -eal sense the sovereignty of France in L.lochina had pot been founded on 50,000
French me.. ..od women plus their native auxiliaries but on the compliance and passivity of the
pevple who inhabited the terzitory. Before the Japanese war, French sovereignty over 24 mil-
lion people could be maintained by approximately 11,000 French scldiers plus half agsin &s
many astive troops, assisted by a very efficient security police. This w~s all the force needed
to contain those who did not comply. In the postwar reoccupation, compliance progressively
Gecreased and the need for armed forces to maintain colonial severeignty increased until an
extensive military establishment was insufficient.

It was this consequence of the coup de force which Pawl Mus, a clandestine envoy of the
de Gauile government and a scholar who already had twenty years' experience in Indochina, S
was able to observe. Amidst the popular reactions of the Vietnamese peasants who concealed B
him from capture by the Japanese there was a definite change of attitude. He felt that the
events of March 9, 1945, liberated feelings whic* had remained masked by the Vietnamese
personality. Since Viet Nam society is one in which misfortunc ioes not evoke sympuath but,
on the contrarv, a denunciation of the hidden fauits for which the misfortune is a prinishment,
opportunities ~ere present for a reorientation of attitudes tcward compliance. As Trofessc.
Mus has related it:

The continuance of French sovereignty had been in France's {avo:, but the
sudden eviction of France had incited the Vietnamese to play snother «~.rd.
They thought it a punishment of heaven and justified in their eyes g re-
examination of the situ.*ion. Moreover, they were ready to believe anything
bad about the French.!!

B 3
While the urban populatlion was probably more sophisticated than M. Mus's peasant protectors, ;
the city people were the ones who had most felf the French impact and had the most to gain in :
preventing the reimposition of colonialism. T g
Given the policies that the Japanese were pursuing elsewhere i1n Southeast Asia in encour- - -
aging nationalist independence movements, a similar pattern might logically have bevn expected @

following the coup de force in Indochina. Yet the Japanese did not inatall & well-cultivated
client political group that had been waiting in the wings since the beginning of the occupation.
Here again larger strategic considerations were guiding the policies of Japan in Indochina.
Paradoxically, such reins of government ag were then handed over to Vietnamese immedirstely
after March 9, 1945, went to & francophile group of scholars and bureaucrats iden!ified with
the traditional monarchy and with their home srea of central Viet Nam. They did not enjoy &
wide populsar appeal, had no articulated goals of nationalist independence, had played uo signif-
icant political role other than as members of the colonial administration. and had not been al-
lied with the Japanese until the late summer ~° 1944,

The paradox was not only that the "independert” government the Japanose were sponsoring
had ereater continuity with the French than with the prewar nationalist parties, but also that it
was theoretically sovereign only in central and northern Viet Nam. i also excluded the groups
to which the Japanese had given more long-:  wing assistance tnd encouragement. These
political {actions were concentrated in the south where the occupation continued to rule in name




as well as fact until capitulation six months later.  This curioug ard discontinuous pattern of
Japanese political action in Viet Nam suggests that ass. tance to Jocal pelitical groups resulted o
not so much from a coherent plan as from particular interests and unsanctioned maneuscers of
hureaucratic cliques within the occupation forees. It also suggests that the "independent’ gov-

ernment was formed moure n response to Japanese stiategic needs for contim ty and stabil v Ce
in Viet Nam than for considerations of interr~l political influence. ®

The rundom and largely uncoordinated poliical action of the occupation only served to in-
tensify already existing regionul and parochial tendencies i Vietnamese politics. They there-
fore promoted limitations to Vietnamese nationalism rather than encourage efforts w overcome
barrie. 3 to a2 ~ountrywide political identity, 28 was being done under Japanese auspices else-
where. While this ill-defined Japanese dabbling ia the politics of Viet Nam can explain mi.ch
about the internecine conflict that erupted with the August Revolution (see Chapter IV), es-
pecially in the soutr the overall impact of the occupation set loose a chain reaction which af-
fected the whole fragmented mc saic of Vietnamese political life. These reactions had occurred
almost simultancously with the arrival of Japanese troops in Indochina in the sutumn of 1840,
and quickly reflected both the indecisiveness of the political programs of the cccupation and
their potential consequences for the development of revoiutionary movements in Viet Nam.

SEMINAL CHARACTER OF TWO UPRISINGS SPARKED BY JAPANUSE OC "UDPATION

Lang Son Attack
After the signing of a general military accord between Vichy and Tokyo in August 1940 an *
agreement was reached for the entry of Japanese troops into Indochina. Ostensibly for the '
purpose of facilitaiing Japanese operations against China, this arrangement was concluded on
September 22, 1940, by Governor Geperal Decoux and the Japanese military representative
Geperal Nishihara.!? By the terms of the agreement the Jupanese forces were w cross into
north Viet Nam {rom <outh China at the frontier town of Lang Son. Since it had been agreed
that this mancuver was to be regulated by gpecific terms. he French were unprepared for ‘he
attack on their border positions which the Japanese {orces launched ag they penetrated the
froptier of Viet Nam. Although this might have been a deliberate attack te underscore thetr _
determunation to dominate the French, the unrits involved were later punished by the Japarose £
High Command 1 » what were wrmed arbitrary actiona 13 It seems rather that this was the ; g
{irst instance of a Japanese mulitary clique using its occupation advantage without the sanction
of higher authority to assigl a Vie'namese political group in obtauning @ foothold inside the :
country . S

The Japanese attack on Lag, cwag carcfully coordinated with a revolt staged in the et
surrounding mountginous {vontier cegion adjacent to China by cadres of the Phuc Quec move- ]
ment, who had come in the vanguard of the occupying force. The Phue Quoc wius 4 vestige L2
of the Viet NamQuang Phuc Hel or Restoration Association whivh Phan Bor Chau had organized -
in China before World War [. Its adherents were traditional: st i poltical omentation amd '
still held hopes of restoring Prince Cuoig Ik to the leadership of a new Viet vam.  hrough
the generosity of the Japanese the Dhuc Quoc cadres had equipment estumated at 3,000 rifles,
20 automatic weapons, along with 25,000 roumds of amnunition and 3,000 grenades o uiable w
them. Backed bv thus firepower, these cadres were ahle to recmunt arour’ 5,000 men {rem the
Vietnamese troops gerving with the French who had been capwred by the Japanese ai lang
Sorn.  In addition to these {rained men they aiso ot the services of exiicd, border pirates. a= "
members of several mountain ethnic minorities inhabiting the horder area. The
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role i thus revolt, ot seems clear, was to divert the adtention of the French {rontier {oroes




and weaken their capacity to crush the insurgent chailenge  But aftev several days cf rampage
the Japanese mav have found the disruption of communications no longer ‘n their interest, or
higher echelons of command may have reacted swiftly to what they censidered insubordination.
In any event, through aegotiation “ith the local Frerch commander, the Japanese ceased their
armed oppesition to the colonial army and withdrew their support from the revolt.

Bac Sop Uprising

The mon.entum created by this pocket uprising, however, did not come to ar end with the
flight of the Phuc Quoc cadres to the safety of Japanese protecticn in Chinn's Kwangtung Prov-
ince. The revolt continued to manifest itself against 1solated militia posts and elements of
the French Army -et-eating from Lang Son through the mountain passes and defiies of the
border territory inhubited by the Tho minority peoples. Bec~vse of their antipathies oward
the French, these highland minority people had sought aveme: ot protest which had prompted
them to act as guides for the invading Japanese, to follow the Phuc Quec cadres in purposeless
revolt and, beginning around September 27, 1340, to accept the Iradership of Communist eadres
in ambushes o1 fragm. nts of the French froi.ier forces. Springing {rom the mourtain-enclosed
upland valiev known as Bac Son, the uprising of the Tho people was solidified by Communist
cadr-s led by Tran Dapng Ninh who organized gierriila units among them. 4 Lacxing any more
fundamenptal military preparation, the Tho insurgents were dispersed by hasiily dispatched
French reinforcements. In spite of the French regaining theicr defensive poature, the spas-
modic outbursts of Tho insurgency continued. With 5,000 weapons scattered throughout the
mountains along the northesstern froncier of Viet Nam it was impossible io restore order to
its pre-occupsation atate.

From the versective »f the Japane. ‘mpaci on Vietnamese politics. the Lang Son attack
and the resulting Bac Sen uprising were significant nitial examples of the random character
of forthcoming politial activities of ihe occupation  Since the Phuc Quec movement was ihe
principal Vietnam:ze politieal group with which the Japanese had had oxtensive relations be-
fore the Pacific war, it .1 not aurprising that their first foray into pclitics in Viet Nam would
be through their best known local vontact. These ties had developed from the exile of V'rince
Cuong De who, with his political wtor Phan Boet Chau, had sought refuge in Japan where,
shortly after the turn of the century, they attempted to establish a reform movement in the
atvle of the Chinese exiles Liang Ch'i-ch'ac and K'ang Yu-wei. Despite the comudaive coanges
in the structu—e of Vietnamess society over the enming feur decades and the growing irrele-
vancy o these changes, the Pruc ioc movement - 11 nourished the hope of eventual politicad
power . Whils they received more tangible assistance {rom the Japanese during the secupation
than at agy viher pericl in their political life, just as their expectations had reason to rise
the Phuc Quoc had o content themseives with limited and short-term aid. This seemsd to have
been opportunistically garnered {rom subordinate Japasese military men rather than @ tulf il
ent of their grandiose scheme to place Prince Cueny De on the throne of Viet Nam as @ con.
stitutions! menarch. Such a broad design clashed with the overriding concern of the Japancese
for stability and order. Indochina was important to Japan as a base wnd support point agaiist
the complexities of colonial resistance elsewhere in Southeast Asia. Thev Lad no inweation,
at least not tnitially, of making Viet Mam a latoratory for pohitical experimentation and re-
form. > Bul the assistance yarnered trom the lack of Japanese interests and command or-
ganization by the Phuc Quoc i the lLang Son encounter was net unique. I wis the opening note
of 8 minor and antidet.cal theme of the accupation.  fremcaily. this opporiumty wias quickly
mirned nte sn advasiage by the adhersaries of the restoration movement.
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Estabiismment of Guerria, Forces

To the Victname e Communists these events i the autumn of (940 had a semira! charse-
ter. As their party's official history chronicles -

The Bac Son insurrection opened a new historical page of arined struggle for
the Vietnamese people. Ut broke out while the people throughout the couniry
were not yet prepared. But the lesson drawn from the Bac Son insurrection
was very useful and served as a basis for preparation for the ALgust general
ingurrectior later. 18

Of more tangihle importance than the lessons drawn from the insurrection of Bac Son was the
cpportunity it afforded the Communists in establishing the first "people's armed foree’” under
party control and exlending their organizational network int~ a strategic area of Viet Nam. In
skarp contrast to the Phuc Quce cadres, who lacked any indigepous pelitical erganization of
suhstance, the Communists launched a Systematic consolidation »f the guerrilia bases which
had been hastily formed in the intensity of the Bac Son {ighting.

Decisions concerning the creation of a guerruie zone were reached at the pivotal 8th
Session of the Central Committee of the Indochunese Comzuuirist Party, which was convened
by Ho Chi Minh ou Mzy 10, 1941, after his return {rom a decade of foreign sctivity. Although
this historic meeting had far-reaching conseuences in refashioning the fumlamental approach
of Communjatl revolutionary strategy in Viet Nam, one of its most quickly implemented resuits
wag the appointment of a command committee for the guerrilia units in the Bac Son area. This
incluled Phung Chi Kien, Le Van Chi, and Chu Van Tan. The latier was 3 Tho leader who had
organized the "first platoon of nationsl salvation” in January 1941, and whose suhsequent cru-
cial contributions to the revolition were to make him the minigter of delense in the {j1 st govern-
ment formed by Ho Chi Minb in August 1945. 1

By the autumr of 164, the Viet Nam National Salvatien Army, as the guerrilla force be-
came known, wag large enough to | > organized into two sections. Chu Van Tan 'ed the one lo-
cated in That Nouven Province, the nearest "o the heartland of the Viethamens popuizi'cn in Uw
Red River Dalta. The other secticn, operating further to the north under the command of
Phung Chi Kien, fell into an ambush in the vicinity of Bac Kan some time in late 1942 and suf-
fered such heavy losses that it ceased to exist as an organized formatior Meantime, Che Van
Tan's southern force continued to wage guerrilla warfare by successfully maintaining its own
force while wearing down the French-led Vietnamese muiitia. Hewever, in February 1942, af-
ter eight months of compaigning, difliculties in obtaining arms and ammunition forced the unit
to scatter inte lightly armed groups carryiug «ut propaganda and agitation among the Tho. o

Fror this effort revolutior ry political-militury bases were created in wide areas over
four mountairouy provinces adjacent 1o the China border. After iess than a year's operation,
at the beginning of {943, Chu Var Tan had boen able to estahlisg more than 19 assault sectioos
comprising more than 100 armad propaganda cadres which permitted the work of organi: g a
revolutionary structure to be intensi{ied. By the time the Japanese eliminated Frepch control
in Indochina in March 1845, the Communists had suiceeeded in perfecting a neiwork of mountain
baser. With twe ald of airdrops of arma into these bases in the spring of 1945, the Commmi-
nifts developed 2 revolutionary srmed force which v as o pisy a kev ro'e in the August
Revelution.

The insurgency growing cui of te Bac Son uprising was virwally the {ires genuine experi-
ence of the Vielnamese Comnpuinisis with systeawtic guerrila warfare, evern in its nwst




rudimentary form. It indicated to the party that protracted guerriila warfare could wear down
a stronger adversary but that broad mass bases were needed for the support and develobment
of guerrilla units. In th.c form of armed struggle the Commu. ‘st8 "vere learning the hard way
that the absence of extensive political organization was one of the gharpest limitations to wide-
spread guerrilia operations. They also saw the need for continnal growth, exireme mobility,
and consiant adaptation for guerrilla iorces, as well as for precaution against precipitous
action for,

if guerrilla urits stsnd on the defensive and coil themselves up, d.vorcing
themseives from the masses they will be crushed. When the situation re-
quires it, they must disperse, be able to stick to the masses, and build
bases, aad when the situation is favourable, gather again and wage the
struggle . 15

The Tho's Strategic Role

Despite this more systematic approach of the Coromunists to the task of revolutionary war,
their advantage resulted from a chance combination of factors producing the Bac Son insur-
rection. This gave them the opportunity to assume the leadership of a parochial protest among
a highland ethpic minority end through it to gain a strategic foothold in Viet Nam. The scat-
tering of Jupanese weapons by the Phuc Quoc cadres fed like inflammable drops upou the
smoldering Tho antipathies. The origin of their discontent lay in the antagonism which a
mountain p--ole might be expected to feel against the lowland representatives of central
authority who had tried to force cultural conformity upon them. Yet because of their strategic
location acress the major routes of communication beiween south China and the Red River
Delta the Tho played an unenviable role during the twenty centuries in which Viet Nam had
fought against the court at Pekiny to muintain its autonomy. Like other areas of the Siro-
Vietnamese border region, the Tho homeland had served as both a battleground and a buffer,
with the Tho shifting their loyalties to their own advaatage. However, i. -as also because of
their location that the Tho hecame more Vietnamized than any other highland group, despite
the fact that they shared the same fierce desire of other mountain peoples to maintain their
autonemy .

Besides its frontier aspect, the ncrthern highlands area hag also been used nistoricslly as
a base for fractional groups i internal fights for pelitical power in Viet lvam. One of the
major antagonists to central authority during the seventeenth century was the Mac family whe
lodged themselves in the border area of Cao Bang Province from where, with Chinese aid,
they harase~d the mountain region. Through military campaigns to eliminate the Mac and
pacify the mouniain people, the Vietnamese developed a long-range program for Vietnamizing
the Tho who had served the insurgent family. One of the im ortant aspects of this program
was sending Vietnamese mandarins to the Tho country where they intermarried locally. The
mixcd-blood descendanis of these mandarins came to be known as Tho-Ti and were recognized
as ‘ocal aristocracy which the rest of the Tho tended to imitate in their style of speaking and
dressing as Vietnameae.! As new Tho leaders eiuerged they also adopted the Tho-Ti style of
life, so that a continuing mechanism of social regulation came to be accepted. This pattern
tendexd to fulfill the Vietnamese objective of bringing stability and control by lowlanders over
the Tho country.

The pressures which helped spu- » Bac Sc . insurrection had their source in the fact
toat, in addition to their position of soc.al prestige, the Tho-Ti had been the leaders of the
loose and deceatralized political system among the Tho. This had been a curious mixture of




tue Viemamese mandarinal adiministrative system with the bureauc. atic pogitions {illed rot by
rigoroug examinations but by the hereditary prerogatives of the Tho-Ti. These prerogatives
also stemmed [ m the ritualistic role which "ae Tho-Ti performed in the Confucian ritual
that hacd been introduced by the Vietnamese abd mix. ’ over the years with the preexisting cuit
of the God of the Soil.22 Tensiona were created in this synthesized social system in the late
nineteenth cenmury wher the French decided to suppress the traditional leaders among the Tho,
¥ colonial regulations which made political offices randomly appointive or elective sc that
many non-The-Ti were placed in ; -~sitions of authority.2? W. 'le this French policy success-
fully destroyed the political prerogatives of the Tho-Ti, the Tho-Ti's prestige and irfluence
persisted among the Tho hecause of their ritualistic role and distinets  cultural traditions. 24

Although extersive and detailed information on the political reaction of the Tho-Ti is
lacking, especially regarding the Bac Son uprising, it is of underlying significance thst, in
organizing a revolutionary base among the Tho, the Communists found its success concentrated
in areas where the Tho-Ti were infiuential. Since the nogition of the Tho-Ti was asuch a vital
characteristic of the Tho society, amd because their status had been the special object of
French opposition, it seems reasonable to suppose that it was the Tho~Ti who led the Tho in
insurrection against the colonizl administration and then into the mutuzlly advantageous union
with the Communiat Party. But whatever specific pressures may wtin.ately be verified as
haviig caused the Bac Son revolt, it appears clear that the Tho were actively seeking some
means of oppesing the French. In providing the outlet for such a macifestation of feelings, the
Japanese impact on Vietnamese politics was twefold. It not only contributed to a heightened
political conscicusness within the country but alsc the weakening of the colonial administra-~
tien's capacity to control these developme~‘~. By decreasing the established authority and
backing its antagoaiste the occupation was advaacing the time v hen the accumulation of reia-
tive changes in capacity would tip the baiance toward the violent cuthuirst of the revohation.

Geographic and Etknic Factors of the Revolution

It is of far-reaching importance for an understanding of revolution in Viet Nam to note
that this initial cccasion for the establishment of a Communist revelutionary base did pot ce-
cur in the lowland deltae densely populated with Vietnamese. The ensuing revolutionary war
for Vietnamese independence was largely fought and was won in the thialy i{nhabited northern
mountain areas predominantly settled by a people known generically as Tai. Shaving the same
cultural qualities as the people whe settled the lowlands of the Menam River and created the
foundntion for the wodern state of Thailand, these minority people of nerthern Viet Nam were
part of a larger move of Tai-speaking people out of southern Chuna.2 Uslike their lowland
relatives, the highland Tai settled in upland valle:'s where they, too, became wet-rice culiiva-
tors. Because of their mountainous habitat and the difficulty of communications, separate
cultural groupings developed, although certain basic characteristics renwined. Thus the up-
land Tai of Viet Nam are part of a mosaic of Tai peoples « retching acrose Laos, northern
Thailand, and into the Shan States of upper Burma, as well as extending intc the southerrn
border regions in China. Their social communications, such as they are, hsve heen more
within the Joose cultural unity across international boundsries *han with the lowisnd Vietnam-
ese. Because of the necessity of economic and administrative relations, contacts were devel-
oped between the uplanders and the lowlanders in the lowla » s' attermpts tc “pacify’ the
peoples of the mountainous areas.

A microcosm of this broad mosaic is formed i northern Viet Nam by three J!ziinct

groupings of Tai peopleg: the Tho, the Biack Tai, and the White Tai. The White Tai and the
Black Tai are concentrated to the northwest of the Red River Delta in the area of the Black
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River valley. Their numbers spill over into Laos where they have close contacts with sim-
ilarly labeled Tai groups. To the vortheast of the Red River is the homeland cf the Tho, the
largest of the Tai groups in Viet Nam with a population of approximately 4:3,000. Inter-
spersed ameny these groups are the Man, Mec, Muong, and Nung, who have characteristics
widely dissimilar tc those of the Tai as well as among themselves. These other groups pro-
vide tension and variety in the mountainous ethnic mesaic whose major theme is the scaitered
fragments of the Tai.

The Communists' Riccess in esiablishing a bage area among the Tho ensbled them to pre-
pare and sustair their beld occupation of Hanoi and the Red River Deita when the opportunity
for the August Revolution of 1945 ocaurred. Mor--rzr, [, issured them of a refuge when the
French pushed then. oi.. f the cities of Nortk Viet Nam in early 1947. It was not ounly the
Tho's long-desired autonomy and the fortuitous incorporation of the Tho uprising inio the
Communist revolutionary movement that led evzan:ally to the formation of the base area. It
was 4180 the geographic characteristics of the region itself. The advantage from these
charsacteristics is best demonstrated in the sharp population differential between the mountaina
and the lowlands,

Out of an estimaied population of 9.8 million people in northern Viet Nam (Tonkin) in 1943,
two-thirds were concentrated on the 10 percent of the land area of the region in the fertile Red
River Delta.28 There, population density was an average of 430 persons per square kilometer,
making if cne of the most thickly inhabited areas of the worid.2? Thig meant, of course, that
approximately 90 percent of the land area of North Viet Nam contained nnly i0 percent of the
population of the region. While a portion of this sparse population was Vietnamese the bulk
of the irhabitants outside of the delts consisted of mountain ethnic minorities. This Viet-
nemese portion of the population was located in the midlamls which bordered the triangular-
shaped deita on its two inland sides. This midi~nd area formed the geographic transition to
the mountainous arc which separated the lowland Vietnamese from the Mekong valley to the
weet gad the Chinese to the north. Perhaps a single example of the disparity in population
distribution can serve to underscore the suitability of the terrain for guerrilla bases. Lai
Chau Province in the northwes:, homeland of both the Black and the White Tai, had 30 percent
greatar surface than the entire Red River Delta. Yet it contained only an estimated 67,000
persons ag starkly contrasted with the seve.. million peasant farmers of the delta.% The
sparsity of population was an indication that Vietnamese settlement patterns depended on
easily irrigated lowlands for wet-rice ugiiculture The Tai peopleg were wet-rice cultivators,
too, but this meant that they could live only in the small numberx of upland valleys. This factor
limited the growth of their population, while the mountain barriers circumscribed their com-~
munications. The mountain ranges in the northwest rise from plateaus of from 1,800 te 3,000
feet to peaks of 10,000 feet. By comparison, those in the portheast are less rugged and rarely
extend beyond 6,000 feet.2® Since these mountain pockets of ethnic minorities were in close
proximity to the Red River Delta, the protection their areas afforded for guerrilla bases did
not require an isolation from nuotential targets.

Partly because of its extreme geographic characteristics, which other areas of Indochina
shared only ag an approximsate jattern, northern Viet Nam became the major area of conflict
in the seven years of the Indochina War. There were other determining factors in making the
north the central theater of combat, but the grographical context did the most to set the pat-
tern and pace of the combat once it had begun. Although the Tho provided the Vietnamese
Communists with their initizl opportunity to establish bases in the highiands, this did rot give
them control over all the minority peoples. The same cooperative attitude was absent from
the other less Vietnamized groups of ‘he mountains. This indifference was notable among the
White and the Black Tai of the north.est region who were antipathetic to all Vietnamese,
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Communist or not. Irenically, their homeland was ultimately to be a major target of the
enemies of the French whose protection the two Tai groups happily accepted.

That the French made their last stand of the Indochina War in the Tai country of Dien
Bien Phu is not without its larger significance. For with tne exception of a series of battles
in the winter and spring of 1951, in which the Communists hurled themselves at the formidable
French fortifications in the Red River Delta, all of the m~ior battles of the Indochina War wers
fought in the highlands of north Viet Nam and adjacent areas of Laos. 3! It was eventually the
tension created by the Communists' increasingly successful guerrilla infiltration and base
area organization within the Red River Delta and their simultaneous wide-ranging war of move-~
ment in the mountains that brought the Freach military efiort to its end. Paradoxically, it
had been in these mountsins of Tonkin that the French had perfected their concepts of colonisl
warfare in their campaigns from 1884 to 1896 to carry out the pacification of the area. Baitles
that Marshals Lyautey and Galliéni had fought when they were colenels at Thai Nguyen and
Cao Bang were to be repeated 60 years later, but with less [uvorable results.®

Uprising in Cschinching

If the events of the Bac Son insurrection in the mountains of Tonkl vere to have a seminal
effect on the August Revolution and the course of the Indochina War there occurred almost
simltaneously in south Viet Nam (Cochinchina) an uprising which had another impact. By
its complete contrast with the Communist reaction to the revolt among the The, this battle ii-
lustrates the sharp regional differences iben present in the party and gives some explanation
for the ¢ -iking dissimilarities in the character of the Ausust Revolution in north and south
Viet Nam. This southern uprising was also spaxked by the Japanese occupation of Indochina
but net, like the Lang Son attack, sponsored by them. When the Japanese trocps entered
Toukin from China, Thailand {or Siam as the country was then called) tock this occasion to
threaten to attack the western border of the Indochina state of Cambodia wiien the French were
faced with a challenge in the north, an act which they carried out in Jenuary 1941.3% The
Freuch had anticipated this second-front threat by mobilizing civilian Vietnamese in Cochin-
china and Cambodia for military action. The Communists in south Viet Nam felt tha! these
circumstances would permit them to capitalize upon popular discontont to launch a revolution-
ary uprising. At that moment, however, several key Ceutral Committ e members, including
Le Duar and Le Hong Phong, were arrested, depriving the party of leacership vitally needed
for an; successful armed venture.34

Before any action was taken, in October 1940 a party representative from the south, Phan
Dang Luu, was sent o seek directives on the projected revolt from the Cernteal Committee
which was then meeting at Bac Ninh, a provincial town to the northeast or Exnoi. Because of
the failure of the Bec Son insurrection ard because the preconditions for an effective insur-
rection throughout the country had not been met, it was concluded that a revolutionary uprising
should not be launched in the south. As the party leaders assessed the eituation:

It was necessary to prepare the conditions, and wait for a favoranle opportunity
when conditions were ripe throughout the country, to launch an armed insur-
rection to de “eat the French and the Japanese. If the insurrection were
launched it would be isolated and apnihilated by the joint ¥French-Japanese
Army 3

According to the party's official history, when Phan Dang Luu returned to the south with
the assessmernt of the Central Committee members, hie found that the order for the insurrection

59




hed already  en issued. Supposedly it could not be withdrawn.% There is some discrepancy
a8 to what day in November 1940 the uprising actualiy broke ovt, but there f.za been e dis-
agreement on its consequences. Ry the middle of December 1940, 3 Frerchmen and 3¢ Viet-
namese soldiers serving with the French Army or local Vietnamese notsbles had been killed
and § Frenchmen ard 30 Vietmnamese had been wounded.3? At the price of vemdering their party
in the south almost nonexistent by the resulting repression, the Commun!sts were abie to blotk
the highways leading from Saigon intc the Mekong Delta .~d to attack and hold public facilities
in provincisl areas. The repression that followed included more than 6,000 arrests and sov-
eral dozer executions in addition to those lost in combat.38

This precipitous action was almost exclusively the responsibility of Tran Van Giau whe
was reportedly severely condemned by the certral party organs.3® The reprinsnd geems w0
have had little effect, for much of the same sort of compuisiveness was demongivated later
on by the p ty in the south during the tense days of the ~ugust Revolution. Sirce it was the
Communists who were to benefi* ‘~ most from the japane~~ ~~~upation and who were to
bepefit the most in north Viet Nam, it is ironical that at the outset of the occupaticz thelr party
organization was the strongest in the south and its etrength was primarily due to the work of
Tran Van Gisu. The scuthern Comrmunists had taken advantage of ihe Popuiar Front era in
France, which had allowed them to consolidate their urban political organiz.tion. In 1939,
when the Corumunist Party was outlawed at the outbreak of the European War, the Communists
moved their cadres and many followers to the countryside. There they extended their organi-
zational structure, established popular participation groups tied io the party, and formed
paramilitary units located in the strategically positioned swamyp area southwest of Saigon, the
Plaine des Joncs.

Before the beginning of the Japanese occupation the strength of the Communist Party in
the scuth was estimated at 800 effective cadres, 700 well-indoctrinated members, and abost
1,000 persons in associated popular participation groups. Affer four years of rebuilding, fol-
lowing the repreesion in the autumn of 1940, the party was believed to have had less than 200
members and only sbout 600 participants in popular asscciations tied to the party. & Yet thig
beavy toll did not seem to dissuade the leadership group around Traa VanGiau from takiag fur~
ther uncalculated, compulsive steps during the August Revolution. Imleed, these self-defrating
acts following the capitulation of Japan were undoubtedly attribuzable o the narrowed raage of
alternatives which the unpreparedness of the southern “omminists for the seizure of power
made almost inevitable. Thus the severe penalties of the Mekong Delts uprising of 1940 ap-
pears to betray in the Nam Bo (southern area) leadership of the occupation a fetish for momen-
tary advantage and a corresponding inability to cope with the fundamentals of revolutionary
political organization in the more diffuse social context of south Viet Nam.

Defining Future Revolutionary Strategy

The experience of the Bac Son and Nam Bo uprisings had, in addition to the organizational
conseguences it held for the course of the Communist revolution, a transforming impact on the
ps “ty's approach to the task of obtaining political power. The lessons which the party drew
from the two spasmodic challenges to continued French dominance were, as set forth in its
official history, structured around three general categories of guidelines. In abbreviated form
these may be stated: (1) the importance of appropriate timirng for success in seizing pewer;
(2) that in an agricultural colony the most exposed places tv be seized and occupied as bases
are in the countryside, and from there the towns can be seired when conditions nave matured,;
(3) that a successful insurrection must rely on the force of the masses of the populstion, as
well as on propaganda anong the ranks of the encmy, to win th-m to the revelutionary side. 4
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While tasee principies may not appear startliog or novel from the perspective of subsequent
Compunist operaticnal docirine, they chronicled the initial steps in an eventual comprehensive
definitior: of revolutionary strategy.

They alsc merkaed s distinguishable departure from the random acts of political protest
befere the Japsnese accupation. Then, in response to specific opportunities present in the
erratic cours: of colunial politics, the revolutionary structure ui the Vietnamese Communigts
had been varicualy located among students and exiles i south China in the 1920's, amon; %
peagunts in nortk central Viet Nam in the early 1930's, and 1n saigon and the southern pro-
vincial townz during the Popular Front period of 1936-3%. Now that more fundamental changes
were oceurrisg to reduce French power, the party realized that it was in the countryside,

vhere the enemy's machinery of rule was relatively weak, that the party
had more opportunity to come into close contsct with the peasant masgses
to make propagands, organize them, and transform the countryside into a
revolutinpary base. €

The significance of this assessment was not its discovery of a recent radical change in
French power. French rule had always been relatively weaker in the countryside than in the
more easily coniroiied towns. It was the recognition of this fact by the Comrmunista that was
an iwgportant reveiutionsry wilestone. While the impact of the cccupation was overburdening
the capacity of the French to control developments in Indochina this was only reinforcing an
aiready existing gad betwesn the colonial admisistration and the countryside. Most of the
3,800 French administrators and their military colleagues had always been concentrated in
the cities and provincksl towps. 4 In the absence of a political structure to secure indigencus
political loyalty, the ¥rench had been able to put down any threats of noncompliance with their
efficient security police and military forces. But with the Japanese intervention diverting the
sttention of the French force s from their compliance mission and sponsoring indigenous
threats to Freuch control, the gap—the revolutionary space—~was increasing. Yet this accen-
tustion wus overall lesw significant than the fact that some Vietnamese, led by the Indochinese
Communist Party as it wag still officially known, were making more deliberate and comprehen-
sive plans for exploiting this gap than they had ever before considered.

ORGANIZATION OF VIETNAMESE INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENTS
FROM CHINESE EXILE

When the 8th Seasion of the Central Committee was held from May 10 to 19, 1941, the
orgunizational strategy conceived at the meeting indicated the Communisis' realization that
the Japanesee occupation had created a new potential for revolution in Viet Nam. This meeting
brought Nguyen Al Quoc (Ho Chi Minh, together with the party leaders for the first time that
is recorded in the party's official history since the founding meeting in January 1930. It
sowing reasonable o aesurse that the basic results of this session were due in large measure
to the impact of the returped leader's personality ¢ The keystone of these strategic decisions
grew out of the belief that the occupation had profoundly changed pelitical conditions in Viet
MNam and consequertly the naturs of the party's task. As the Central Committee's re=olution
analyred the sityation it required (hat:

For the moment the partial and class interests .iust be subordinated to the
national problem. {i the independence and freedom of the whele nation could
not be recovered, not ordy the whole nation would be further condemrned to
slavery but the partin) and class interests would be lost forever.
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Through ite intervention, Jepan had further complicated the colonial aspect of Vietoamese
politica. Arocther layer of foreign control had been ntroduced; another actor had entered the
Vietnawmese political scese. This lucreased external | Jeasure scerns to have induced &
broader pational identity among Viemamess and to have heightened expsctations that indepen-
dence might be secured through Japanese support. Yet what appears of greatest significance
is not these factors of the ovcoupution in themselves Ixit the reaponse to them. For if the
analysis of the Cenli1l Com.nittee resolution was valid at all it sioule have been equally true
before the occupation. Tn that prewar poariod, how could the indepemuence of the nation have
been recovered by emphasizing class interests cver broader nationslist ones? This question
peems especially pertinent when the lack of wideapread political consciousness is taken into
account. But during the 1920's and 1930's, the Communisie had neglected wider nationalist
appeals to take advartage of ramdom and particular political opportunitics. They had evoked
the parochial intereste of peasant discontent, exile anxiety, and elite alienation without attempt-
ing to Integrate them into a larger idcological whole. In this period, the opportuaitier for
political action outweighed the Vietnawmess Communists’ doctrinal capacity to translate tnese
events into challenges with broader revolutionary impact. As hae been seen, this was pri-
marily 8 limitation in organizatiopal abilities. The wider political focus adopted by the Viet-
namese Communists in May 1941, how=ver, was not mersly a change in idiom and perspective,
but a definite change in substance maniiested in new organizational forms and opersational
doctrine.

Founding of the Viet Minh

The shift of the Communists' attention awny from 2 clesa revolution against indigencus
feudalism to a national revolution agrinst imperislism was s~mbolized in the decieion of the
8th Session of the Party's Central Sommittee to found the Viet Nexn Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi,
The Viet Nam Independence Lesgue known as the Viet Minh. The purpose of this new organi-
zation was to facilitate ""the mobilization of the masses' national spirit.'"4# In theory the
Indochinese Commsinist Party became 8 member of the Viet Minh Front, but in practice the
two were indistinguishable. The term Viet Minh became a virtual synonym for the Communist
Party, for the government it was to found in August 1945, and, because of the Comumnnists'
successes, for the whole anticolonial nationaiist movement. Although the Indochinese Com-
munist Party was publicly dissolved in a shrewd tactical move in & "ober 1845, and the Viet
Minbh was formally dispensed with in May 1951, with the founding w. the Viet Nam Lac Dorg
Dang, Viat Nam Labor Party, :hore has been no niisunderstanding by the Communists them-
selves that there haz been a firm line of organizational continuity since the fou:ding of the
party In 1930. Thua the title of their party's history published in 1960, Thirty Years of

e of the Party. 4’

The launching of the Viet Minh wes not simply a change in facade. The change in tactics
it heralded was fundamental. These included the formation of mase associations for '"national
salvation," Viet Nam Cuu Quoc Hoi, known 88 the Cuu Quoc Assoc!~ ‘ons, for the purpose of
extending throughout the country a network of complementary organizations for popular partici-
pation. This important new departure in Communist tactics committed the party in principle
to establish..g widely diffused structures for political mobilization—a signific...i contrast to
their pre-occupatior policy in which virtually all recruiting resuited in party membership.
These subsidiary Cuu Quoc Associations gave the party organization a flexibility it could not
have had i it had maintained its requirements for discipline and ideclogical control within the
heart . ¢ the party ranks.

While the resulits of this popuiar participaiion organization during the Japanese occupation
are almost impossible to assess, its long-range importance to revolution in Viet Nam was
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definitely more qualitative than quantitative. The small number of participants in the August
Revolution wae balanced by the effectiveness with which a few well-trained activists were abie
to establish themselves in authority in the Communist succee® in 1545. Besides these quali-
tier of flexibility and decisiven. ;8 in acu.on, the organization which the Viet Minh evolved
during the Japanese occupation was distinguished by its . vacity to mobilize large mimbers of
Vietnamese for political participation. This wsa= a long-term development ciosely related to
the intengity of the enmiing revolutionary war with France, ‘he requirements for militar, per-
sonnel, and t“e extent to which comabat oper.uions affected ti. civilian population. The reasons
for the eventuzl effectiveness of this structure of political mobilization can be traced back to
{i2 initial framework which was formed at the 8th Session of the Central Committee of the
Party in May 1941.

The basis for this whole structure of revolutionary organization wae the chi bo or the cell,
made up of a relatively few persona whose leader was the only one to have contact with superi-
ors. These groups shared many of the characteristics of secret societies and thus the Com-
mmnists capitalizet on the appeal of such organizations to the Vietnamese, as well as their
experience in utilizing its institutional form. This made use of native organizational capacity
just as had the earlier Tan Viet party. Cells were to be established on the basis of the
limited social differentiation that existed in colonial Vist Nam. Thus there appeared cells of
women, youth, laborers, military men, and whatever homogenecus groups might be found. ®
Cells based on these functional distinctions in Vietnamese society had already been attempted
as part of the Communists’ operational procedure during the Nghe An-Ha Tinh soviet. Their
meager success had in part been due to the lack of coordination in organizational effort, and
it was therefore above the level of the chi bo that the real ingemity of the Viet Minh dispiayed
itself.

This superstructure was to be formed by functionally distinctive horizontal and vertical
dimensions. The vertical dimension was to be the countrywide structures for each Ciu Quoc
assoclation, the Communist Party, and the future military command. Through this vertical
structure there was to be a unity of effort in long-range policies for organizational growth
dutermined by the top-level leadership of each of these groups. The horizontal dimension was
w be & *erritorial unification of al ' = vertical structures: the popular participation associa-
tions, the party, and the military inw an operationai agency. This territorial unification
would bagip 2t the level immediately above the village and continue through the district and
province levels in & pyramidal form untll the ultimate level of revolutionary decision-making
was reached. At each territorial echelon there was an operational control over each of the
vertical structures of the revolutionary organization. The functioning of these two organiza-
tional dimensions permitted operational decentralization by the unification of all the vertical
elements on a territorial base together with centralized control *hrough horizontal hierarchies.
The matrix thus formed was manipulated by the party through territorial representstives at
each echelon. They monitored the activities of the Cuu Quoc at their level and controlied the
selectior of the leaders of each functional group. In its later refinement~ this structural form
came to be known a8 the ""parailel hierarchies"” which described the parallel horizontal iines
tying together the territorial structures into a pyramidal apex of centralired control. ®

It was through this matrix that the party expected to mobilize a people who had not had
any structured opportunity for political participation beyond their locale since the discontinua-
tion of the mandarinal examinations in 1917. Yet this mobilization could not follow immedi-
ately from the Sth Session of the Central Committee, but developed gradually as the Com-
munists were able to train more cadres and to expand their foothold from the mountainous
area of North Viet Nam. The most significant conclusion reached at this seminal party meet-
ing was that nationalism offered the best formula for a Communist revolution in Viet Nam and
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that this nationalist identity was not widespread iu the country but had to be "mobilized"
through organization and propaganda.

Land Policy

Aunother area of doctrinal importance to Communist revolutionary strategy which was
reviewed at this session of the Central Committee in the spring of 1941 was the question of
land policy. Attitude toward land reform was always a key indicator of the general Communist
policy line as well as party strength. It suggested how pressing the need was for comproniise
with. and support of landed interests. Therefore, it was of strategic significance that ‘:e
Central Committee decided to put aside their '"land to the tillers" program. This was replaced
with an emphasis on confiscating the land of ""traitors" and "imperialists'' which seems to have
meant absentee landlords who could not controi their holdings under wartime conditions. 0

A more pervasive and ""revolutionary' land policy initiated at this time was the decision
to divide communal lands. This struck at the very heart of Vietnamese rural social structure
and coheslon since communal lands were maintained by villages, family groaps, and a multi-
tude of private associations, such as former students of the same teacher. These communal
lands are a Vietnamese rural equivalent to the m~dern-day trust funds, and their rentas sup-
ported the welfare and philanthropic purposes of the sponsoring groups. By 1938 communal
land represented as mmich ag 20 percent of all cultivated land in novth Viet Nam (Tonkin) and
25 percent in the center (Annam).

In areas of heavy population concentration where intenae bidding on rent prices for com-
muns! land might have made thv ae lands the domain of the rich, they were made available
only to those who owned no land or had amounts too =mall to support their families.5! Thus
the ( ommunista' policy decision to divide communal lands was aot so much a means to win
the support of landless elements of Vietnamese society as to break down existing structural
relationships at the village level 80 &8 to facilitate new forms of organization there. Because
of the so!‘4 implantation of the French and the Japanese at the time these land policy decisione
ware made, however, they did iaot have an immediate impact. Swce the few Communist cadres
available were at work in the Tho country, where comrmmnal land was not a social character-
i8tic, its effects woere delayed.

Truong Chinh

The various themes running through the mceting of the 8th Session of the Central Com-
mittee of the party and reorienting {ts revolutionary dectrine were perhaps best reflecied in
the election of Truong Chinh a8 the party's secretary-general in 1941 at the age of about 32.
The significance of this development lay in the fact that through his subsequent writings Truong
Chinh was to beceme the chief political theoretician of the party (s role Ho Chi Miab in his
pedestrian publications neve: atte~pw !) and the presumed leader of the pro-Chineo. senti-
ment within Vietnamese Comr-unism .32 The Chinese affinity is in part substantiated b the
name Truong C*ink, an alias for its bearer, whose roal pame is Dang Nuan Khu, which meuns
"Long March.” This was an obvious identificat:. n with the most celebrated chapter i Chunese
cevolutionary history up unti} that time—the 6,000-mile march of the Chinese Comrounisi.
from Kiangsi in south China to the northwest in Shensi Provinee, covering more than s vear
between late 1934 .nd late 1935 anxd depleting their forces trom over 100,000, to less than
20,000. Although attempts have beer made to identify Truong Chunk as traiped by the Chinese
Communists, there i8 no pogitive documentaion for 1t There 18 only the information that in
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Deceiniser 1939, following ‘he crackdown on the Vietnamese Communists by the colonial ad-
miniatration, he escaped intc Yunnan Province where he joinei other members of the Central
Committee of the party. While in the ensuing year and a half it would have been posaible for
Truong Chinh to have bheen a student at Yenan or a comparable training center, the available
data suggests that he led missions back into north Viet Nam for the party.

Whatever the ultimate explanation of Truong Chinh's actual experience with the Chine se
Communists, it seems unmiatakable that the decisiona of the 8th Sessior of the Central Com-
mittee bore an identifiable relationship to the thrust of Mao Tse-tung's wartime reorient on
of revolutionary strategy known as '"New Democracy,” and defined in a pamphlet »f the same
name published in January 1947. The Vietnamese obviously shared Mao's goal ¢ a broader
basge for the Chinese revoluticnary movement. Yet it is8 impossible to relate directly the
sources of the Viet Minh's operational and organizatioral deciaions of 1941 to these doctrinal
dev ‘lopments in China. It is true that hv 1943, the Viethamese party had committed itself
""To develop the culture of new democrac: in Indochina,” and had incorporated much of the
idiom of Mao's program into their public statementa.st However. it seems that the Vietnamese
Communists were elaborating their own distinctive strategy which involved a deep commitment
to naticnaiism. As they saw it, the main purpose of their Viet Minn Front was, 'To rally the
different strata of the people and the national revolutionary forces in the strugyle against the
main enemy of the nation, that is the French and Japanese {ascist imperialists . . ."s¢ This
emphagig on nationalism & Viet Nam was .robably a reflection of the wide difference in ievel
of revolutionary development comparcd with China where the recert history of internecine
warfare dated back at least 80 vears ic the Taiping rebellion. Although internal cenflict
among Vietnamese had not beer lacking. ii remained more an elite affair without the mass
involvement that had resuited from the revolutionary warfare in China. Moreover, oppositior
to continued French domicance was a unifying theme which tended to overcome many of the
regionsl and parochial tendencies in Vietnamese politics. There seemsad more potential power
to be derived from a nationalist program in Viet Nam than one which championed a more
particular program.

Despite the features distinguishing the ~evolutionary situation in China from that w Viet
Nam, Truong Chinh's electica wus an indicawon of a more pronounced Chinese Commuinist
influence than the Vietnamese party hal untd then experienced. From the funding of the
Thanh Nten in 1925, to the establishment of the Indochunese Communist Party in 1930, until
the xth Session of the Central Committee, Viemamese comnmunism had been the reflection of
the Soviet training of 113 founder-teader, Ho Clu Minh. Upquesiionabiv, the Chinese experience
during the 1930's had great relevance for Vietnamese communism {rom the perspective of
operational effectiveness. For reasons of their own autonomy and Qexibility, the Vietnamese
probably wished to adopt the relevant and immediately useful substance of the Maoist (nnova-
tions without a close public and wdeclogieal identifi-avion with Chinese communism. It was
mich a reole that Truong Chinh was able to fulfill with umusial effectiveness. He wzxs (0 become
the virmad embodiment of the principles and techniques of politival mobilization upon which
subhsequent Communiat success in Viet Nam has been hased

Relations Between Chinese and Viethamese Communist Parties

Som. of the tcasong why the Vietiamese party did not wish o dentify iteelf closely with
the Chinese Communisis became ciear affer the Central Committee session of May 1541, its
reiations with politics i Chine were much more subtle an! complex than might be sugype sted
by the incorporation int Viet Mink operational doctrin, of many recent innovations - lopted
from their (hunese counterparts. The Chunese Uommuunists were (0 v position o give sy

(AR




direct assistance, material or otherwise, to the Viet Minh. Their bases of strength lay out-
side the south China border area which was still the domain of autonomy -seeking warlors,
despite the wartime proximity of their adversary Chiang Kai- "=k in Chungking and the deep
inroads of the Japanese occupation. These Chinese warlords were in a pos.‘ion to exert some
influence iz Viet Nam because of the significant number of Vietnamese politica! exiles who nad
sought refuge ui south China from the French during the 1930's. As a result of their presence,
there was established in Kwangsi Province in October 1942, the Viet Nam Cach Menh Dong
Minh Hoi (Viet Nam Revolutionary League), known as the Dong Mirh Hoi. This group, which
wa3s mibsequently w play a significant role in the August Revolution, was formed under the
gpoasorship of the south China warlord and Comuaander of the Fourth War Zone, Chang
Fa-k'wei.s

This association brought together five groups of Vietnamese exiles, two of which were
besed in Yunnan Province and the othere :n Kwangsi. Included were remnants of the Phuc
Quoc group, still faithful to Cuong De and led by an exile named Hoang Luong. After the fail-
ure of their attack on Lang Son, the Phuc Quoc sought pelitical opportunities along th:» Viet-
namese border in Kwangsi. Also located there was a group centering around Nguven Tueng
Tam, who had a long career as an exile politician and who had orgarized a student polit.cal
group in Hapoi in 1940, only to flee the city the following year. Contrasted with these Kwangsi
groups, the exiles in Yunnan had beei hased in scrnith China a longer time and hac firmer con-
tacts among the Vietnamese community as well as wiui the local authorities. Of greatest
prominence was Vu ‘long Khanh, who was the titular leader of the VNQDD and who since 1933
had attempted to revitalize the nationalist party from the blows of the French which had driven
it into exile. Just before the beginning of tne Japanese war the VNQDD had beer reorganized
by Nghiem Ke To, a lisitenant of Khanh's, but there was shaip competition for membership in
Yunnan between the nationalists and the Dong Duong Cach Menh Dung (Indochina Revelutionary
Party). Having Marxist tendencies, this group had been forimed among the Vietnamese em-
ployees of the international raii link between China and Viet Nam-known as the Yunnar Rail-
way—who had traditionally been affiliated with the YNQDD. In addition, problems between the
VYNQDD elements 1n Yunnan and thoge scattered in other frontier areas of China had been left
unresolved and remained a potential area of discord for the faction-ridden nationalist exiles .

In order 1w eliminate opperuties tor oxternal exploitition which this exile competition
presented, Chang Fa-k'wei had enforeed unsty upon them by establishing the Dong Minh Hey
This tenuous unification was achieved by utilizing a Gulth and older group of exiles whe nad ne
centinuing party affiliations and were in reality pohitival anachromsms  Principaliy this in-
volved Nguvei. Har Thanh, wb becamwe head of the Dong fink Horon 19420 and Trung Boi Cong.
who became president of the provisional Vietnamese yovernment which Chang Fa-K'wet gpon-
sored in 184y Nguyen Hui Thaph. born in {375 in nerth Viet Nam, had participated o ths
original Phuc Quoc renovation movement «f Phan 3o Chaa 'Vith the nationalist leader ae had
gone inl exide in China in 1912, where in Cantoa he had tried to regroap youny Vietname se,
but without any significant success.  Growing oud, long vut of touch with Vietname -¢ poiitics,
and even rumored to have forgotten his aative language, Nguven Har Thanh seemed an improb-
shle figure o Qive purpose or coberence to politiend exates 0 China. But Thanh had come into
clome rontact with Chang Ya-k'wel who had convinced himaelf that this was the personality whoe
might hring unity o the squabbimyg Lictiens. Arded by the weght of Chang’s perseoml influenve
and a monthly stpend of 1166,000 ((unese !, the Dong Minh Hos beoame 2 realiy However,

the qualities that commendedi Npuven Has Thanh o thus Tpurehead role among Vienamese ox-

tes was 1 tumm s greate st sreaknwess o iuifuling o more fundamenial porpose e Uhiie s
had 1n creating the Doryg Mosh Hou oo
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Because of the relatively small numbers of Japanese troops in Indochina, there was the
potential that developments there could affect the pressures on the China {. ont through shifts
in mulitary contingents. Such a shift did in fact occur but not until the last year of the war
when, in January 1945, the Japanese 37th Infantry Division was rclocated fron. Kwangsi to
north Viet Nam.58 In anticipation of €. ents of this kind, information on trends and events in
Viet Nam was obviously of gre.t concern, not only to the border warlords and Chupgking but
0 the Allies as well. Therefo.e, the effort to creats the Dong Minh Hoi was not merely to get
centrol over Vietnamese exiles in China, or to estabiish political authority in Viet Nam—
although some Chinese were anxious for such advantage—but to fill the pressing needs for war-
time inteliigence from that region. The aging exile Nguyen Hai Thanh could not demand this
of the Dong Minh Hoi, for acne of its member groups had any such organizational ties in Viet
Nam. Chang Fa-k'wei{ was aware that the only organizational network of any effectiveness
throughout Viet Nam was that of the Communists, which extended from the strategic mountain
base in the Tho country to include informational contacts with the party in the south.s9

According 1w the party's official history, however, a maor obstacle in utilizing the Com-
munpist organization was that their leader, Hc Chi Minh, had been arrested on orders from the
Chungking government and was not released until September 16, 1943, presumably to enab: -
zm to be used for Chuneee intelligence purposes.s0 Thie extended detention and the simul-
taneous change of the future Vietnamese president's name to Ho Chi Minh from Nguyen Af
Quc -, appear symptomatic of the suspicions which Chungking had about his Communigt affili-
ation and his activities in the 1920's with the Boruwdin mission. However, contrary w the
generslly accepted view, Chang Fa-k'wei has maintained that Ho Chi Minh did not have to
change his name to get out of jail or that he was ever imprisoned in Chinu in the 1940's.§!
Chang Fa-k'wei states that when he first met the Vietnamese Communiat jeader it Liucheu in
1941, he was hearing the name tio Chi Minh ¢y:d that shortly thereafter Ho was sent to “unming
for intelligence training It appears that, despiie the Chinese antipathy to Ho Chi Minh's ide-
ological ideuuty, they regarded him as ndispensable in fulfiliing their intelligence require-
ments. The contradicti-n in the stories relating to the wartime expertionces of Ho Chi Minh
may reflect a conflict in Chinese operational priorities. This conflict marifeswed itself fol-
lowing Ho's appointme; t to replace Nguyen Hal Thanh as head of the Dong Ming Hoi.

Strengthened by a monthly stipend (ncresesed to €200,000 (Chinese), Ho Chi Mich began o
consolidate his told over the Dong Minh Hoi by accusing certain elemonts antagonistic to him
of being sympathetic o the Jupanese. R Faced with pressures of this sort the leading pation-
alist exile, Vu Hong Khanh, retur-.ed to Yunnsr with his lietitenant, Nghiem Ke To. There he
tried in vain to set up sericus cootact with north Viet Nam through agenis along the border and
also through ermployees of the Yunnan Railway. Although the effort did not meet with any im-
mediate succe2s inside Viet Nam it did help the nationalists. Dy raising once again the prob-
lem of the tenaciousness of exile political competition, the frustrated antagoniam of the YNQDD
&end the obvious sucoess of the Communists agrin aroused the suspicions of the Chinaser  Now
the question of the priority f their intolligence requirements in Viet Nam, as corpared with
their desire to exert a controlling influence over Vietnamese exile political elemernts, was
more asharply posed for the Chinese.

At this point the assessment of the Chinese wss subject to preamires brought to bear by
Fren.h intelligence operatives, whoe were alarmed by the increased opportunities the Comimu-
nists were receiviag 8 Whatever reaults tae Com™ 1ist intelligence orgrnization had been
able o produce, it appears that they were insufficiant o counterhalance the Chinese determi-
aation to manage Vielnamese exile politics and to thwiart anyv sutonomous consolidation of
power within their circles. This attitude was demosstrated by Chang Fa-k'wel through 8 re-
organization of the exties (nto a provisional government of Viet Nam which cregted a tenia’ive
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unity by using the innocunus older exiles for their symbolic value. At 8 meeting heid in March
1944 2t Liuchou close to the Vietnamese frontier, sfter less than a ye2ar in favor, the Vier Minh
leasiership was replaced b Trung Boi Cong, an old and weak personality who aequired the
vague puppet authority of president of the provisional government.st

Bui if this ezse in manipulating Vietnamese exiles facilitated the immediate purposes of
the Chinege it also demonstrated with perhaps unirtended conspicuousness the rootlessness of
these exile political elites. Since they did pot represent structures of political interest wider
than a handful of educated and elienated elite, they were more corcerned with personal pres-
tige and position than long-range goals. While their objectives were easier to satisfy, their
vange of political impact within Viet Nam wzs limited to an urban competition among elites
rather than to a widening of ihe context of politics to include both peasant and upland minority
population. In choosing taeir political allies among the Vietnamese, the Chinese selected those
who were easier to control rather than those who had wider influence and political capability.
The consequences of thia choice were to provide an important dimension to the Augne* Revolu-
tion aml to illustrate sgain the incapacitr of the naticnslists a8 & ~oherent effective force in
Vietnamese politics.

Following the organization of the provisional government, in whick Ho Chi Minh had caly
a minor rele, the Communist Viet Minh developed their activities autonomously iiside Viet
Nam, paying particular attention to strengthening their mountain base area. The relationship
with the Chinese had been a most useful one whils it lasted. If it did not ~esuit in getting He
Chi Minh out of jail, as Chang Fa-k'wei maintaius, it at least gave him a freedem of action
advantageous to the Viet Minh. The financ | supr -t had been sinificant and :* had undoubt-
odly allowed the Viet Minh to extend their intelligence gathering and »litical organization.
Moreover, some of the exile-formed Viet Minh cadres were a part of the approximately 500
Vietnamese who received guerriila training at tbe ham’ei of Ta Ch'iao, fifteen miles from the
frontier vown of Liuchou. This camp seems to have given i:ore emphasis to political reori-
entation than to the fundamentals of military tactics, put the politics cf the camp were diffuse
rather than doctrinaire. Chang Fa-k'wei says that both Vu Hong Khanh and Ho Chi Minh were
lecturers at the iraining center and that such divers. guests as Archbishop Paul Yu and Chou
En-lai came to give t..is.

Thig training center .nd its program, along witl the financial suppert and advantages
availsble to Ho Chi Minh, serve to underscore the heter: -eneous character of the relationship
of the Viet Mich t . the powtics of China and the absence of a cloase wartime tie between them
an. the Chinese Communists. Indeed, the relationship was an expresaion of warlord politica
in south China and its chara.ter was to set a pattern for relations between China and Viet Nam
tha’ was w endure unti! centralized power became more pronounced in both countries. Per-
haps the best example ¢. this trend was the fact that the subordinates of Chang Fa-k'wei—with
whom the Vietnamese dealt during the Japanese occupation and in the Chinese occupaticn of
northern Viet Nam after the capitulation—were the same personalities to represent the Chinese
Commumists in *heir early relations with the Viet Minh following the extersion of their control
over south China in the late 1840's. Most notable armong these personalities was Hsiao Wen.
Appointed in 1942 by Charg Fa-k'wel to handle Vietnamese exile affairs, he was also political
adviser to the occupation co wmand in Hanoi in 1945-46, and after joining the Chinese Commu-
nists he conducted pegotiations regarding asd to the Viet Minh. Seen from an historical per-
spective, it was obviously not a new phenomenon that the Chinese were willing to infervene in
Vietnamese polit 8. However, the fact that its intervention was more an extension of the war-
Tord politics of gout™ Tataa than a tie with any central political group in China—Communist or
Nationalist—was to Lav» inportant consequences for revolution in Viet Nam.




VIET MINH GUERRILLA BASES IN NORTH VIET NAM

For the Communist Viet Minh these consequences of warlord politics meant an end to the
cooper.tion and support from the Kwangsi war zone, until the confured events of the Chinese
occupation in the auturarn of 1945, Follnwing this break with Chang Fa-k'wei, they turned to
the consolidation of fragmented guerrilla units and the extengion of their base area amsng the
Tho people. The Viet Xinh entrusted to Vo Nguven Giap these tasks of military and organi-
zationa! preparation for the anticipated Japanese collapse. If Truong Chinh, the partv's sec-
retacy general, was the cmbodiment of the Communists' political mouilization strategy, then
Vo Nguyen Giap perscnified the evolving doctrine of revolutionary warfare. He wae the man
who forged an army of 8ix divisions from a guerriila band of 34 mea. &

Vo Nguye . Giap and the ""People's Army"

Although he had been a member of crie of the pre-Commurist revolutionary partiee, the
seminal Tan Viet, and had been arrested ")y the colonial autherities {or his activities, upon his
release Giap was permitted to continue hig education in French schools. In 1938 he was
awarded the highest French degree given in Indochina, the Doctorat en Droit (Doctor of Laws).
The future commarder of the Viet Minh Army then became a history professor at a private
school in Hanoi, the Lycée Thanh Long, where he succeed.d in orienting many of | iz colleagues
to his rzvolutionary perspective. Many of the nonparty leaders in the August Revoluticn came
from the faculiy of Thanh Long When the French declared war in 1939, the Vietnamesae
Communist Party was outlawed and its key members arrested. Gian escaped cap..re and
went to China, leaving his wife and family at the central Viet Nam town of Vinh. His wife,
wuown ag Minh Thai among revolutionaries, was arrested by the French Sireté for her liaison
activities in 1941, and condemred to {ifteen years of forced labor. She died betweer 1942 and
1943 in detention, from what Giap considered mistreatment and improper facilities. This per-
gonal blow heightened his revolutionary zegl and his hatred for the French, propeiiing him cn-
ward in his guerriis activities in the mountains of north Viet Nam. Cut of this wartime ex-
perience he developed a close alliance with the Tho guerrilla ieader, Clu Van Tan. Through
his increasingly strong ties with the Tho people, Giap prepared himself for the effort under-
taken with grester earnestness after March 3, 1545, to develop a 'liberation armed force” for
the August Revolution. This was the muicleus of the "People's Army'" which was to win spec~
tacular victories in geven yvears of war against the French.

While there had been much Viet Minh political activity in the mountains of north Viet Nam
throughout the cccupation, it was only two and 2 half months Lefore the Japanese coup de force
that Vo Nguyen Giap launched the first platoon of the '"People's Liberation Troops?%msting
of 34 men and cadres equipped with 2 revolvers, 17 rifies, 14 flintiock rifles, and 1 light ma-
chinegun. ¥ormed on December 22, 1944, in a Tho settlen.>nt in Cac Bang Province on the
border of China, this platoon was separated fro.n the main Japanese military concentrations
in the Red River Delta, as well as from the more seasoned Tho units further to the gouth, by
several mountain ranges. This initial Viet Minh unit expanded its strength by attacking the
small French-led militia outposts scattered wuroughout Cao Bang Province, wnich were
manned by a total of only 450 troops.

The manner in which these attacks on a force of 450 militiamen permitted a guerrilla
platoon of 34 men to expand iis strength ig a microcosm of a pattern that was to be repeated
on a larger scale during the Indochina War. The Viet Minh attacks in this early period suc-
ceeded becanse their adversary was tied down in numerous static defense posts, which enabled
the guerrillas to concentrate a relatively superior force 1n order to overwhelm the posts one
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at a time. Theoretically, the militia also could ks' . concentrated their forces by adopti.” »
maobile defense. But this would have inevitably le:t some of their territory unprotected and
the mountainous terrain, a natural habitat for guerrillas, would have circumscribed their mo-
hility. Without extensive political ties to the Tho and burdened with the legacy of Tho antag-
onism and revelt, the militia was limited to ineffective static defense in its response. From
these iaolated and modest victories the Viet Minh obtained the weapons to increase its Cao
Bang contingent.

Despite their preparations, the Communist-ied guerrillas in the mountains of north Viet
Nam were etill a relatively insignificant group when the Japanese coup de force occurred. In
early March 1945, the whole "liberation force'' numbered no more than & thousand men. 68
Moreover, the Viet Minh could rot derive the maximum strength from their forces because
there was no unified command to coordinate their operations. The Cao Bang troope under
Giap's direct control were stiil not operating with the more sessoned guerrillas in the heart of
the Tho country 1o the south. But by taking advantage of the coup de force, the Viet Minh were
able to disarm soms French who were off their guard while attempting to easrpé the Japanese.
This incre. od their fund of weapons and also reduced the obstacies to their movement, since
the Japanese made no attempt to replace the French in the mountain defense positions., With
this increased freedom of maneuver, by the middle cof April thz Viet Minh succeeded in uniting
their guerriila troope around the mountain town of Cho Chu in Thai Nguyen Province. Unaware
that they had only four months to prepare their ~evolutionary bid for power to take advantage
of the Japanese capitulaticn in August, the Viet Minh neverthelesa launched their task with a
dstermination and comp.ehensiveness nnmatched by other Vietnamese groups.

Potential fcr Revolution increases

Immediately after the Japanese ccup de force, the Standing Bureau of the Central Commit-
tee of the Indochinese Communist Party met to consider the new situation. After their delib-
eration, they iosued an instruction which would guide their party and ita Viet Minh Front in
preparing for an insurrection against an gccupation enemy that would offer them no opposition.
On the contrary, their cstensiblie Japanese adversary would aid them passively at first, then
actively. The resulis of the party meeting formally confirmed what all of its members must
have known: ". . . corditions are not yet ripe for an uprising because indecision did not yet
prevail among the Japanese, the country as a whole was not yet ready to fight, and because the
neutral strata of the population must necessarily go through a period of disillusionment with
the disastrous results of the coup d'état before they give way to revolutionary forces, . . """
Aithough the moment for a bid for power had not arrived, the coup de force had increased the
revolutionary potential, and the exploitation of this potential through political and military or-
ganization was the chief concern of the party. As the party assessed the situation, "French
administration has completely disintegrated and the Japanese have not yet had time to set up
ae effective un apparatus of repression as that of the French. '8

Two important aspects of this increase in revolutionary potential were the abgence of Japa-
ness troops in the highlands of north Viet Nam-—now held only by the militia reranants following
the retreat of the colonial army into China—.nd the famine which ravaged the Red River Delta
from March through May 1945, taking between 500,000 and 600,000 lives and sending urban rice
prices soaring. ® But if opportunities for revolutionary organization were availabie in the
countrvei-le, it was beyond the capacity of the modest Viet Minh cadre to take advantage of
thcin. Yet the citivs where the few determined cadres could be, and eventually were, extremely
effective were still tightly held by the Japanese whe n the face of a potential Allied landing,
were precccupied with local continuity and stability.




Because of the dichotomy between revolutionary opportunity and capecity, the Standing
Bureau instruction attempted to define 2 program which mude the best use of existing capacity
while preparing for the exploitation of available and future opportunities. Due to the convul-
giveness of events as well as to the modesty of militaiy organization and cadres, emphasis was
placed on the psychological preparation of the population. In addition to slogans and printed
matter, thia required the party to ewitch over io so-called "higher forms' of propagandsa in-
cluding, . . . parades, demcnstrations, political strikes, public meetings, strikes in schools
and markets, non-co-cperation wit' 'he Japanese in all fields, opposition to the requisition of
paddy and refusal to pay taxes.''70 Shock teams were to be formed to create new political-
military bases, liberation committees were to be set up in factories, mines, villages, public
and private offices, while '"People's Revolutionary Commiitees" were to be established in areas
under Viet Minh comirol. i1

Although the o ~anization of this revolutionary structure waa to lead to provisional gov-
ernmenial forms it was through guerrilla warfare that i.e party saw it could hest . . . keep
the initiative in the struggie to drive the Japanese aggressors out of the country. . . ."7 But
this analysis of the efficacy of guerrilla tactics in extending revolutionary structure and gein-
ing power from the Japanese was tempered with the warning that only where natural features
of the country, such as mounisin areas, were favorable was guerrilla warfare tc be launched,
However, within this framework, a more specific program of guerrilla politics for exyloiting
revolutionary space was hammered out imme diately after the coup de force.

Unifying Guerrilia Forces

Follc.ing the arrivai of Vo Nguyen Giap and ws "liberation army" in the forward base
area in Thai Nguyen Province the North Viet Nam Revolutionary Conference was convened by
the Standing Buresu of the Central Committee of the party. As its first steps the conference
unified the disparate guerrilla units which had just merged into the Viet Nam Liberation Army
and placed it under the rommand of a Revolutionary Military Committee of North Viet Nam
consisting of Vo Nguyen Giap, Chu Van Tan, and Van Tieng Dung. Moreover, the Military Com-
mittee was made the focal peint of revolutionary activity by its respensibility for hoth ""the
political and military commard of the resistance bases in north Viet Nam. "3 As a further ad-
vance toward a more coherent military command structure four "resistance zones' were de-
fined in north Viet Nam along with two wn central and one in south Viet Nam. Within these
zones, additional bases were to be established whare conditions were auapicious, ""as to natural
features, mass organizations, food supplies, anu a favourable balance of forces between our-
selves and the enemy. . . ." In north Viet Nam these conditions were best met in the arc of
mountains that surrounded the Red Rivexr Delta where bases could "serve as spring boards for
the general insurraction and constitute the nucleus of a future independent and free Viet Nam., ''14

Within the wase area guerriiia warfare was to be the principal form of struggle for both
the consolidation of control over the {orritory and the expansion of the Viet Minh forces. In
this initial phase of guerrilla warfare the Viet Minh placed a premium on the maintenance of
their force and on the rule of attacking only when it would increase their strength. Their oper-
aticnal watchword was, "to ambush and attack the enemy by surprise in sriall engagements
when we are quite certain of success. "> These guerrilla tactics were closely coordinated with
those of armed propaganda units, whose task included, "repressicn of traitora, puppet notables,
and ruffisns, warnings to mandarins and puppet officials of villages. and cantons, opposition to
requisitions of rice and refusal to pay taxes to the Japanese," which weve to be linked with
public speeches by shock *~ams in markets, transportation centers, schools, enterprises, and
theaters. 76 Through techniques of this kind, the modest Viet Minh resources in political cadres
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and armed forces were made to extend the revolutionary structure by taking adventage of the
mountain area where the population was aparse and mobility difficult ™v eliminating the ex-
isting remnants of the colonial administration or by persuading its vest: 1 cadres to become
part of the People's Committees, the Corumunists were conszolidating their hcld. At the same
time they werr - _lablishing a new struciure for the mobilization of the mountain popuiation for
participstion in the future insurrection.

In early June 1945, 8ix mountain provinces which had come under more than partizl Viet
Minh contrn!—~Cgo Bang, Lang Son, Ha Giang, Tuyen Quang, Thai Nguyen, and Bac Kan--were
un‘ted int. a single administrative entity known as the "Free Zone." A Provisicnal Committee
wasg placed in charge of the Free Zone, assuming coutrol from the Military Committee which
continued to exercise authority in the military gphere. These two committe. s were charged
with executing a program brozlened to include economic, cultural, and socizd affairs as well
as political operations. Particular emphasis was given to a three-month program of height-
ened preparedness which indicafed the specifics of the political mobilization the Viet Minh de-
sired. Of primary importance there was to ba a "mobilization of the minds of the masses,"
which was to be achieved by requiring each a¢dministrative district to have a propaganda com-
mittee. Its members were required to go intv every village with theatricals and displays of
force and were to hold meetings at which newspapers would be read and commented upon. The
next step involved the ~rganization and the development of the youth movement. This was fol-
lowed by a program to unify all Viet Minh organizations up to the provincial level within three
months. From this framework significant results were expected to give needed support to ihe
military effort. Each village was expected to organize at least one self-defense group of
twelve men in addition to a guerrilla group of five men who were to be trained for operations
outside the village. But the population of the base area was alsc to yield recruits for the Viet
Nam Liberation Army which was to take on ita first battalion size organization during the
month of June 1945. 77

Thus after two months of intensive effcrt following years of experimentation and prepara-
tion, the Communists through their Viet M.nh Front succeeded in establishing their hegemony
over a territory with an estimated population of 856,000 persons. Of these only 12-15 perceni
were Vietnamese and many of them lived in the foothills or adicining lowlands beyond immedi-
ate control.

The Communists could claim to control a third of the territory of north Viet Nam by vi
of the absence of pelitical opposition in the 37,000 sq.. ~e kilometers of the six-province "Free
Zone." However, this made them masters of only 10 percent of the population of Tonkin which
emphasized the Communist isols**cn from the . ~gs of the Vietnamese population. 8 Moreover,
it underecored not only the importance of mountains as a conv~—" .t base, but algo the limita.-
tions on the Viet Minh expansion caused by not having ties to the delta heartland of north Viet
Nam.

Viet Minh Externa! Interests

While the Japancse coup de force had given the Viet Minh the chance to establish them-
selves in the highlands it had also created other opportunities which ihe consolidation of the
base area 'eiped to strengthen. The Viet Minh believed that the elimination of the French
gerved to improve their diplomatic relations with the Allies, "hecruse the Japanese aggressors
have become our only enemy and because the revolutionary people have become the only forces
fightirg against the Japanese. . . .''™ Although the continuing miutary occupation »f the Japa-
nesc was a formidable obstacle to the 1mmediate seizure of power by the Viet Minh, it offered

72




advantages which might oot have occurred had Japanese authority collapsed simultanecusly
with that of the French and been followed by a quick Allied intervention. Based on the experi-
ence of New Guinea and . 2 Pacific Islands, the Allies had good recson to suspect that the Japa-
rnese resistance would be protrrcted and tenacious. The swiftness of their surrender could not
have been easily anticipated in the late spring and early summer of 1945, since the bormb that
was to bring that quick collapse only received its final tests at Alamogordo on July 16, 1545.
Being recognized as the only effective anti-Japanese group inside Viet Nam brought opportuni-
ties to the Viet Minh from both the United States and France. The overriding concern of the
French was the reestab'ishment of their cnlonial sovereignty in Indochina. The interests of
the Americans were involved in imrnobilizing the Japanese troops to prevent them from partic-
ipating in other war theaters or in undercutting resistance in case of a landing in Viet Nam.
For both allies there was a vosvergence of purpose in seeking to work with the Viet Minh.

After numerous tentative communications with the Viet Minh through intermediaries, a
French reccennaissance detachment was ordered by Jean Sainteny, the Chief of the French Mili-
tary Mission in Kunming, to move south from Tsir T+ in Kwangsi Province into north Viet
Nam's adjoining province of Cac Bang. On July 2, 7945, they made contact with the local Viet
Minh authorities (whe, significartly, were Tho} and requested that French iroop: be assisted
in ipfiltrating inio the Red River Delta. Under the pretext that they would have to refer this
request to higher authorities for decision, the loca! Viet Minh indicated that it would take about
two months te get an answer. Then Viet Minh Cao Bang representatives requested that they be
given arms and instructors in order to continue their activity against the Japanese. Whether
or not in response to this specific request, a mixed Franco-American mission of six men was
parachuted into Viet Minh headquarters on July 16, 1945.80 Their liaison prepared the way for
air-drops of ar ms, ammunition, and other supplies which did much to transform the Viet Minh
from a ragged bunch of irregula: s into units that at least had standardized weapons if not an
extensive degree of military training. 8!

Even though it appears to be a widely accepted belief that the Viet Minh rece.‘ed external
material aid during their preinsurrectionary preparation, the magnitude of this assistance and
its impact on the August Revolution have been less well known. Without being able to deter-
mine the precise circumstances it seems certain that a total of wpproximately 5,000 weapons
were air-dropped to the Viet Mink during the summer of 1945, Certainly it is not coincidental
that the number of Viet Minh regular troops at the moment of the Japanese capitulation—both
claimed by the Communists and estimated by the Frencli--was 5,000 men. Althcugh the weap-
ons droprrd to the Viet Minh were of American manufacture and the Americans were virtualiy
the only Allied force having the air capability in the area for such an undertaking, it does not
follow that the material support of the Viet Minh was a unilateral policy of the United States.
Evidence that the French too were interested in the Viet Minh as a client force gous beyond
their request for agsistance in infiltrating their men intc the Red River Delta and the parachut -
ing of French teams into the moun.ain base area. An interview in early 1947 with the Far
Eastern correspondent of The New York Times, Robert Trumbull, presents significant infor-
mation in this regard. It comes from an anonymous French official in Hanoi who is described
as a member of the highest echelon of the French administration in north Viet Nam and a for-
mer Frern b resistance figure. This personality seems to be Jean Sainteny, a celebrated re-
sisiance heoo who was French Commissioner for north Viet Nam at the time of this interview.
Commenting on the character and the consequences of French policy toward the Viet Minh, he
said,

Ironically, the Viet Minh received aid from us becauss the All :s thought
they were fighting the Japanese. The first French agents dropped into
Tonkin made contact with the Viet Minh and supplied them with arms,
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including the Sten guns that are now being used against the French . . .
so the mass of the population said ""These Viet Minh have the aid of the
Allies; they are st-ong, they are the champions of the nationalists, they
have destroyed the mandarinal system" . . . which was unpopular with
the masses because all authority is unpopular. The Viet Minh told them,
""Now you are a free people.' 8

Since the weapons air-dropped to the Viet Minh in north Viet Nam before the Japanese
capitulation were only about 7 percent of the more than 80,000 weapons that they were esti-
mated to have had when open warfare broke out in December 1946, the observation of the highly
placed Mut thinly anonymous French official suggests th~t the greatest long-range impact of the
aid was psychological rather than material. While these weapons permitted the Viet Mith to
enter Hanoi in force on August 19, 1945, it was the acquiescence of the Japanese rather than
their own strength which ensured the Communist predominance over the disoriented caretuker
Vietnamese government. Moreover, the view of the anonymous ofiicial that the deterioration
in compliance with the established pattern of authority was one of the principal effects of the
aid tu the Viet Minh tends to reinforce the earlier observation of Paul Mus. From this per-
spective, it was not so much the elimination of coloniai admiristrative and military personnel
as the consequences this had for the Vietnamese attitude toward the French hegemony that was
the real significance of the Japanese intervention.

Extension of Viet Minh Influence

In this gap between the loss of legitimacy of French authority and the absence of legitimacy
for any other authority, the Viet Minh case fvrward to fulfill rouiine tasks such as settling
evervday disputes and disagreements, regisiering transactions, and mairntaining order against
the . ~~curities of the period. Complemented by their propaganda but lirmited by their meager
cadres, these meg=sures served to win acceptance for the Viet Minh. The Communists, in na-
tionalist garb, we.. also able {o extend their influence beyond the reach of their cadres.
Shrewdly they endowed the groups with iccal influence which lacked any larger identity with a
new legitimacy. They merely cailed upon them to form Liberation Committees in order to
participate in the fight for independence. These committees served to structure the gaps of
revolutionary space and to provide a justification and uircction for what might otherwise have
been random and half-hearted protest. Success in actions of this kind was in no small part
due to the teeble efforts of the Japanese and their Vietnamese rlients to create an acceplable
alternative authority, Because of the lack of real competition, the Communists were able to
gain support of many of the politically influential.

Whiie the preparations of the preinsurrectionary periud had demonstrated their growing
capacity and their ability to carry out guerrilla politics in the countryside, the Viet Minh were
awere that, . . . it was in the three big cities: Hanoi, Hue, and Saigon, that the August gen-
sral insurrection . . . [would win] victories of a main and decisive meaning."" Even though
these guerrilla bases and forces were vital tu the Viet Minh after the August Revolution had
run its course, they were a complementary rather than a decisive factor in winning control
over Hanoi and Hue. The lack of such bases in the south was not the key determinant in the
logs of Saigon. These guerrilla forces were another pavaaological tool in the arsenal of a polit-
ical movement which dur.ug the Japanese occupation had shrewdly adapted itselfl to the goals
of & broader sgxment of Vietnamese society and developed move flexibie revolutionary tech-
niques than thev had displayed during the 1920's und '930's.

This acceleration of Viet Minh influence had been partly the resuit of the Japanese wnter-
vention which had created opportunities for wider political expression than had existed before
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the war. It had reduced the French capacity to enforce ccripliance while opening up the pos-
sibility for outside assistance. Howcver, it was not opporiunity which called forth the response
but a subtle though fundamental transformation within the Vietnarnese ommunist movement.

In personalities it reflected the return of Ho Chi Minh from almost a decade of alcofress from
Vietnamese politics, as well as the rise of two indigenously cultivated party activists, Truong
Chinh and Vo Nguyen Giap. Contrasted with their impetucus Moscow-trained southern Viet
Nam counterparts these men deviscod techniques of political mobilization and guerrilla warfare
which, by their sophistication and suitability, created new dimensions of power for communism
in Viet Nam.

Over and above these innovations, however, was a new awareness of and identity with na-
tionalism—now defined almost exclusively as the vehicle required to secure independence. As
this goal had hecome more attainable through the Japanese occupation, culminating in capitula-
tion, the Viet Miih was virtually the only Vietnamese group to exploit the situation th. gh a
broad appea! based on nationalism. Within this context, the Viet Minh's nationalism did not in-
clude any more specific definition than the goal of independence, and probably did not require
defining until the question of parochial 2utonomy among the political-religious sects clashed
with central party control. Feeding upon the velief feli at the demise of the colonial adminis-
tration and the anxiety over the uncertain consequences of a French return, the Viet Minh won
wide support for their advocacy Jf independence.

Complementing their capacity for decisive if not widespread action, this psychological con-
ditioning of an anxious population through a nationzlist cause in its demand for independence
prepared the Viet Minh in their bid for power. ¥For it was the hiatus in international power that
ultimately created the opportunity for revclution, and exploiting this advantage was not primar-

ily a function of military strength, even had the Viet Minh posseased the necessary armed force.

Instead, it was the formation of broad and even contradictory aspirations around the single goal
of iudependeiice which brought extensive inflvence to the Viet Minii. In this task the 1,000
armed troops that entered Hanoi on August '9, 1945, while a tangible manifestation of the ad-
vantages to the Communists from the occupation interlude, were not the decisive element in the
succeasful seizure of power. Their source of strengtih had come from the doctrinal transfor-
mation which had caused the partv 1o adapt itself effectively to the potential goai ot Vietnamese
nationalism. :

OCCUPATION'S STIMULUS v POLITICAL MOBILIZATION

It was through the elimination of the French administratic., and their acquiescence te the
Viet Minh takeover that the Japanese contributed most conspicuously to revolution in Viet Nam.
However, their direct aid to diverse Vietnamese political groups and their sponsorship of the
trappings of independence did much, often: in a contradictcry manner, to develop the nationalist
sentiment which the Communists capitalized upon. As a major part of this confusing trend, it
was only two days after the coup de force that Emperor Bao Dai wus prormpted by the Japanese
fo issue a declaration from his royal capital at Hue on March 11, 1945, in which he sbrogated
the French Treaty of Protection of 18584 and proclaimed the independence of Annam. 33 Such an
act could only serve fo tantalize Vietnamese nationalists, for the declaration failed to use the
name Viet Nam and it significantly left the area of southern Viet Nam (Cochinchira) stiil le-
gally 8 Frerch colony in the hands of the Japanese.

This continued separate status for the south reflected a special Japanese interest in the
area. Their purpose was to use the south as 1 yruerrilia base from which they could more
easily tie down an Allied invasion force, immobilizing it from activity against Japanese




positions in China or the home islands. 8 If the south were left under Japanese control without
an intervening layer of indigenous government, it would permit the necessary political base for
guerrilla warfare to be developed more conveniently. Although this spe:ial interest in the
south was to cause substantial political tension during the August Revolution, it had originated
in Japanese desires for preparedness and stability. Again for strategic reasons, stability was
the overriding concern. But means of achieving stability at a rapid pace were not readily ap-
parent. Thus this important consideration led to another anomalous situation; the French ad-
ministration had been disarmed, but it had not been totally eliminated. Therefore,

When the Japanese replaced the French administration on 9 March 1945,
they were anxious to avoid any economic or administrative dislocation
which might interfsre with military security for they beiicved an invasion
of the country was possible at any moment, They were willing, therefore, -
to maintain the French in the lower braclets of administration. . . .35

" However, after a month the French began to disappear rapidly from the scene and the Jap-
anese were pressed to set up a more substantiai Vietnamese regime. While their diffuse pro-
grams in the south appeared to serve short-run Japanese purposes they decided it was neces-
sary to replace the vestigial monarchical government at Hue headed by Pham Quynh.

Ironically, this selection of a new administration was not as simple as it might have
seemed. The Japanese found themselves faced with a disputatious and unconciliatory attitude
among the nationalist elite which was later to frustrate the French in their attempts to ""choose
and form" a nationalist alternative. Ngo Dinh Diem, who had proved a stubborn bargainer for
political advantage with the Japanese in preceding years, was the almost unanimous choice of
the Vietnamese non-Communist political elite. Maintaining a political hostility against Bao
Dai which dated from 1938, and which continued until Diem's assassination in 1963, Ngo Dinh
Diem refused to form a government under the Emperor of Annam. Perhaps it was wisest for
Diem not to accept the auspices of the Japanese when their defeat seemed 8o near and their
benediction so unpromising for future prestige.

The Tran Trong Kim Government

Yet the importance of his unconciliatory behavior for nationalist politics was that Diem's
alternative was to retire to the inactivity of his study, leaving the field of political conflict to
others. Consequently, it was out of a desire to take what opportunity there was to get a na-
tionalist political force in motion that Tran Trong Kim agreed on April 17, 1945, to form a
Vietnamese government. Unhappily for the development of an effective and coherent national-
ism, the contributions of this government were minimal. However, these initial efforts of
non-Communist politicians, circumscribed as they were by Japanese contro!, were iilustrative
of characteristics which limited both their success in the August Revolution and that of their
nationalist successors throughout the years up umtil the present.

The majority of the officials and supporters of the Tran Trong Kim government were
members or sympathizers of the Dai Viet Quoc Dan Danq (Great Viet Nam Nationalist Party),
known as the Dai Viet. The Dal Viet had originally been formed among university students in
Hanot in the autumn of 1940, with the hope that the Japanese occupation would help their nution-
alist cause.% The party had immediately suffered a setback at the hands of the French 3lreté,
“although it remained clandestinely alive among the Hanoi students and was reconstituted with
Japanese encouragement in 1945, when it underwent a major transformation. While the s'udent
origin of the Dai Viet remained significant, the party now became the focus of what has been
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called "bourgeois nationalists, 81 Thess were men who had advanced through the French edu-
cation system to receive the very highest degrees and were subsequently to enjoy positions of
importance in the colonial life and adm:nistration of Indochina. Tran Trong Kim, who has
written the most comprshansive popular history of the country in the Vietnamese language and
who was an education inspector in the colonial administration, was a good example of what
constituted the backgrounds of his polizical associates.

In the Tran Trong Kim cabinet there were four medical doctors, a professor, and a dis-
tinguished jurist, Tran Van Chuong, who was considered the "mainspring" of the government
which comprised a category of individtuals who had received many privileges in a land where
there were few available. 8 Their political experience had been intense but it had also been
limited to what might be called "elite politics.” Their activities prior to March 1945 had not
included years of frustrated attempts to establish a popular political organization but had cen-
tered on the in-fighting for educational opportunity, official position, and that elusive quality
known best to colonial elites as "prestige." The anti-French spirit they manifestec was em-
phatically not a rejection of French culture but a result of their impatience at being blocked in
their occupational mc’:.lity within a French-made framework short of managing tho affairs of
their country. While this characterization obviously cannot cover all of the diverse personali-
ties and groups attracted to the Tran Trong Kim government, it does typify its decisionmaking
core and :an begin our explanation of why the August Revolution was 2 Commuuist and not a
nationalist affair.

The popular reaction to the Japanese coup de force, which Paul Mus observed in the Viet-
namese countryside, was also present in the cities and provincial towns. Here it was ex-
pressed by the expansion of the Vietnamese-language press and the organization of public dem-
onstrations, all of which reflected a spontaneity very far short of mass uprising. Conscious of
the importance of these sentiments, the Tran Trong Kim government attempted to respond,
but on the whole their actions, reflecting their *vaining, were bureaucratic and legalistic.
Through the pronouncements of Emperor Bao Dsi there was a commitment to the preparation
of a written constitution which was to be based o principles of religious and political liberty.
The constitution never appeared, but there was an administrative reform unifying the old
monarchical bureaucratic structure with the parallel French-created one, although this did
not notably increase efficiency.® At the beginning of July 1945, in some of its most popular
measures, the Tran Trong Kim government proclaimed the name of the country as Viet Nam,
adopted a national anthem, and unfurled a national flag having three horizontal crimson stripes
on a yellow background which is still in use tody. Finally and grudgingly, on August 8, after
the bomb on Hiroshima had sounded the knell for the Japanese, sovereignty over the southern
area, Cochinchina, was turned back by the occupation authorities to the central government.
Thus, for the first time since 1864, the country was again united under its historic name of
Viet Nam. This unity, the object of subsequent fratricidal conflict, was resilient enough to
last little less than two weeks. 90

Emergence of New Social Patterns

In sharp contrast to these formal and bureaucratic measures, which might have been ex-
pected from the personalities directing the Tran Trong Kim government, there was also action
which reflected another important facet of its pciitical resources. Organizational activity and
the stimulation of political participation among the youth of Viet Nam had more long-range
consequences than almost any other effort initiated by the Dai Viet-backed government. The
impact of these efforts was in large measure due to the social changes occurring during the
war which had affected the attitudes and expectations of Vietnamese youth. Paradoxically,
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these changes resulted from a range of activities aparked by the educational and sports pro-
grams inaugurated by the administration of Admiral Decoux. Born of a fear that the Japanese
would capture the sympathies of Vietnamese youth through their propaganda, and out of a de-
sire to win the future leaders of Indochina to the allegiance of France, Decoux had expanded
social and educationsl opportunities as a pragmatic alternative. In four years 4,800 additional
rural schools were created and the total numbe~ of students at all schools was almost doubled—
from 450,000 in 1939 to 700,000 in 1944. Particular emphasis was given to the University of
Hanol where a School of Science and a School of Architecture were created and a Cité Univer-
sitaire constructed as a center for student activiides.ot

Parallel to this expansion of educational opportunities was the formation of a youth and
sports corps which was structured around a selected cadre. These young people wers brought
to \ae southern coastal town of Phan Thiet for training as group leaders and then returned to
their localities to organize teams for gymnastics, soccer, and other mass-participation sports.
At the height of the development of this corps there were about 86,000 young people all over
Indochinu regularly participating in the programs, led by an additional 1,016 cadre membars, 9
One of the major purposes of these educational and sports programs was to "safeguard French
grandeur," to use the words of Admiral Decoux, but the practical effect was to heighten the
social consciousness of the participants and give them experience in organization and group
discipline. % While pledgiug an athlete's oath to the French flag and the Vichy slogan of
"Family, Work, Country," the young Vietnamese were being initiated into sociai patterns
that would iater be transferred to other loyalties. Aithough available statistics are conflict-
ing, it would seem probable that the organized sporting youth combined with their less dis-
ciplined student colleagues must have added approximately 500,000 young persons to the
mobilized population, 8¢

Politicul Use of Social Activities

While the French were responsible for the social mobilization of this wide segment of the
youth of Viet Nam, it was left to the Japarere and to the enterprrising members of the Tran
Trong Kim government to ..ake political capital of this reservoir of social talent. In the
spring of 1945, they launched programs giving this mobilized youth a political organization
and, under Japanese sponsorship in southern Viet Nam (Cochinching), a partial militarization.
It was the Minister of Youth, Pham Anh, in the Dai Viet government, a 33-year-old lawyer,
and his talented assistant, Ta Quang Buu and, in south Viet Nam under Japanese auspices,

Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, who were respensible for giving political direction to Vietnamese
youth. The distinctiveness of the program in the south was due to the particular political
interests the Japanese had in connection with their preparations to resist a potential Allied
invasion. The swampy and imountainous Cambodia-south Viet Nam border region seems to
have been chosen by the Japanese as the center of a resistance area from \which guerrilla war
would be launched in the rear of the Allies as they pushed northward through Viet Nam.

Tho effectiveness of this guerrilla scheme r>quired that the Japanese have a close accord
with indigenous groups for assistance and flexthility. Since the activities and membership of
the sports and youth movement had heen concentrated in the south, it lent itself to a transfor-
mation, on July 2, 1945, into the Thanh Nien Tieng Phong (Advanced Guard Youth), which
formed the nvzicus of an indigenous army. This paramilitary unit became the special pre-
serve oi its organizer, Pham Mgoc Thach, who led the Advanced Guard Youth to a decisive
role in the August Revolution in the south where they fought tenaciously against the reoccupy-
ing French. To the charge that in the Advanced Guard Youth the Vichy colonial regime had
merely trained the forces to expel France from Indochina, Admiral Decoux has retorted that,
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Thy truth is that the youth of Indochina have not been more trajtorous to
the French cause than have been the soldiers formed under our discipline,
or than the students or intellectuals of this messy country have been to
French culture, . . . The crime is not that. It is imputable to Frenchmen
who, by their foolishness or ambition, made inevitable the coup de force of
the Japanese of 9 March 1945, creating an extremely dangeyous hiacia in
the exercise of our sovereignty in Indochina, 85

With ironic consequences aimilsr to those of the Vichy-launched youth group, both Phan
Anh and Ta Quang Buu joined their Dai Viet youth with the Viet Minh upon the outbreal: of the
August Revolution.? They took with them their youthful followers, drawn largely from the
students at the University of Hanoi, wko had been given their opportunity for higber education
" through the program of Admiral Decoux. The wartime governor-general's action expanding
higher education had been based on the belief that those Vietnamese educated in France had,
upon their return, only infrequently found positions commensurate with their preparation and
expectations. This he attributed to the fact that no requirements were placed on their curric~
ulum, with the consequence that their preparation usually bore little relationship to needs and
opportunities in Viet Nam. The admiral's remedy was to expand the University of Hanol by
emphasizing schools for professional training. Tais allowed education to be tied closely to
existing and anticipsted occupational requirements, 97

Had this trend Leen understood and acted uron daring the 1930's it might have served to
establish more of an identity with France among the emorging Vietnamese elite. | As it turned
out, Decoux's recently constructed Cité Universitaire provided the revolutionary ‘setting, on
August 21, 1945, for the meeting of the General Association of Students, which demanded the
abdication of Emperor Bac Dai and called for the formation of a government of national union
under the Viet Minh.9 In this crippling move, the Tran Trong Kim government was to a sig-
nificant extent undermined by the efforts of its defecting youth leaders who had gotten their
strength from the student origins of the Dai Viet Party. The irony of these ‘wartime develop-
ments was thus intensified. Decoux, with hopes of winning the allegiance of Vietnamese yorth
through expanding their opportunities for education, had facilitated the organization of an anti-
French student movement. Tran Trong Kim's interim Dai Viet government, in the hope of
broadening its base of popular strength, had encouraged the political orgnnlzauon of university
students who were to be the very ones to demand its overthrow.

Japanese Political and Military Programs

Of far greater impact than these defections upon the Tran Trong Kim government's ca-
pacity to establish a countrywide nationalist movement was the intense emphasis of Japanese
political and military programs in south Viet Nam after the coup de force. This was an activ-
ity separate from and almost contradictory to their support of the Dai Viet government at Hue.
There was historical reasons for this divisive offort. Japanese political programs in southern
Viet Nam, having begun at the outset of 1942, antedated similar activity in other parts of

Indochina. This was due in part to the fact that the non-Communist Vietnamese ‘opposition to
the French had been more conspicucus there and that Japanese officials had interests there
which kad been cultivated before the start of the war.

One of the key Japanese figures in this operation was / businessman named Matsushita
who had opened an export-import firm in Indochina in 1925, known as the Dai Nan Koosi. This
firm had a rather lusterless career and in 1938, after committing "indiscretions," Matsushita
was asked to leave the country. Followisg the Japanese occupation, Matsushita returned to
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use his Dai Nan Koosi as a cover for expicnage and clandestine political activity in southern
Viet Nam. At the sdnie time the prewar Japanese consul-general in Saigon, Yoshio Mineda,
was placed in charge of a similar vange of activities in the north. While overt zupport for
Vietnamese political groups did not resuit from this network until 1943, clandestine activity,
frequently in lively competiticn with the French sureté, did take piace.

it was through the opportunity presented by the vigerous opposition of the religious-
political = .5 to the French in southern Viet Nam and the concern over reprisals against
them that the Japanese became involved in the early part of the cccupation in specific issues
of Vietnamese politics. The Cao Dai had by 1338 become the most numerous s&ct in southern
Viet Nam, with approximately 300,000 followers, and in the first blush of enthusiasm over the
French defeat in Eurcpe and the Japarese occupation in Indochina they attempteq to extend
their religious orgauization overtly into pouucs. This provoked a stern reaction from the
French authorities who deperted their pope, Pham Ngoc Tac, to Madagascar and occupied the
Papal See in ray Ninh, west of Saigon, on December 27, 1941. In his prewar activities
Matsushita had been ip touch with the Cao Dat, for they had expressed an interest in the es-
tablighroent of Prince Cuong De on the throne of Viet Nam as part of a neotraditionalist re-
form movement which would bring wider status and prestige to the sect. Being a close friend
of the exiied prince, who remained the symbol of the traditicnalist rencvation movement, the
Phuc Quoc, Mutsushita capitalized upon this tie to gain a position of influence with the Cao Dai.
He was, however, unable to provent the deportation of their pope in 1942, an event which com-
plicated his goal of gaining local political influence. Ma: :ushira then had to find 2 leader who
could bring some coherence to the now faction-ridden and disorganized Cao Dai sect. This
problem wae reso’ 2d iv the person of Tran Quang Vinh, whose activities afier 1943 stimulated
the politica! conscicusness of the sect. Although the Cac Dai was increasingly prepared for
action it was not until the imminence of ar Allizd landing increased that the Japanese made use
of the political capacities that Vinh had developed.

A similar sort of Japanese relationship developed with the Hoa Hac. The tounder end
spiriti... chief of this folk rel’ :-ion, Huynh Phu So, was felt by the French to be exercising too
great an opposition to them even though they keot him under careful surveiliance in house
arrest. Urlike their acquiescence in the deportation of the Cao Dai pope, the Japanese inter-
vened to prevent Huynh Phu So frera heing sent out of the country and thereby won the confi-
dence of the Hoa Hao sect. With loyalties from the Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai giving the Japan-
ese political roots in tie Vietnamese ccuntryside, they hoped te create a structured force in
southern Viet Nam's politics. It was for this reason that they sponsored the formation of the
Viet Nam Phuc Quoc Dong Minh {Viet Nam Restoration League) under the leadershup of Trun
Van An.

The Japunesce seemed to want to create a political movement which would encompass both
the rurul foik religions and the parties which had developed among the more sophisticated
urban population. Because of its continuity with the monarchy and its traditionalist orienta-
tion, the national renovation movement appeared to the occupation authoritics to offer the
best means for coordinating the various political factions over which the Japinese hoped to
gain control. If thi: -oalition had become a reality it would have given its creators a flexi-
bility and a deptn of influence in Vietnamese politics that would have been unmatched by
subsequer,. movements. Hut the Japanese and their clients were unable to escape the pitfalls
whi:-h ensnar ed their suceessors.  The politicul distince between the rural autonomy-conscious
sets und the urban-based parties was too great t be joined together by the Phuc Quoc Dong
Minh. [t was not an impossible task, although it has =~ t to be achieved hy any Vir‘~amese
politica! movement. Certainly, the Japanese approach to the problem maximized weir chances
for failure.
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Tran Van An. a Trotskyite lacking strong legitimate ties to the traditionaiist restoration
identity in Vietnamese politics, was a peor choice 1o lead a broad political me 2ment. Before
gettiing on him for this task the Japanese had tried to get Ngo Dinh Diem to head such a move-
ment when the plans for its formation were taking shape. Diem was the most prominent and
authentic link to the traditionaiist renovation element in Vietnamese politics. His father, Ngo
Dinh Kha, had be=n respensible for preserving what prerogatives the traditional monarchy
continued to enjoyv under the French. Diem himself maintaiaed a close friendship with Prince
Cucng De until the latter's death in 1950. However, Diem refused these as well as iater Japan-
ere overtures and probably ended any real chance that Cuong De ever nad of returning to prom-
ineace from exile.

In addition to probiems of leadership the Japanese never realiv attempted to make their
Phuc Quoc Dong Minh a countryvwide movement. It szems clear that their purpose was to pro-
vide the political base for guerrilla resistance in the scuth rather than te create a successor
government to the French colonial reginie. This could explain why they made no effort to
bring the genwine Phuc Quoc leadership from exile in south China or Japan into the center of
their crcupation plans for Vietnamese polifics. From this perspective it couid also be und---
stcod why no reilationship was estabiished between the Japanese-sponsored Phuc Quoc Dong
Minh and the traditicnal monarchy under Bao Dai. Because thev were unwilling to take the
steps necessary to make their Phuc Quoc a credible countrywide movement, it proved incapable
of serving the regiona. surposes cf the Japanese.

Since thev could not develup an effective political coalition in south Viet Nam the Japanese
turned to the elements thev had been unable to unify. They adopted a policy of militarization
of certain Vietnamese groups to aid in their resistance to the anticipated Allied amphibious
landing in the country. This gave some parochial elemernts the armed means of asserting
their attonomous purposes. It intensified the political gap among the Vietnamese factions
and made the problem of the creation of central institutions and political integration more
difficult,

It is not surprising that the Cao Dai were the first to undergo this militarization, since
they had the strongest relationship with the Japanese. Under the cover of a Japanese naval
censtructic ™ preject, Cao MNai followers were assembled on the edge of Saigon, were given
military training and equipment, and, with a strength of 3,006 men, units were formed whick
became known as the Bach Mu Doan (White Berets) and the Noi Ung Nghai Binh {Volunteers of
the Interior). By contrast, the arming of the Hoa Hao is obscure and on a most rudimentary
scale, which suggests that it occurred not so much by the design of the Japanese as a con-
sequence of the availability of weapons in the occupation environment. The culmination of
the Japanese military transformation of Vietnamese politics was the creation cf the Advanced
Guard Youth in the summer of 1945, which was to become the core of a much touted volw.teer
army which, so Radio Tokyo announced on June 23, 1945, was being created in Indochina.

Since these forces were never utilized directly by the Japanese, the most consequential
feature of this militarization was its impact on the August Revolution and therefore an the
course of Vietnamese politics. It was not just that the capacity and expectations of divergent
Vietnamese interests were increased bat that these militarized groups wer~ exclusively con-
centraied in the south that gave a special character to the revolution. In the north the mili-
tarization of Vietnamese politivs was the exclusive :ffair of the Viet Minh, aided initially by
Allied air drops and later by Japanese acquiescence in the confiscation of forme: French
armament. Meaawhile, the Tran Trong Kim government was not allowed to develop a military
cstablishment and theoretically had available to it, as an instrument of authority, only the
truncated militia remnant, which had consisted of only 15,000 men in all Viet Nam before the
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coup de force. Of course, the Dai Viet regime could not nave expected te have controlled the
3,50¢ of these miiitiamen in Cochinchina. With its political deficiencies it is doubtful that the
government at Hue could have emploved an armed force decisively, but the lack of a forceful
extensicn of its authority merely condemncd it further te the periphery of Vietnamese politics.

With the Communisis forming the largest military force in the north and the various
Japanese supported groups incressing their armed strergth in the south, it seems that the Tran
Trong Kim government could have overcome its potent opposition only by a penetrating psycho-
logical program. This might have been developed as a complement tc armed force, but such a
pevchological appeal--naticnalist in content—was beyond the talent oi the Dai Viet oliticos.
Moreover, the fast that the Japanese did not incorporate ‘hose groups affected by its political
activities into the structure of one central government—even formally or superficiallv—until
their nd was at hand is further evidence that their purpeses were narrower and more partic-
ular toan the promoting of nationalism in Viet Nam. Indeed, by their encouragement of so
many confiicting interests and their generally inept efforts to coordinate indigenous political
groups, they set the stage for fratricidal clashes which were to sap potentially nationalist
energies and give the tightly structured Communists one of their major advantages. Of course,
the parochial and unconciliatory forces within Vietnamese society were certainly not of Japan-
ese creation, but their encouragement made these interests more difficult to resolve.

Development and Characteristics of Political Factions

Obviously, out of their cencern for expediency in the wartime situation, the Japanese
never considered their task from the point of view of building integrative institutions for a
stable nation-state in Viet Nam. Yet it is of underlying significance that the consequences
of their occupation undercut whatever _ tential effectiveness a countrywide successor govern-
ment ;night have had. This resuited from their ~onflicting political operations in the various
regions of Viet Nam. Paradoxically, it was the French who profited initially from this in-
tensification of parochialism and regionalism. After their reoccupation they were able to
detach the particularistic groups from the Viet Minh nationalist coalition. However, the
French found, as the Japanese had, in their attempts at developing political ccherence, that the
religicus-political sects among the unmobilized rural population were difficult to combine
with the political parties aw.ong the mobilized urban population. The common experience of
both th» French and the Japanese was that the elite political parties, with ihe notable evee, tion
of the Communists, were fractious and ineffective in mase political techniques. As a general
rule, Vietnamese partics have not had as great a capacity for expanding their organizations
into totalitarian monoliths as the Communists have had. Yet each one of them has acted as
though 1t were already the predominant force in a single-party state. Either as a cause or
ag an effect of this aititude, they have not possessed the abilities to compromise and to bar-
g2in necessary to maintain stable political coalitions. Thus they have be 1 caught in the
dilousina of being unable to grow autonomously and unwilling to expand through alliances. And
since no one group, the Communist: included, has yet to become totally predominant, it seems
that the prrochial tendencies of Vietnamese society have heen an effective barrier to country-
wide political organization and integration. But these objective limits have been less of an
ohstacle to non-Communist political movements than have other considerations.

Although this is primarily a study of Communist revolutionary strategy, it has become so
because of the absence of a revolutionry doctrine on the part of the Vietnamese nation:lists,
They had, it see.ns, anticipated no pessibility of seizing power upon the univer saily expected
downf{all of the Japanese. Apparently they had no contiigency planni~e and thoy had within the
Tran Trong Kim government no motivation to form a military org- :zation even in skeletal
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form. The lack of revolutionary tactics rejated to the competition for power was only one
aspect of the absence of a broad concept of revelutionary politics. Unlike the Communists,
thev seemed not to appreciate the political consequences of the structure of Viet Nam's colo-
nial societv or the need for sym. ols and effective phrases to interpret the turbulent events of
. Japanese cccupation and capitulation to at least the urbanr population of Viet Nam. Jdecause
of these shortcomings they were unable to win wide support in oppesing the return of the
French. Also bevond their understanding in the August Revolutior was the relationshiv of
political organization to forms of armed struggle and seizure of power.

Thic sharp contrast in outlook, expectations, and capacities was a not unexpected conse-
quence of the difference in political background ~—mong Vietnamese political activists. The
Comm ‘iist 1eadership consisted of 2 Moscow-trained as well as a Chinese-influenced cadre
who he i carefully absorbed the theory and tactics of Marxism- Leninism and had applied them
to the . own environment in anaivses of Vietnamese society. By comparison, the nationalists
had ~eceived little overseas training and their prepara. ion had been almost exclusively in
technical and functional areas. In their political activities at home they had been devastated
by the efficiency of the French Sdreté and their own org:nizational incompetence. Conse-
quently, this gap in political experience and ability betw. 2n the Communists and their disori-
ented nationalist adversaries wag to be raanifested clearly during the August Revolution and
through the seven vears of reveluticnary war as a decisive characteristic of Vietnamese
politics.

If it was this dispavity in political ability that was ultimately the crucial determinant
betwesn the political factions in the August Revolucion rather than any tangible advantage or
military capacity, then the Japanese occupation did not so much contribute Lo the development
of this talent as give it the opportunity to be demonstrated. This i8 not to minimize the efiect
of the occupation in accentuating most of the existing trends in Vietnamese politics. More-
over, the Vietnamese had the occupation as a foil against which to sharpen tv  abilities. On
numerous occasions, from the Lang Son reveit through the coup de force to the capitulation,
their political sensitivity was obviously heightened and their practical experience deepened.
Also, there can be no minimizing the specific advantages of the coup de force and of the capit-
ulation, for even though the indigenous political groups had increased their capacity during the
occupation they werz (*ill very far from being able to elimwate by themse! -es the colonial
apparatus of authority and compliance.

However, from .2 perspective of the occupation of 1940-45 the aspect of the August
Revhlution which seems most in need of emphasis is not the dramatic sod well-known Japanese
destruction of colonial authority—the ultimate expansion of the opportunity for revolution;
rather it was the Vietnamese ability to exploit this opportunity to seize such instruments of
autheriiy as were available and to develop new structures for holdiug power. As will be seen,
there was nc uniform countrvwide response and, by iis regional variation, the revolition re-
flected the diversity and compiexity of Vietnamese politics. But without this respuase at-
tempting to fill the void left by the Japanese there would have been no revolution. There
would undoubted!y have been bids for territorial hegemony, such as the Hoa Hao were to make
in wue Mekong Delta, and appeals for international recognition as voiced by the sinecure gov-
ernment at Hee. In themseives these were, nuweictly speaking, revolutionary acts, but thev
were paltee when compared with the comprehensive asgertions of sovereignty which the Viet
Minh articulated. These were based on claims of nationalist ' . sustained by
structures of political strength.

While ccnparable opportunities for revolutionary expression were unavaiiable prior to
the Japau se occupation, the revolutionary capacity to exploit whatever occasions arose was
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also absent. Yot only did the Japarese occupation and capitulation exnose Vietnamese society
to virtually any form of social protest—especialiv by the reiaoval of almost all formal re-
straints in August 1845—it also witnessed & maturation among the revolutionaries. It was this
chunge, most pronounced among the Vietnamese Comuzunists who responded to the Japanese
intervention by forming the Viet Minh Front and establishing guerrilla bases in the mountain-
ous Tho couniry, that had fundamenial consequences for the August Revolution.  Although the
Japanese h.d contributed both directly and indirectly to increasing the capacity of Vietnamese
political factions, it was the five-vear environment of prlitical flus and experimentation the,
created more than any specific form of assistance that made the occupation the catrvtic {orce
in the Vietnamese revolution.
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CHAPTER ¢

THE 5iD FOR REVOLUTIONARY POWER:
THE AUGUST REVOLUTION

If the Japanese had not occupied indochina from 1940 to 1945, revolution in Viet Nam would
certainly have been delaved. The potential for widespread opposition to French rule could have
remained unexploited and it could have been resclved by French programs to integrate Vietnam-
ese elites into an autonomous political system. Yet it is difficult to imagine that the limita-
tions of domestic politics in France would have allowed for such a development i French pol-
icy or that politically talented Vietnamese would have remained ineffective indefinitely. In e
absence of more effective political action by either the French or the revolutionaries, it was
primarily police powri that prevented revolution in Viet Nam. Prior 1o 1940, the Freach po-
lice surveillance and military force had been able to thwart all attempts tc challenge colonial
rule. With the German invasion of France, however, the maintenance of the pelitical control
of the colonial regime would have been difficult, if not impossible, even if the yapanese had not
occupied Indochina.

The effect of the Jananese went bevond the irrenarable weakening of French control to en-
courage the consciousness and ambitions of Vietnamese political groups. Thus, the almost
inevitable consequence of the five vears of japanese intervention was to create conditions ripe
for revolution. Like the conditions the French themselves had created before 1840, these
might still have been kept under control except for the crucial hiatus in established authority
in Indochina. In the absence of any stronger powe:, the Communists were able to take advan-
tage of the Japanese capitulation. Within this ga; n authority thev staged a rovolution which
dramatically reflected the character of Vietnamese society and the politics of revolution. This
was the August Revolution.

REVOLUTIONARY DAYS OF AUGUST IN HANOL AND HUE

Gn the morning of August 19, 1945, about 1,000 armed troops of the Communist-sponsored
nationalist front organization, the Viet Minh, entered the north Viet Nam administrative capital
of Hanoi and assumed control over the cityv. This “"peaceful conquest of power” did not meet
any resistance from appreximately 3 00¢ Japanese troops stati ned in the vicinity of Hanoi.
The local adininistration of the “indegoendent” government of Viet Nam, which had been law: hed
under the auspices of Emperor Bao i four montiis previously by Japan's vccupation author-
ities in Indochina, was caught off guard. Seceing the discipline and determination oi these
forces, the Hanoi police and the territorial miliiia wavered and were then caught up in the
popular tide of the day. As a gesture symbolic of its popular strength, the Viet Minh cadres
led a crowd to <torm the «ficial residence of the imperaal delegate Phan Ke Toa only to find
that the Bao Dai representative had {led the city.  After the ncutvadisation of the armed units
of the existing government and the occupation of Key admumstrative offrees and public utihties,
the Viet Minh strengthened their hold over the population of Hanot by a propaganda meeiing
reportedly held before 200,006 pereons. It was here that the viet Mich publichy Lad claim o
political legiti>~acy when it was asserted that, “Only the revolutionary people’ government has




s ostige and strength enough to cealive the common earnest aspirations of the whole people:
indeps ndence, freedom and happiness. !

Two davs before this successful armed coup, the Viet Minh had met its first Wnd only real
test 1n the propaganda conflict ov-  the legitimacy of seizing power in north Viet Nam. Sens-
ing its vulnerability, and feeling (he need for a popular source of strength when their Japanese
supporters surrendered, the tocal adniinistration in Hanot of the "independent” Vieinamese
goverr—ent called a mneeting of the General Association of Functioraries on August 17, 1945.2
Since this govoanmeun, created by the Japanese after the suspension of Frencn sovereignty in
March 1945, was headed by a French-trained scholar and colonial functionary, Tran Trong
Kim, and had a distinct bureazucratic character, it might be expected that it would seek to main-
tain its power through ~ontrol over the existing administrative cadre. Although the meeting
heid in Hanot on the 17th before a reported 159,000 persons sought the support and the loyaity
of this important element of the tenuous political fabric of Viet Nam, the gathering was wrested
from its organizers by Viet Minh political cadres. As their press communiqué described it,
the Viet Minh went intw action as:

A functionary had hardly finished reading the agenda of the demonstration
when suddenly Viet Minn flags appeared everywhere. Cne was seen waving
immediately o\ 'r the rostrum. A storm of applause and cheers greeted its
appearance. Five minutes later, a Viet Minh militant took the floor. At
the microphone he called on the people to jcin the general insurrection that
was on the point of breaking out in order to win back the Fatherland and
found th> Democratic Republic of Viet Nam. 3

Manipulated in this manner by Viet Minh propagandists, the functionaries' meeting was
highlighted by an appeal of the Shock Group of the Democratic Party which asserted that,
"only a revolution of the entire nation will be powerful enough to secure the withdrawal of the
Japanese. . . and to cut short their the French_ mad ambition to come hack to this country. "4
Combining their appeals {or unity with an attack on the Tran Trong Kim government, which
they termed “"completely p werless” and headed by "wavering and weak minded icaders,” the
Democrati Party appual urged the crowd to join with the Viet Minh in the general insurrec-

tion: "Let us unite together inte a single bloe. The independence of the Fatherl:nd can be
won only by blood. . . . We must take arms and vise up. 5 The rallv then gave way to a parade

through the streets of Hanoi with the gold -starred red flag, symbolic of the revolution, and
propaganda banrers supplied by the Viet Minh being carried by the throng.  Before the end of
the demonstration, which lasted long te tie night, about one hundred Bao An troops, or mili-
tiamen, of the Tran Trong Kim gevernment joined in the procession, brirging their rifles with
the.n. o effective propaganda techniques the Vie, Mink was able to prepare the way for the
coup d'etal two davs ater, which succeeded becaure there was no force 1o oppose a revoiution-
ary sewzure of power.

Stnce mastery of Harot meant legitimacy for any Vietnarese government, at least over
the northern portion of the country, it 1s important that this task did not require any absolute
power but only a relatively greater strength than the existing competitor government, Even
had the 1,000 treops which entered the capital ¢a the i9th met armed opposition, it is doubtful
Jat they weuld have faced more than 750 nuhitiamen, the strength this und was known to have
had m Hanoi as Lute as October 1944, But i addition to the weakness of thenr control over the
paranulitary and adnumstrative burcaucracy, the Tran Trong Kim government lacked any rea’
poitici] base, espectally among the urban Iiterate and socially conscious population,  More-
over, durmg the course of the Japanese occupation, Hanot had seen two aspeets of a generald
pottern of social mobilization which had been sponsored by the Vichy Freneh admimystration,
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One was the expansion of the student body of the University of Hanoi and the other was the
increasoe in the numbers of Vietnamese in colonial administration, especially in the central
bureaus in Hanoi.?

Influence of Democratic Party

It was among these burcaucratic and student elements of the Vietnamese population that
the Viet Nam Dan Chu Dang, or Democratic Party, was founded in June 1944 by Duong Duc
Hien, who was then president of the Association of Students. The creation of the Democratic
Party fulfilled a double purpose: it grouped the students, intellectuals, and urban upper classes
of Hanoi with democratic ideals but hostile to Communist ideology and it allowed the Viet Minh
to benefit from the political enthusiasm of these groups without having to bring them into the
Communist Party where their nationalism might have conflicted with the requirements of dis-
cipline. Without this political organization, the socially mobilized population of Hanoi would
nov have been brought into participation in the August Revolution. Without their participation,
the coup d'état in Hanoi would probably have been primarily a test of armed force, an eventu-
ality which the Communists always sought to avoid through the use of superior political tactics.

In themselves these tactics suggested the elite character of the August Revolution, for
there is no indication that there was a mass uprising in Viet Nam. Even among the urban
population of Hanoi, one of the three cities where the principal events of the revolution oc-
curred, the demonstrations were carefully organizad, not spontaneous. Such instruments cf
power as existed in Viet Nam and could be considered objects of revolutionary seizures con-
sisted of the small Vietnamese administrative cadre, the remnants of the militia and the
Japanese-sponsored paramilitary groups, and key public facilities. They were seized not so
much through a contest of strength zs by superiorpolitical organization and psychological
preparation. It was this elusive but vital aspect of revolutionary competition that caused a
French commentator to question whether,

the phenomenon which took place in Hanoi around 16 August was a revolu-
tion, for the enthusiasm seemed artificial and forced. Can it be called a
revolution when there was no one to thwart it. . . . In truth the place

was free for Ho Chi Minh, there was nothing to oppose him. .. .8

If this criticism missed the point it was because it neglected to appreciate the structured
political coalescence of important elements of a Vietnamese elite which had been made aware
of their potential social opportunities through French education and administration. For this
colonially created elite, independence and national unity presented opportunities for prestige
and power that they knew would be threatened by the return of the French. Thus they seized
whztever instruments of power were present in the cities, while in the major areas of the

countryside the politically unorganized and discontented peasantry continued its agricultural
routine.

Effect of Japanese Occupation on Revolutionary Tactics

‘I'hat (hese internal political forces in Viet Nam were able to find expression in the revolu-
tionary seizure of power in the north, while other forces of somewhat different character were
concurrently manifesting themselves in the south and center of Viet Nam, was largely a con-
sequence of the Japanese occupation and its rather abrupt termination. The Viet Minh, as
well as their adversaries, were not unuware of the impact of this event on their revolution,
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The crowd that gathered in the streects of Hanoi on August 19 was told that the tactical neces-
sities of the August Revolution required that toward the Japanese '"we must be very moderate
and avoid all unnecessary clashes, disadvantageous to both sides. We can also use our diplo-

macy to make them understand the situation, approve our revolution, and hand over their arms
to us."?

This change from the outspoken opposition to the Japanese which had characterized the
preinsurrectionary period—when the Viet Minh had received Allied support to battle the oc-
cupation forces—was due to the overtures of the Japanese themselves. Their consuls-general
in Hanoi and Saigon gave carte blanche to their intelligence units to negotiate with the Viet
Minh for the creation of a new provisional government. However, this Japanese support did
not obscure the Viet Minh's view of the broader international aspect of the August Revolution.
They knew that they needed diplomatic recognition of their regime in order to have freedom to
consolidate their power. This was why the Viet Minh realized that it wouid have to avoid being
""alone in our resistance to the Allied forces. . . which would invade our ceuntry and force on
us a French or puppet government going counter to the aspirations of our people.' Whether
or not they would be able to win one of the Allies to their side, the Viet Minh was under no
misapprehension that, "In this one and only opportunity, our people as a whole must bring into
play all their resources and courage. . ." and that, "It is now or never for our people and
army to rise up and win back national independence.' While diplomatic recognition was a
guarantee of the continuation of the hiatus in the use of international force or in mitigating
the chance of its reimposition, internal manifestations of strength and legitimacy were thought
to be the best means of securing this guarantee.

Attempts at International Recognition

By contrast, the government of the traditional Vietnamese monarchy felt that international
recognition could compensate for the internal deffciencies which had led to its being physically
and politically eliminated in Tonkin. On August 18, 1945, in the central Viet Nam impexial
capital city of Hue, there was formed a National Salvation Committee under Tran Trong Kim.
An important statement was issued by Emperor Bao Dal in which he sought in vain the formal
recognition of the independence of Viet Nam under his rule. In this attempt, messages were
sent to President Truman, the King of England, and Chiang Kai-shek, but It was in his letter
to General de Gaulle that his comments were most immediately meaningful: '"You have suf-
fered too much during four deadly years," it said, "not to understand that the Vietnamese
people, who have a history of twenty centuries and an often glorious past, no longer wish, nu
longer can support any foreign domination or foreign administration." Then, turningic 2
prophecy that even its author seemed to forget in future years, the Vietnamese emperor said,

You could understand even better if you were able to see what is happening
here, if you were able to sense the desire for independence that has been
smoldering in the bottom of all hearts and which no human force can any
longer hold back. Even if you were to arrive to re-establish a French ad-
ministration here, it would no longer be obeyed; each village would be a

nest of resistance. every former friend an enemy, and vour officials and
colonials themselves would ask to depart from this unbreathable atmosphere. 10

Abdication of Bao Dai

Shifting their tactics in yet another attempt to compensate for their lack of internal po-
litical strength, on August 22 Bao Dai and his advisers decided to ask the Viet Minh to form a
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new government under imperial legitimacy to take the place of the one led by Tran Trong Kim.
But before initiatives could be undertaken, a message arrived from Hanoi in which the Viet
Minh demanded that the Vietnamese emperor abdicate and recognize the Democratic Republic
of Viet Nam. 11 Although it never received any public rexzponse, the Viet Minh were obviously
concerned by Bao Dai's international appeal. However, it seems that the initiative to demand
Bao Dai's withdrawal sprang not so much from a fear of the remote possibility that the em-
peror's government might be given diplomatic recognition as for its psychological impact
within Viet Nam. The demand for the abdication had come in a resolution ""adopted" by the
General Association of Students held at the Cité Universitaire in Hanoi, which included a call
for the formation of a provisional government by the Viet Minh, 12 Through this tactic, the
Viet Minh was greatly strengthening its formal claim to legitimacy by having itself acknowl-
edged as the successor goveinment to the traditional monarchy. Moreover, it was increasing
its popularity among those, especially in the north, who regarded the imperial government as
a rallying point for a francophile elite and vho, therefore, sought its overthrow. -

To capitalize on the propaganda value of the event, a delegation was sent by the National
Liberation Committee from Hanoi to receive the abdication and to make contact with the
People's Committee in Hue, which had assumed control over the town without opposition on -
August 23.13 This delegation was headed by Tran Huy Lieu, who was to become Minister of-
Propaganda in the first cabinet of Ho Chi Minh. On August 25 it was he who accepted amidst
great pomp and ceremony the abdication of B2o Dai in which the emperor, '"handed over the
rule of the country to the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam,'" and declared that he would
"never allow anybody to utilize my name or the name of the Royal Family to deceive our
countrymen, "4 Furthermore, Bao Dai added weight to the claims of the Viet Minh to po-
litical legitimacy by accepting the sinecure post of Supreme Political Adviser to the new
government under the name of Citizen Vinh Thuy. 1§ Obviously, the Viet Minh was striving
for as broad political support as possible. -

Establishment of Viet Nam's Independence

It was not until August 30, more than a week after the initial bid for power, that Ho Chi
Minh arrived in Hanoi from the Viet Minh guerrilla base area in the mountains of north Viet
Nam. Two days later he addressed a crowd gathered in Ba Dinh square, reported to number
500,000 in which he delivered the Declaration of Independence of the Republic of Viet Nam.

In beginning his declaration, Ho reemphasized the Viet Minh's efforts to gain international
prestige and recognition by stating, ""All men are created equal. They are endowed by their
Creator with certain inalienable rights, among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness."1¢ In addition to the American Declaration of Independence, Ho iurther identified
himself with the mainstream of Western democratic liberalism by referring to the French
Declaration of the Rights of Man and then went on to assert, "Nevertheless for mora than
eighty years the French imperialists, abusing the standard of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity,
have violated our Fatherland and oppressed our fellow-citizens. They have acted contrary to
the ideals of humanity and justice.” The Vietnamese Communist leader then launched into a
catalogue of pelitical and economic transgressions which had been committed against the
Vietnamese. This accounting concluded with an indictment that the French had not been able
to provide the "protection" on which their nineteenth-century treaties of colonial dominance
were based, for they had been unable to prevent the Japanese occupation of Indochina.

With this preparation, Ho then attacked the potential claims of the French to continued
political hegemony in Viet Nam while he justified his own assertions of sovereignty by saying,
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. + . 8ince the autumn of 1940 our country has ceased to be a colony and

has become a Japanese outpost. . . we have wrested our independence from
the Japanese and not from the French. The French have fled, the Japanese
have capitulated, Emperor Bao Dai has abdicated, our people have broken
the fetters which for over a century have tied us down; our people have at
the same time overthrown the monarchic constitution that had reigned
supreme for so many centuries and instead has established the present
Republican government. 17

By its emotional vocabulary, the Vietnamese Declaration of Independence evoked ideals
and symbols which were an intimate part of the intellectual experience of the French educated
elite of Viet Nam. Through this extremely effective propaganda, Ho was articulating the feel-
ing, especially widespread in north Viet Nam, that the expectations aroused by Western educa-
tion and culture &~ vemained unfulfilled by French colonialism. There were cclonially cre-
ated elites loyal to .rance, particularly in the south, among landowners, professionals, party
politicians who had participated in prewar elections, and those granted French citizenship.

Yet even within these circles the general feeling of thwarted ambition under French dominance
was shared. Moreover, France had done little to win the support of the elites they would con-
front upon their return. None of their wartime propaganda statements had much of an impact
on these elite aspirations because French proposals were phrased in bureaucratic language
which discussed orly administrative reform. 18

Meanwhile, much of the Vietnamese elite not already organized by the Viet Minh was being
slowly directed to stand behind the independence movement. Presumably, the appeal of in-
dependence was meaningful because it offered a path toward fulfillment or release for those
not committed to some structure of opportunity of French origin. For example, the breadth
of the Viet Minh appeal and an indication of its effectiveness as a national independence move-
ment was perhaps best demoustrated by its abtlity toswin support irom Vietnamese Cathollics.
Significantly, this affirmation came from three Vietnamese bishops in north Viet Nam, where
the 1.1 million Catholics n:ade up almost 10 pexcent of the population, while a fourth bishop,
Ngo Dinh Thuc (a brother of the then politically quiet figure Ngo Dinh Diem), in the south
where Catholics were less numerous, did not back the independence movement, * Shrewdly,
Ho declared Viet Nam Independence Day to be the first Sunday in September (Septembasr 2,
1945), which was the Feast of Vietnamese Martyrs. Me appointed a prominunt Catholic lay=an,
Nguyen Manh Ha, as Minister of Economy in his provisional government on August 20, 104 ¥

Diverse Organizations Cause Political Discord

However, as events subsequent to the August Revolution were to show, the Catholios, like
most other widely organized social groups, were more interested in sectarian autonomy than
in independence for the whole country.2t This was a reflection of the character of Vietnamese
provincial society, which lacked a workable institutional framework for cultural or political
integration above the level of the peasant village. In the absence of a nationwide cultural
tradition, numerous parochial identities developed. With the exceptir» of the Catholics, these
social identities were ones that grew up around folk religions such = the Hoa Hao and the
Cao Dai, and secret societies such as the Binh Xuyen, all in south Viet Nam.

Within the larger, amorphous peasant mass that made up Vietnamese rural society in 1945,
these social identities tended to be small and fragmented, territorially defined organizations.
Thus, there was an area in the southern Red River Delta of north Viet Nam which was virtually
a Catholic fief. Corresponding to this ir the Mekong Delta of south Viet Nam were the domains
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of the Cao Dai, Hoa llao, Binh Xuyen, as well as a small Catholic group. The parochial inter-
ests of these groups eventually had an unsettling effect on revolutionary politics because their
goals for territorial autonomy could be satisfied with less than full independence.

Part of the success of the Viet Minh as an independence movement was achieved by out-
performing any competitor elites in meecting the demands for autonomy of these parochial
neotraditional social groups. At the same time, the Communist-led movament also had the
capacity to incorporate the recently mobilized but still unorganized elements of the urban
population of Viet Nam into their political structure. As will be seen presently, however, the
Viet Minh in the south were substantially less successful in performing these two diverse po-
litical tasks. Their feilure was dve to a complex combination of factors related to the more
complicated political environment in southern Viet Nam. Kcy among these factors were the
more effective organization of competitive urban political groups and the existence of broader
based neotraditionalist groups in rural areas. Strong regional variations of this kind have
almost always affected Vietnamese politics and the period of thu: August Revolution was no
cxception.

What these differences indicated was not only a contrast in political landscape between
the regions of Viet Nam but also fundamental limitations to the development of a nationalist
identity, The Communists were virtually the only nationwide political group, but they, too,
had to contend with regional stresses. Moreover, they were small, As He Chi Minh had
boasted, '"When the August Revolution took place, there were about 5,000 Party members,
including those in jail. Less than 5,000 Party members have thus organized and led the up-
vising of 24 million fellow-coun‘rymen over the country to victory."2 In leading their cssen-
tially urban uprising, an undertaking restricted to less than 20 percent of the population of the
country living in cities, the Viet Minh hoped that their natiunalist appeal would win followers
and it did. But they also faced a regional parochlanam which saw in the Viet Minh a mono-
lithic movement threatening the existence of sectarian "identities.

In both regions of Viet Nam the impending intervention of international armed forces to
receive the Japanese surrender loomed larger than any internal obstacle to the consolidation
of the independence movement under Viet Mirh leadership. It was out of a profound recogni-
tion of this international power factor defining the limits of Vietnamese independence which
also caused Ho Chi Minh to punctuate his declaration with provocative images of the great
disparity between Western democratic ideals and the French colonial record in Viet Nam.

If the virtually unconditional commitment of the French to reintervention could have been
blocked, or somehow mitigated, it would have allowed the Viet Minh to avoid the anguishing -
discipline of mobilizing the human resources of a largely amorphous society for polltical and
military action. At the same time, the risk of losing the neotraditionalist groups in a compe-
tition with the French over sect autonomy would not have been an issue confronting the Viet
Minh. Therefore, as he concluded his Declaratiun of Independeice, Ho Chi Minh drove home
the issue for the handful of Allied representatives among his Vietnamese audience on that day
in Hanoi by asserting that, "We are convinced that the Allied Nations which have acknowledged
at Teheran and San Francisco the principles of sclf-determination and equality of status will
not refuse to acknowledge the independence of iet }.am."

Ironically, in the absence of Allied diplomatic recognition the Viet Minh was to receive
another, perhaps wnexpected, form of restraint upon French reintervention, This was the
Chinese occupation of Viet Nam north of the vixteenth parallel, which occurred under the
terms of arrangements made at the Potsdam Conference for accepting the Japanese surrender.
The Viet Minh in the north were thus able to avcid a direct challenge to their claims of sover-
eign independence by the French for another seven months. However, the occupation brought
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with it linitaticn= to the freedom of political action enjeved im

raratery afier the Jupans
capitulation. The imposition ol Chinese-sponsored Vietaamess enle chizes onto the body of
the independence movement created new difficulties for the Viet Minh, The diversity, com-

piexity, and often contradictory nature of Ohingse political purpeses 1 pestwar Viet Nam w
to be & major restriction to the Viet Minh, This was in paci suggesied by the siee of thaar
military contingent.  Advance elements of o force that was:
froops during tie seven-m.onth ovcupation began o arrive in Hanoy on septomber 8, 1945,
‘they came ostensihily for the disarmamernt «{ sbout 4n,000 Junant:

fulfilled.

saell to on average of T2h.000

4 vask that they nover

THE CONTT'STING PATTERN OF REVOLUTION IN SAJGON

The significance of the Chinese prosence i this initial stage of the August Bevoiution lay
in its sharp contrast with the pattern of international ocoupation in south Viet Nam. When the
ritish troops entered Saigon on September 13, 1943, thev caused Fronch inilitary units, held
under arrest by the Japanese since Marchk & 1845, to be relegsed nnd eventually reavmed. o2

When cornbkined with a detachment of Frencn  »mrmandes and Goops of the 2inh indian Division,
under the cormmand of Maj. Gen. Douglas D Gracey, theae former prisoners comprised vart
of a 4,000-man force which was slowly augmented by rewmiorcements {rom France dusing the
autumn angd winter of 1715,

it had been determined in London on August 22, 1945, that Frenod adniimistiration would be
restored by British cccupation forces as soon as possible. Thus, Geners! Gravey announced
unon his arrival that the responsibilicy tor the mantenance of order would be transferred to
the French as soon as thev »ere in a position to take charge, 24 Although G:
tempted to avoid involvem alence
that erupted between the French and the Viet Minh sn faigon in late Septembesr caught his troops
in . crossfive from which they could not have escaped without some pusitive action.  Thevefore,
after his mediation etforis broke down, Gracev's troops were thrown into the fight to restore
Frencth ruie in south Viet Nam.

neral Gracey o

le. The wvi

in Vietnumese politics this proved (o he 1mposs:t

Communist Pavty in Scuth Viet Nam

Althou,. the strikingly dissimilar actions «{ the Chinese and British highlighted important
differeaces ir regional conditions, the political contrasts between north ana scuth Viet Nam
during the August Revolution were more protou: 4 than just the differing patters: of international
occupation.  Of fundamental sipaificance was the distinetive character of the Communist Party
in the south and its rather tenuous relationship with the Viet Mink., Unlike the party leadership
i+ the north, which had developed out of the Thanh Nien exile vouth movement in Canton tn the
Lute 1920's, with st~ong indigenous roots 1. the clandestine Tan Viet movement, the party in
the south was headed by men with more cosmopolitan experience. They had become {ommu-
nists as i result of education w France and had keld elective oflen in south Viet Nam during
the Popular Front perind of the late 18330's.  Iir Ho Chi Minh's absence from Vietramese poli-
ties in the latter 1930's, there was noe attemdt to enforee countryvwide dise line on the party.,
Therefore the orgamzation 1n the south develeped an autonomy which prompted it to resist ef-
forts by the remvigorated Contral Committee to bring it under 1ts control during the Japanese
oceupation, 1t was net antil after the party leaders had ruined whatever caances they had for
e sploiting the opportunitios presested by the Japanese capitulation, and watagonized the regional
pohiticar groups into a dracuonzized suspieton, that the "hourgeors” Communist chicfs were
renlaced by trusted liestenants sent from the north.




While serious bluaders were committed by the pary int

v August Revelution, these did not resul v myot

Qi ey tadiioy in

t
guarded autonems as {rom the limiting conditions of tne regions potic

tance was the fact that the mobilized popelation was much more N

political action in the scuth, while more numerous poittically conscious and cifective neotradi-
P30T

tionalist sects were alse present. The actior- of the French security police during the
in smashing nationalist political groups in the north, while such groups were encouraged in the
south by clecteral opportun.ties, was fundamental to the many factors creating these conditions.
in the north, where the Communists had masterced the fo *hrigues of clandestiae activity, the
party reemerged to a fairly clear field among the mobilized, palitieally conscious urban popu -

ron at the Jupanese capitulation, whereas in the south it faced »fficient elite opposition.

:
1
Morecver, ore of the vonsequences of the Japanese interregnum was not onlv to heighten the

i political consciousness of groups in the south, but to contribute to their mili-

ireadyv existent
zation, tncluding, irorically, groups of Vietnan.ese couth mobilized by the Froenck inte

SEOTUs program ciganized to secure their lovaliv against Japarese overtures.

fri contrast to the eircumstances facing .2e Communist Party in the north, the situation in
the south was more diffuse. In Tonkin the party was almost unchallenged in its organization
of the recentiy mobilized population through the effective medium of the subsidiary Democratic

; erial aid, the Viet Minh was virtualily the
“armed political group.  Among all the groups affected by Japanese maneuvers in Vietnam-
. there resulted in the south at least two well-armed groups, neither of which wa s
unigu in origs. Furthermore, the southern party had not bencfited from Allied aid nor
from Japaness coliaboration either—a fact that they used to their propaganda advantagei to
buiid ap an armed force. nor were the: able to get any such military means by gv  cilla am-
bushes or other seizures. Tierefore. they not only faced more autenomous and more capabie
political groups than existed in the north but theyv also had no instruments of power to bring
these greups under control, However, the majerity of these competitor grouns had no well-
conceived program for taking the lead in an Inuependence tovement ¢ven aimited to the scuth.
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In joining with the French by 1948, all of the neotraditicnalist sects were to demonstrate,
iust as the Catholics had in the neorth, that autonomy for their territorial sovial structures was
more fundamentai to them than independence for the whole country. Thus, for a ccherent in-
dependence movement to have developed in the south, it would nave required meeting the de-
mands of sact autonomy and the aspirations of the urhan parties while enforcing enough iseai-
pling upon hoth groaps to achieve tactical effectiveness. This was the strategy of success of
the Viet Minh in the iess compiex situation in the north. The party in the south failed because
it emphasized discipline to the extent of “ausing the sects to fear for their auytonomy, The
part_ aiso neglected to articulate sufficiently broad goals of independence to win the unorga-
nized but dissatisfied in »¢h urban and rur ! areas. Lacking a common front, internecine
squabbles broke out among the Vietnamese in the south, giving the French opportunities to bar-
gain politically for what they could not obtain by superior force.

Formation of United Nauonal Front

The first indication tnat no single group in the south would he able to approximate the role
the Viet Minh plaved in the north came with the announcement of the formation ot the United
Nafonal Freat on August 14, 1945, This body was sponsored by the Japanese and comsisted of
political groups which thev had aided in varving degrees during their occupation s In addition,
they superimposed on this political coalition lines of authority astensibly emarating from the
rapidiy deteriorating imperial government at Hue.  he treaties with France of 1~64, which
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had made the south a legally separate Yrench colony, were dencunced, reunification was pro-
ciaimed, and 4 Kham Sai or imperial delegate was appointed. The Japanese were walting untii
the last moment before their capitulation to integrate into a governmental structure in the south
groups to which they had given political encouragement, uiten along divergent and contradictory
fines. The reasons for this delav are not altogether clear, but it sugpests an unrescived com-
petitton between Japanese military cliques. Despiie the apparent vagueness of their purposes,
the Japancse were te assume an active role in the tactical events of the August Revolution in
the south that waz crucial, Their first steps in this direction occurred when the imperial dele-
zate, Nguven Van Sam, arrived in Saigon on August 13 and began negotiations with the Japanese
te obtain arms for the creation of military forces under tus control.

It was apparant to the Communists that, once these arms were distributed, their already
diffic - rask of gaining a controlling hand over political ferces in the south might be made im-
possilile. Therefore, under the icaders™p of Tran Van Giau, the Communists were successiui
in securing 2 meeting of the United National Front on August 22, at which they argued that an
identificatior with the Japanese would be disasirous. Their reascning was that the Allies would
consider the {vcnt a puppet movement. As an alternative, Giau pointed to the reputation of 'he
Viet Minh as a countrywide anti-Japariese independence movement to which the politicz! groups
in the south could adhere. Whatever merits the logic of Giau's argument might have hud for
the United Naticonal Frovot, it seems that the decision to acquiesce in the lgadership of the Viet
Mirh was infiuenced to perhaps an overwhelming «xtent by the leverage of the Thanh Nien Tie: -
Phong. The leader ol this vouth group, Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, had become a friend of Giau's
during w.e occupation. The influence of the Thanh Nien on tne Advance Guard Youth, one of the
fwo most significant groups compesing the front, sprang from its having the largest armed
foree in the south, white the chief potential auversary of the developing Tharh Nien-Communist
cealition, the Trotskvites, derived their strength from having the most popular following in
Saigon. Thach was undoubtedly fully conscious of his pivotal strength. If he was not a secret
member of the Indochinese Communist Party, as had been suggested, then he had apparently
assessed the opportunities for advancing his purposes as being better with the Viet Minh than
alone or with the Jupanese-sponsored United Front. Whatever the basis of Thach's decision,

i. 15 unlikev that the Viet Minh would have been able to emevge on August 25, as the controliling
political force in the south, withcut the support of the Thanh Nien and its armed units. Once
they became dominant and secure, the Viet Minh negotiated to rveceive weapons from the Japa-
rnese, an act which thev had so recenily dencunced. %6

The consolidation of the Viet Minh in the south was publicly dramatized during an encr-
mous day-long demonstration or August 25. Groups representing the United National Front
and the Viet Minh paraded through the streets of Saigon. As a symbel of the Viet Minh's new
armed potency, the flag identified with the imperial government gave way to the red banner with
vellow star. 27 However, the Nam Bo (Vietnamese for southern region) Cominittee, which 2
sumed governmental authority on that day, was not under control of the Viet Minh since only
six of its nine members "vere Communists. 28 The antagonizm which this predominance created
maniisted itseli on Sepvember 2, 1945. A peaceful demonstration staged by he Communists
was manipuiated out of control into an anti-French riot, whose destructive fo,ce coniinued into
the tollowing day. Before it could be stepped, four Frenchmen, a woman, and two children
w. e dead, 100 other persons were injured, and zi feast 500 homes were pillaged. ® Realizing
slowly that this was a serious psychological and political challenge to his power, which couid
rrejudice atterapts to win the confidence of the Allies and generate anarc’ ‘e conditions beyond
his control, Tran Van Giau respondea, but only after 1 weel's delay.  In the hope of neutraliz-
ing his political adversaries, he reorganized the Nam Be Committee on September 10, as a
more hroadly repres ntative body with only four of its thirteen members Communists. %




The situation in the south contrast. ~ with the patiern in the no..h, where a widely based
provigioral government under Communist control, combined with enthusiastic naticnal inde-
pendence appeals from Ho Chi Minh, Fad been sought froni the start. The party in the south
lacked a charismatie figure with whom popuiar aspirations could be identified and it only
adopted 2 coalition government under the pressure of violent provocation. Moreover, Pham
Van Bach, whom Giau chose for the position of titular leader of the Nam Bo Committee, was
an unknown lawyer who ha’ been practicing in Cambodia. Neither he nor Giau displayed an
ability to meet the fundamentsl demands of the groups active in the south. Because there was
no resoiution of their political expectations into a ~oherent independence movement, the
strength of these groups was directed against each other rather than in preparing to oppose
the return of th  French. While no one group can be documented as responsible for the ex-
cesges of September 2, these events formed part of a trend in the August Revolution in the
south. As a consequence of widely differentiated social identity and political power there,
sectarian predeminance became a more urgent goal than national independence.

Sects and Politica! Groups

One important example of this internecine siruggle was the drive of the synecretistic folk
religious sect, the Hoa Hao, to esiablish its territorial hegemorv in the Transbhassac section
of the Mekor~ River Delta, southwest of Saigon. Although thia sect might have been success-
fully united into a Communist-spensored nationalist coalition, its basic territorial goals came
sharply into conflict with the position of the Viet Minh. These differences »ere brought to a
violent clash in the Mekong River port of Can Tho, which the Hoa Hao considered the rightful
capital of their dornain. Here, on September 8, 1945, some 15,000 Hoa Hao followers, armed
mostly with knives and other crude weapons, were crueily put down by the Viet Minh -controiled
Advanced Guard Youth, reportecly supported by the local Japanese garrison. By its savagery,
the mussacre provoked reprisals against the Coramunists from Hoa Hao delta bases. Having
been put down in such a bloody manner by the Viet Minh, the Hoa Hso looked to the French for
a political aiternative. However, th. Hoa Hao was antagonized by the manner of the colonial
reoccupation of the Mekong Deita towns in the autums of 1945, and the aders of this folk
reiigion sought an accommodation with the Viet Minh. s April 1947 . Cy rejoined the French
side when the founder and spiritual leader of the folk religion, Huynh Phu So. was arrested and
subsequently executed by the Communists. The dea’h of Huynb Phu Se, who had been appointed
by Tran Van Giau to the reorganized Nam Bo Comm ttee on September 10, 1945, in an effs: ¢
placate the aroused teelinge of the Hoa Hao, presented the French with a n~- nolitical opportu-
nity. They capitalized upon it by recognizing the territorial hegemo' of the sect and by even-
tually arming 20,000 of its adherents in the fight against the Viet “.nh in the Mekong River
Delta. Although the Hoa Hao appeared on the surfac: to be po! .ically unstable, because of its
wide, pendulvm..<e swings in ideclogical affiliation, there was a fundamental consistency of
“nix pose in its actions. Its chief goal, as the French discovered, was territorial political

agemony.

The heavyhanded approach of the Coramunists to .he political groups 1. the south did not
confine itself to territorially defined social and politicul organizationa such .s the Hoa Hao;
it was much more intense agiinst the political parties among the urbar population. These
groups did not seek geographic hegerony, but rather control cver the instruments of power in
Saigon. The most avowedly determined enemies of the Communists in the south were the ad-
herenis to the 4th Internationa!, the Trotskyites, whose antagonism had its origins in deep-
seated ideolegical differences, as well as enduring scars sustained in political infighting in the
iate 1930's. The Communist dominance of the Nam Bo Comamittee haa done nothing to mitigate
these antagonisms. There is ulmost no evidence available to suggest that the Tran Van Giau
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group wanted accommedation; instead, Jhey sought the complete elimination of the Trotskyites.
Despite a4 moderate amount of assistance from the Japanese during the occupation, the Trots-
kyites lound themselves unprepared foi the situation that inliowed the capitulation. Thev had
neither an armed force ner a well-developed party organization. In cariy September 1945, the
Commurists moved swiltly against their enemy. The man who had guided the development of
the Trotskyite movement, Ta Thu Thao, was arrestec on the orders of Tran Van Giau in Quang
Ngsai Province in central Viet Nam ard was executed befor the end of the year. By the end of
October, tive more Trotskyite leaders were known to have been assassinated by the Commu-
nists, and thereafier the party ceased to play a role in Vietnamese politics. While other, less
noteworthy members of the party may also have been subjected to violence or its threat, it ap-
pears that this was a case of eliminating a political movement by decapitation.

The Trotskyites were not the only party to suffer such a fate, and the impressive results
of the Communist policy of assassination indicate the shrewdness and calewation with which
it was conceived and execuied. In the year and a half following the Japanese capitulation and
leading to the outbreak of general hostilities in December 1946, approximately 40 significant
Vietnamese political figures were assassinated, not including large numbers of village and
lowes -1anking provincial officials. Among them were the leaders of seven different political
groups in cemrai and south Viet Nam, including--in addition to the Trotskyite and Roa Hao
chiefs alr~ady mentioned—the Constitutionalist Party; the Independence Party; Ngiuyen Van
Sam of the National Union Front; Pham Qujnh, the Prime Minister of Viet Nam before March 9.
1945, and an influential nationalist in favor of the traditional monarchy; Ngo Dinh Khoi, chief
of Quang Nam Province, s leader among Vietnamese Catholics, and a brother of Ngo Dinh Diem.

Whatever irfluence these violent desths had on the remaining members of the varicus
political groups in dissuading them from any anti-Communist activity, or whatever impact
tiese leaders mi- t have had on Vietnamese politics if they had lived, can only be speculated
uron. What appears of greater gignificance as a successful result of these assassinations in
quelling opposition, especially from urban-oriented paities, is the indication of a general lack
of tight and resilient party structure and the small number of party adherenis. This absence
of widespread political participation and coherent party organization emphasizes a specific
characteristic of revolution in Viet Nam. Despite the more broadiy differentiated social and
politica! structure iun the south, the events ir *he August Revolution throughout Viet Nam in-
vol.2d a small portion of the total populatior. Except for the Communists and the religious-
political sects, the effectiveness and endurance of partics were slight. Therefore, one of the
major characteristic components of the August Revolution was elite politics. Mass participa -
tiun uld not be a meaningful alterrative, because crganizations to mobilize large numbers of
people for political action were lacking. With the exception of public demonstrations in the
urban centers of Hanoi and Saigon, resulting from propaxanda exhortations, the politics of the
August Revolution was a ciose competition between a handful of Vietnamese political figures.

Rearming of French Military Forces

Because of preoccupation with competition among indigenous political groups, the Commu-
nists were caught unprepared for a major turning point in the August Revolution in the south,
This occurred on September 22, ten duvs after the first elements of Gen. Douglas Gracey's
British force had begun to arrive in Saigon. During this period, Gracey had tried to get the
Japanese to maintain order and to prevent fu. cher clashes between the Vietnamese and the
French. The Japanese were far from resolute in this task and finally, on September 20,
Gracey assumed responsibility for maintaining order. On the 22nd, the British general was
persuaded by the French representative, Jean Cedille, to rearm approximately 1,409 men of
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the 9th and 11th Colonial Infartry Regiments who had heen imprisoned by the Japanese on
March 9, 1545. %

Although these men werc organized to nelp General Gracey maintain grder, once armed,
they followed an autonomcus and prevocative course. On the night of September 22
these troops, under Cedillie's ¢ rders, recccupied all public buildings aad in the morning the
Vietnamese found that they Lad been the victims of a blocdless coup d'etat. So tenuous was
the influence of the instruments and institutions of nower in the colonial capital of Saigon that,
by evicting the unsuspecting Viet Minh from a handful of key public buiidings, the French made
themselves titular masters of the city, Because timing and coordination, rather than superior
forces made this French success possibie, the Vietnamese were able, on the folliowing dav, to
launch a large-scale coumerattack on all the points they had lost. By this time, however, their
potent.al superiority had vanished for, '"The irnmediate ~cllapse of :J1 administration and the
prospect of the cutbreak of civil war caused General Gracey to intervene, and his forces
evicted the Annamites | Vietnamese | from key points and restored these to the French. " 32

The potential effects of this action in support of the French might have been mitigated or
entirely avoided if the preoccupation of the Communists with local aspects of the August Rev-
oluticn had not caused them (o neglect their ccntacts with the British. For, although the Brit-
«sh came to Viet Nam committed to restoring the French, they were not necessarily committed
to expelling the Viet Minh from power. This distinction seems clear from the moves made by
CGeneral Gracey when faced with the excesses from the Frep~h side. With the power advantage
now in their favor, the French, who (with the exception of Cedille and about 500 commandos)
were holdovers from the colonial administration, began to seek their revenge on the Vietnam-
ese for the indignities of August and September. As one press report described it,

Competent observers believe that ex-Vichyitee ruined immedisate hopes
of a compromise settlernent when lagt 23 September, they started their
reign of terror by mass arvests. 3 The arrests touched off a wave of
outrages by local French civilians against Annamese natives, While
Vichyite patrols locoked on civilians u.sulted and attacked unarmed An-
uamese on the streets. . .

Under the pressure ot tuis type of criticism, especially from foreign correspondents, General
Gracey decided to neutralize the French colonial army units by having them confined to their
barracks. Once again he charged the Japanese with the task of maintaining order. But the
French reaction merely touched off a more intense Vietn .mese reaction. On the night of
Septernber 24, they broke into a French housing area known as the Cité Herault, massacred
214 persons, mostly women and children, and wounded another 150.

There was no definite evidence for assigning the responsibility for this ocutrage to any one
Vieinamese group. It has been suggested that the massacre was the work of the Binh Xuyen,
a small but effective neotraditionaiist political sect which started during the Japanese occupsa-
tion. What is clear, however, is that, like the events of Septeinber 2, the Cité Herault incident
was an obvious challenge to embarrass the position of Tran Van Giau =nd to demonstrate the
administrative incompetency of the Nam Be Committee. The objective was to cause additional
reprisals and sanctions sgainst them by the French and British. Bw extra and probably un-
expected force was to be added to these reprisals. To a much greater extent than on Septem-
ber 2, when they chose not to intervene, thie Japanese were dircetly smpheated. They had been
responsible for protecting the Cité Herault. Morcover, they still had the most powerfu! force
in the city, with 5,000 men under urms. 3¢ Perhaps awareness of their ineffectiveness in pro-
tecting *rench civilians, and also because of Allied warnings that their irresponsibility might
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be grounds for war crimes procecdings, the Japanese gave closer attention to the 2,500 Anglo-
Indians under General Gracey's direct command iu the face of Viet Minh attacks on the 25th
and 26th of September. With the coordinated efforts of French, Japanese, and British troops,
the armed units of the Viet Mioh and other Viemuwnese groups werce driven from the center of

force.

Although on September 30, Tran Van Giau spread a pamphiet throughout the city calling
for a general strike, total evacuation of Saigon by the Vietnamese, and exhorting . . . blockade
the city. . . . The Europeans will ouly occupy the town when it has been reduced to ashes, ' 3
General Giacey still had hope of a negotiated settlement to avoid a more general conflict. The
RBritish commander arranged for a m2eting between Jean Cedille and the Nam Bo Committee
on October 2. Severs. days of negotiations indicated that the minimum conditions which ihe
Communists would accept was a return to the status gu. ante of Seplumber 23. Cedille had
neither the desire nor the authority to meet the demands of a recognition of the legitimacy
which the Nam Bo Commitiee had lost by thicir eviction from the key public facilities and
buildings in Saigon. Because of the imminent arrival of Gen. Philippe Lecierc, who was to be
the Commander cf French Forces ir Indochina, along with fresh reinforcements, there wis no
inceative for Cedille to treat the Viet Minh demands seriously.

By October 3, the Frerch ship Triomphant began to debark the 5th Colonial Infantry Regi-
ment, which gave the French at least another 1,000 men. General Lerlerc arrived hy air on
October 5. A week later he began the push out of Saigon with the help of the Britis>. Occupy-
ing the suburbs of Go Vap and Gia Dinh, the French then moved northwestward to Bien Hoa on
the 23rd, and to Thu Dau Mot on the 25th, of October, wheun they were able to take My Tho in
the south—the gateway to the Mekcong River Delta—by a naval assault from the river estnary,
combined with a land force moving bv road from Saigon. The tw< impertant Mekong Delta
trading and communications centers of Vinh Long and Can Tho were taken on October 29 and
November 1, respectively. 3¢ Before the end of December 1945, most of the towns in Viet Nan
south of the sixtcenth parallel had been occupied, inciuding extrems southern ~reas of the
plateau countyry inhabited by underdeveloped ethnic minorities faithful to the Y. onch. But this
reoccupation did not include a strategic strip of territovy running south from tie koy port city
of Da Nng to just north of Nha Trang in the ceniral coastal area—a situation with much sig-
pificance for future evenis.

SHIFTING BALANCE OF MILITARY FORCES IN THE SOUTH:
A RFEFLECTION OF THE CHARACTEE OF REVOLUTIONARY STRUCTURE

A complete shitt in the balance of armed forces in the Frenen favor had occurred on
October zo, 1945, when the ar-ival of the 2nd Arwored Division increased their forces in
gsouthern Indockina to 25,000 men. Thig meant that the Freoach could carry out thetr reoccupa-
tion policy sout’t of the sixteenth poraliei—at least of the ‘owns and the rural areas of major
cconomic imporiance —without the necessity of making political commitments or of establish-
ing negotiations with any local groups. During, October, the strength of the Viet . tinh had
congited of appruximately 20,000 men in the vicinity of Saigon, of whom about 15,000 wer
armi~d in one form or another  Almost all of these were members of the Advanced Guard
Youth, except for about 3,000 men under the commarnd of the Cao Da and about 1,300 men in
the Binh Xuven, Besides these forces in the Saigon area, local Viet Minh committees formed
throughout south Viet Nam by the occupation-hattered cadres of the Communist Party had or-
ganized armed units. The recruts had core from among the scaderless remnants of thoge
Vietnamese who had served with the French Army and the militia known as the Garde Civile,
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I was not until Beptember 23, when it was belng evicted from key points in Saigon, that the
Nam Bo Committee ordered a gencral mohilization, especially calling on thogse with previous
military expericnce. I uddition to the late start, it seems that the resulis of the mot Vizatiop
were poor, In Vinh Long Province in the Mekong Delta, for example, where there uad been
135 Vietnamese stationed in the Garde Civile before the Japanese coup de force of March 9,
1945, 20 of them, along with 100 inexperienced volunteers, respon@gt-or the mobilization call,
The majority of these former militiamen appeared to respend because of a vagie fear of con-
sequ.nces from the local revolutionary authorities. Although the respondents were confirmed
in the ranks they nad held in the Garde Civile, they were virtually the only persons with weap-
ons, so that their command over unarmed volunteers was lirgely meaningless in terma of the
immediate problem of hoiding provincial cities against French reoccupation,

Silita-v [imitations of Re . olutionaries

How representative the situation in Vinh Long was for Viet Nam, even the gouth, cannot
easily be determined. Whatever success the Nam Bo Committee might have had o its mehi-
lization of provincial forces was surely limited, in quality at least, to the approximately 6,000
vietnamesc who had been a part of the militia and the approximately 17,000 who had served
with the French colomal army in areas south of the sixteenth parallel. These troops had been
stationed in small, scattered groups all over southern Indochina and, after March 9, 1945, had
either been interned with their French units, escaped into China under French leadership, or
had sought some individual torm of security against the uncertainty of the period. TLose ad-
ditional 23,000 men could have made an important contribution to the Nam Bo resistance and
had they veen brought undetr revoluticnary control in some organized form thev migh* have
playved a decisive role in the August Revolution.

The attack on the Saigon suburb of Phu Lam on the night of October 13 wus led by a
24-year-old Vietnamese of French citizenship who had be 1 an aspirant de réserve of the 1ith
Coloniad Infantry Regiment stationed in sagon. In a pathe ¢ but almost comical aftack on
Phu Lan, his unit of 200 men—armed with only 7u muskets, with 20 rounds of ammunition
each, and 3 submachine guns —had hoped to capture weapons from the Japanese. This attack
did more than point up the woetul lack of aras i these units. The subsequent interrogation
of its chief and othker men captured in the Phu Lum engagement indicated that at this stage of
the August Revolution those who had obtained their midtary experience exclusively under the
French were men caught between two pressures: the dissolution of organizational =tructures,
to waich they had previously been commatted, on the ouc Loaid, and the uncertainty of partici-
pation with units that did 2ot yvet have stability of purpose or coherence in action on the other.
Hastily recrutted to service, in many instances after months of inactivity, these ex-militiamen
and colonm soldiers were examples illustrative of the mulitary limitations of the revolution-
aries.  They could not rapidly forge new structures of deep commitment among those who had
noidentiication with the revolutionary cause hefore the  apitelation

Japanese -Sponsored Mxlxmrz Liroups

Organsational lovalty and operational coherence, and even tenacity |, were more con-
spicuous wneng e Victnamese nulitany groups which hid been formed with Japanese equip-
entand spoensorship, Inaddition to thrs matemal ad, these d:verse Vietuumese groupes alsc
recetved techmead and operational assistance. Japanese officors and men were present 1o the
ranks of the Viet Minh and the seets during the resistance to French reoceupation Of the
65,000 Jupanese soidiers and 3,000 Gvibans a0 indoctuna south of the 1oth parallel at the tme
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of the capitulation, approxiinately 1,000 joined actively with the various Vietnamese groups
they had encouraged during their occupation. By March 1946, when there was a tapering off
of armed engagements, 145 of these activists had been killed in battle Ly the French and 39
captured. Before the end of 1946, 280 Japanese had voluntarily turned themselves over to the
French, and this left a hard core of some 560 in the south, of whom 220—the largest number—
were concentrated around Tay Ninh, the ccclesiastical center of the Cao Dai folk religion.
Because of the small percentage of Japanese activists with the Vietnamese and their concen-
tration in homogeneous groups at key locations, the press and intelligence reports that they
were almost exclusively agents of the Kempeitai (Japanese secret police) seem to be sub-
stantiated. These military men provided the staff and training talent that gave coherence to
what otherwise might have been fragmented armed bands. Japancse combat specialists in

heavy and automatic weapons lent potency to the units, and repair technicians gave them logis-
tical erdurance.

Although this direct military assistance to the Vietnamese seems to have been carefully
structured around the Kempeitai, the relationship of the Japanese High Command in Indochina
to the events of the August Revolution was imprecise. There was clearly no evidence of raas-
sive support for local political groups by regular army units. Yet a coordination, loose though
it might have been, between the Kempeitai assistance and the action, or rather inaction, of the
High Command, especially on September 2 and during the Cité Herault incident of September 25,
seems apparent. The repeated unwillingness of the Japanese to intervene in the violent clashes
of September 1945, despite British demands that they be responsible for maintaining order, is
a more straightforward indication that the High Command of Field Marshal Count Terauchi
Isaichi was not interested in disadvantaging the Vietnamese groups. It was only afier the
massacre of the Cité Herault that the regular Japanese units were committed to assisting the
French and British units. Thus, ironically, the situatfon developed that Japanese combatants
were active on opposite sides, 37

Divisiveness of Political Forces

So long as the Japanese High Command was not willing to restrict the arena of Vietnamese
action, with Kempeitai assistance the Vietnamese had a freedom of maneuver which could have
resulted in the consolidation of the independence movement. But the Viet Minh was spectacu-
larly unsuccessful in exploiting this latitude of action before it was terminated by the Allies
and the High Command and the delicate balance of forces shifted decisively against the revo-
lutionaries. Numerical inferiority, however, was only a part of the reason for the Viet Minh
being driven from Saigon and the provincial towns of south Viet Nam. The divisiveness of
indigenous political forces—in part a consequence of colonial development, in part the result
of divergent Kempeitai encouragement—was at the root of the problem. Exacerbated by the
antagonizing moves of the Viet Minh, this divisiveness meant that the resistance could not
compensate politically for its military limitations. Moreover, the Viet Minh suffered mili-
tarily by antagonizing its potential allies. It was this divisiveness, resulting in the excesses
of September 1945 in Saigon, that caused the Japanese regulars. on orders of General Gracey,
to be forced into the effort azainst the Viet Minh. It was the concern with the effects of this
divisiveness that resulted in the Nam Bo Committce's neglecting to exploit potential dif-
ferences among the Allies or tc win popularity locally among the uncommitted Vietnamese.
Finally, it was the French who took successful advantage of the situation by detaching nearly
all of the sects and parties from the Communist-Thanh Nien coalition.
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Combatting Guerrilla Forces

In marked contrast to their urban performance, the Nam Bo Committee, when shifted to a
rural environment and to a weaker position in the balance of forces, shrewdly adopted forms
of action such as guerrilla warfare, sabotage, and terrorism, which maximized their modest
strength and exposed the power limitations of the enemy. While the balance of forces had
been unfavorable for maintaining a hold on the capital city and rural towns, it was sufficient
for the Communists to prevent the consolidation of French control and to immobilize sub-
stantial portions of their army. Once the French forces were dispersed over the expanse of
southern Viet Nam, they found themselves vulnerable to guerrilla attack, particulariy as the
spread of troops became thinner when extended over an ever larger area.

Thus the French came very quickly to confront what was to be the main problem of the
counterguerrilla phase of the Indochina war: how to divide their forces between those as-
signed to static defense ¢lements and those given mobile intervention duty, This is perhaps
the classic guerrilla war problem for forces attempting to establish or maintain governmental
authority. If forces are concentrated in order to wipe out an inferior guerrilla band, the ad-
versary merely refuses combat and takes the occasion to hit empiacements left unprotected
by the concentration of government forces. If government forces are dispersed to provide
static security for routes of communication, military depots, economic installations, and a
scattered rural population, then guerrilla forces concentrate to a strength sufficient to over-
power the defenders and to disrupt communications or to capture supplies. Throughout 1946,
the guerrilla activity in south Viet Nam posed a challenge which the French were unable to
surmount, despite their estimates that at least 10,000 Vietnamese had been put out of action in
the first half of that year. Yet, by June 1946, the French had more than 33,000 officers and
men in southern Indochina from their European army—more than 50 percent greater than their
highest force level for French troops during the Japanese occupation—plus more than 6,000
Vietnamese under their command. This great increase contrasted with the prewar situation,
when 10,779 regular French troops maintained all of Indochina for France, with the assistance
of 16,218 men of the local militia, The reason that 39,000 men could not do the job that 27,000
had done with ease in more than twice the area before the war is explaircd only by the trans-~
formation that Vie.:namese politics underwent during the Japanese occupation.

Viet Minh Development of Political Power

-From this perspective on their gu:rrilla capacity, the Viet Minh's task in cbtaining polit-
ical power during the August Revolutioa becomes more precise. Seizing revolutionary power,
insofar as it meant obtaining administrative control over the key towns of Hanoi and Saigon,
had merely facilitated the larger revolutionary task of establishing new structures of political
organization. The public facilities and buildings gave no intrinsic power to the revolution-
aries to help them stave off the return of the French., Their usefulness was as a bargaining
tool and as a potential sanction in preventing the French from using force. But once the Nam
Bo Committee was evicted from these locations in Saigon, the essential task of creating a
structure of political power within the amorphous society of Viet Nam, where political par~
ticipation was low, had not changed—only the environment in which this task would be ac-
complished, Thus, in a real sense revolutionary power could not be seized, at least under
conditions present in Viet Nam in 1945; it had to be developed.

Developing revolutionary power in north Viet Nam was a less complex task than in the

south, since there was no meaningful autonomous opposition to the Communists in the north,
Thuse elements of the inteliectual and administrative elite that had not been subdued by the
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superior aras und organization of the Viet Minh were mobilized behind the independence
movement through ideological appeals. In the initial stages of the August Revolution around
Hanoi there wos no pressing need to bargain with an established opposition or to organize
rapidly in the face of a hostile reoccupation. Later, the northern leadership was to demon-
strate that, when nceded, they had impressive organizational qualities. The capacities of the
southern leadership, on the other hand, were tested from the very beginning of the August
Revolution. Their limitations lay in an inability to combine the very specific interests of the
politically significant into a broad independence movement. As the secretary-general of the
Communist Party at that time analyzed i:, the results in the south were due to,

the weakness of the Viet Minh organization in Nam Bo before
the zero hour of the insurrection and to the lack of homogeneity
in the ranks of the United National Front,

as well as,

. . .the slowness in starting the insurrection, the lack of reso-
lution in seizing power, [which] encouraged (ne reactionaries,
especially the French colonialists and pro~French Vietnamese
traitors. 38

The momentary suspension of the international forces impinging on Viet Nam at the Jap-
anese capitulation had presented the first real opportunity for the development of widespread
political power by Vietnamese during the twentieth century. Yt the presence of the Japanese
and the colonial commitments of the French meant that this hiatus would be of short duration,
Before these international pressures began to reappear, the Vietnamese had not developed
enough power to prevent their return. Time was a major limiting factor. In the space of a
month before the reoccupation occurred in the seuth, most of the features of Vietnamese
society which facilitated or circumscribed the development of revolutionary power were
clearly demonstrated. Thereafter, these advantages and obstacles to the extension of Viet-
namese political power remained to be employed and overcome in the drive to win independ-
ence from France.
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Combatting Guerrilla Forces

In marked contrast to their urban ;ovformance, the Nam Bo Committee, when shifted to a
rural environment and to a weaker position in the balance of forces, shrewdly adopted forms
of action such as guerrilla warfare, sabotage, and terrorism, which maximized their modest
strength and exposed the power limitations of the enemy. While the balance of forces had
been uniavorable for maintaining a hold on the capital city and rural towns, it was sufficient
for the Communists to prevent the consolidation of French control and to immobilize sub-
stantial portions of their army. Once the French forces were dispersed over the expanse of
southern Viet Nam, they found themselves vulnerable to guerrilla attack, particularly as the
spread of troops became thinner when extended over an ever larger area.

Thus the French came very quickly to confront what was to be the main problem of the
counterguerrilla phase of the Indochina war: how to divide their forces between those as-
signed to static defense elements and those given mobile intervention duty. This is perhaps
the classic guerrilla war problem for forces attempting to establish or maintain governmental
authority. If forces are ¢oncentrated in order to wipe out an inferior guerrilla band, the ad-
versary merely rafuses combat and takes the occasion to hit emplacements left unprotected
by the concentration of government forces. If government forces are dispersed to provide
static security for routes of communication, military depots, economic installations, and a
scattered rural population, then guerrilla forces concentrate to a strength sufficient to over-
power the defenders and to disrupt communications or to capture supplies. Throughout 1946,
the guerrilla activity in south Viet Nam posed a challenge which the French were unable to
surmount, despite their estimates that at least 10,000 Vietnamese had been put out of action in
the first half of that year. Yet, by June 1946, the French had more than 33,000 officers and
men in southern Indochina from their European army-—more than 50 percent greater than their
highest force level for French troops during the Japanese occupation—plus more than 6,000
Vietnamese under their command. This great increase contrasted with the prewar situation,
when 10,779 regular French troops maimained all of Indochina for France, with the assistance
of 16,218 men of the local militia. The reason that 39,000 men could not do the job that 27,000
had done with ease in more than twice the area before the war is explained only by the trans-
formation that Vietnamese politics underwent during the Japanese occupation.

Viet Minh Development of Political Power

From this perspective on their guerrilla capacity, the Viet Minh's task it obtaining polit-
ical power during the August Revolution becomes more precise. Seizing revolutionary power,
insofar as it meant obtaining administrative control over the key towns of Hanoi and Saigon,
had merely facilitated the larger revolutionary task of establishing new structures of poli-cal
organization. The pubiic facilities and buildings gave no intrinsic power to the revolution-
aries to help them stave cff the return of the French. Their usefulness was as a bargaining
tool and as a potential sanction in preventing the French from using force. But once the Nam
Bo Committee was evicted from these locations in Saigon, the essential task of creating a
structure of political power within the amorphous society of Viet Nam, where political par-
ticipation was low, had not changed—only the environment in which this task would be ac-
complished. Thus, in a real sense reveclutionary power could not be seized, at least under
conditions present in Viet Nam in 1945; it had to be developed.

Developing revolutionary power in north Viet Nam was a less complex task than in the

gouth, since there was no meaningful autoncmous opposition to the Communists in the north.
Those elements of the intellectual and administrative elite that had not been subdued by the
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superior arms and organization of the Viet Minh were mobitized behind the independence
movement through ideclogical uppeals. In the initial stages of the Auvgust Revolution are ow
Hanoi there was no pressing need to bargain with an established opposition or to organize
rapidly in the fac  .f a hostile reoccupation. Later, the northeran leadership was to demon-
strate that, when needed, they had impressive organizational qualities. The cupacities of the
southern leadership, on the other hand, were tested from the very beginning of the August
Revolution. Their limitations lay in an inability to combine the very specific interests of the
pelitically significant into a broad independence movement. As the secretary-generai of the
Comreunist Party at that time analyzed it, the results in the south were due to,

jo%

the weakmegs of the Viet hMinh organization in Nam Bo before
the zero hour of the insurrecticn and to the lack of homogeneity
in the ranks of the United National . cont,

as well as,

. . .the slowness 1 starting the insurrection, the lack of reso-
iution in seiving power, which encouraged the reactionaries,

especially the French colonialists and pro~French Vietnainese
traitors. 38

The mementary suspension of the internaticnal forces impinging on Viet Nam at the Jap-
anes. capiation had presented the first real opportunity for the development of widespread
polilical power by Vietnamese during the twentieth century. Yet the presence of th Japanese
and tae colonial commitments of the Fren ° meant that this hiatus would be of short duration.
Before these international pressures b to reappear, the Vietnamese had not developed
enough power 1o prevent their return. Tinic was a major limiting factor. In the space of 3
monih before the reoccupation cecurred in the south, most o; the features of Vietnamese
society which facilitated or circumscribed the development of revolutionary power were
clearly demoenstrated. Thereafter, these advantages and obstacles to the extension of Viet-
namese Holitical power remained to he employed ard overcome in the drive to win independ-
ence {from France,
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CHAPTER 5

REVOLUTIONARY CPPORTUNITIES IN THE CHINESE OCCUPATION
OF NORTH VIET NAM, SEPTEMBER 1%45-MARCH 1946

WARLORD OCCUFATION OF NORTH VIET NAM (rROM
THE PERSPECTIVE OF CHINESE DOMESTIC POLITICS

With the arrival of Chinese troops in Hanoi on September 9, 1545, a new phase of the
August Reveluion in the north began. The unfettered latitude which the Viet Xioh had «+ joyed
for aimost a month, during which time the Japanese had neither prevented them from establish-
ing their previsional revolutdonary government nor prohibited them frem proclaiming a decia~
~ation of independence, had come 10 an end. While the Chinese occupation was to circumscribe
the political oppoertunities of the Viet Minh, the purpose of its leaders—in sharp contrast to the
Eritish in the south—was not to pave the way for the reestablishment of French sovereignty.
Because of the histery of hostile Chinese relationz with France in indochinz and the warlord
involvement in ‘ietnamese exile politics, there was great interest in delaying the return of the
French. Thwarting the growth of the Viet Minh aed facilitating an orderly resumption of
colenial autpority would not prove to be goals of the Chinese occupation,

Although this delar ~as in the general interest of all Chinese as.sociated with the occupa-
tien, it did not jead to any comprehensive o1 consistent exploitativn of the opportunities pre-
sented. Through the divergent and often conflicting purposes of various Chinese governmental
echelons, the occupation reflected many of the chaotic conditions of intc:~ul polifica in Chipa.
The consequences of this situation meant that the Viet Minh, while having its purpore sevved
by the blocking of the retirn of the French, now had a more complicated politiral environment
within which to attempt to develop its revolutionary power. The difficulty stemmed from utili-
zation of the Vie .namese exile groups by the Chinese cccupation command to explore the pos-
sibilities of political influence in Viet Nam, and from the demands for privileges and largess
made by these temporary Chinese overiords. These pressures obviously restricted the Viet
Minh's freedom to maneuver, which had been at 2 maximum with the hiatus in established au-
thority when the Japanese capituiatea. The Chinese did noi completely eliminate this l..iude,
however. Sensing the divisive character of Chinese motivations, the Viet Minh leaders suc-
cessfully manipulated them to yield an e tensive degree of operational autonomy. While this
maneuvering placed great demands <> the Viet Minh's capacity, it was out of thi, .nteractioa
betv-een occupation and revolution tha. much of the under.ying nature of both the August Revo-
lutton and Chinese interests in Viet Nam were demonstrated.

Warlord Politics Emerge in Viet Nam

In a fundamental sense the Chinese occupation was a projection of the warlord politics of
south China onto the revolutionary scene of north Viet Nam. From this perspective, the con~
fusing and often contradictory Chinese actions during the twelve months before the last
remnants of their occupation forces left Indochina become more intelligible. The dispatch of
troops into Tonkin, northern Annam, and upper Laos played an important role in efforts to
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curh warloerdism-—the existence of autonomous concentrations of regicaal politicsl vower be-
yond central controi—which had plagued the ropublican government of China since its incep:-
ton. It was this copsideration which was the origin of the divergence in Chinese purposes
during the occupaticn of Viet Nam.

One particularly nettlesome scurce of this type of political power was in the Cninese
border province of Yunnan where Long “n had ruled as governor sinece 1927  During the
course of the anti-Japanese war, Long Yun's strength had been diminished because of the
proximity of the cer ral government nastalied in Chungking, the location of armed divisions of
the national reg.me in Yunnan, and the presence of American forces in the province. As the
conflict ended, it was clearly anticipated that Long Yun would make strenuous =fferts to reas-
sert his autonomy. For this reason, the centr:! authorities moved to siphor off his pover and
rather than employ troeps of the central government exclusively for the cccupation, Y unnanes<
forces under the command of Lu Han, a cousin and trusted lieutenant of Long Yun's, were
thiown upon what was nonsidered the rich booty of nomih Viet Nam.

»

The Kunming Incident

It was this internal political factor which explains the sending of a force which mounted tn
150,0900—and averaged 125,000 Chinese troops between October 1945 and April 1946—te sups
vise the surrender of only 48,000 Japane: in north Viet Nam, a task whick the Chine & con-
sietently neglected aud never completed. At a minimum, 60,000 of these troups were always
of Yunnanese origin, With his power resources thus depleted, 1.0i:;g Yun was broughr unicy
controi by the central government on October 5, 1945, in what was !Down as the "RKunming
incident," when he was arrested and Lu Han appeinted to replace him. But Lu Han did not
return permanently t¢ Kunming to administer the affairs of Yunnan, for his base of strength
was obviously with his troops in Viet Nam. Instead, he made brief air trips to south China
to care for his interests

Understandably, these circwnstances did not lead L.u Han to regard his position with the
central government as sccure, nor did [t bring hin oy more closely under their control.
Therefore, a curicus situation developed. The French were attempting to obtain assistance
for their military men and for tiie civilians still suffering in north Viet Nam {rom the effects
of the Japanese occupation. They were also attempting to minimize the political opportunities
of the Viet Mink there. Yet their diplomatic negotiations weve with the central government of
Chisa, which did not have firm control over 1ts representatives in Indochina. Although pre-
occupied with the proble ms of Manchuria and the armed challenge of the Communists, the
Chiung Kai-shek goverminent expected to use their occupation of Viet Nam as an opportunity to
renegotiate its treaty relations with France. They hoped to bring an end to her extraterrito-
rial rights in China. On the other hand, the interests of Lu Han and other warlord factions
were necessarily more short range and immediate because of their own uncertain positions.
This situation was intensified in late December 1945, when the 53rd Army of the Chinese Cen-
tral Government arrived in Viet Nam to relieve the Yunnanese troops, who began to return to
China by the beginning oi February 1946. Even though this climinated his real source of
strength, Lu Han was allowed to remain in Viet Nam as the chief of the occupation forces,
now more firmly under the command of Nanking.

In the five months prior to the forced return of his Yunnanese troops to China, Lu Han
was able to follow an autonomausly conceived path. Only partially was he restricted by visit-
ing .clegations f the central governmoent, which periodically demanded more forthright action
on the stated goals of the occupation.  Lu Han was not interested in the Japanese who,
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fortunate!y for him, managed to make themselvez inconspicucus and aveided any clash with
Chinese intecests. More important for the Yunnaa warlord were oppo.ninitivs to damage
French prestige, to dabble in Vietnamese volitics, and to provide for his own enrichment.

Chinese-French Conflicts

This sequence beyxan immediately upon the arrival of Chinese troops in Hanoi. At that
moment the principal symbol of French sovereignty and authority was the handful of men .n the
French ruission, led by Jean Sainteny, who had flown into the city shortiy after the Japapeae
capitulation and installed themselves in the ornate and imposing palace of the governor general
of Indochina. Had Lu Han been interested in aniding by Chiang Kai-shek's declararion on Viet
Nam that,

. . .China had no territorial ambitious there and that while sy mipathetic te the
freedom of "'weak nations' the Chinese troops in northern Indochina wouid
neither encouvrage the independence movewment nor assist French soidiers in
suppressicg the rebels. . . .1
he would bave 2t a minimum aliowed the small and ineffectual ¥French mission to remain as it
fewtead, o the evening of September ¢, only & few hours after their arrival, several
Chinese officers appeaved at the palace with the obvious intenticn of takiag it over. They
were put off temporarily, but on the 10th of September Sainteny was forced out ¢f the palace.s
This maneuver was unmistaksbly directed at embarrassing the French, diminighing their
prestige with the Vietnamese, and asserting the predominance which the Chinese expected to
exercise during their occupation. Since the governor general's palace was of symbelic im-
portance in the August Revolution, its control was a key politicai barometer. Therefore, it
was significant that after his brief occupancy Sainteny was unable to regain the building for
more than a year until December 23, 1946, when the clash with the Viet Minh in Hanoi ended
the urban piase of the Vietnamese revolution.?

Of greater potential tc French authority in north Viet Nam than possession of the
governor general’'s palace were the approximately 4,000 troops of the colcnial army who had
been interned in the citadel of Hanoi by the Japanese since March 9. In countrast to the Brit-
ish, who had released and rearmed the French troops in Saigon, the Chinese regarded their
counterparts in the north as prisoners of war and not as official representatives of the French
government. As a further insult, the citadel of Hanot was carefully searched to determine
whether the French troops interned there had by chance secured any weanons. The effect of
these ~ctions was siightly mitigated when the Chinese permitted the famihes of the colonial
army to visit the troops in detention, but only a month after the beginning of the occupation.

The Chinese also blocked the restora.ion of colonial authority when they denied permis-
gion to approximately 5,000 French troops, who had managed to egcape capture during whe
Japanese coup de force, to return from south China until January 1946. Then they were not
permitted to enter Tonkin but were required to pass through I 10s to central Viet Nam. This
pattern of refusing to recognize the existence of French authority woo also followed by the
Chinese in the occupation of Laos, where French guerrillas who had held out againgt the Japa-~
nese were disarmed and the official French representative in Vientiane arrested. Moreover,
the Chinese 93rd Independent Division tock up positions in the highlands of Laos where no
Japanese forces had ever been stationed so that they might control the opium poppy harvest.
The division refused to leave Indochina until September 1946, a year after their arrival, wheu
a second crop became available.
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At the {ormal ceremony in Hanoi, accepting the surrender of the Japunese on Septem-
ber 2%, 1845, the confrontation between the French and the Chinese on the questions of status
and prestige became more antagonistic. The French representative to this affair, Geperal
Alessandri, who had just arrived from Yunnun for the cercmony, was not allowed to rittend in
an official capacity because of what was termed his "unclear position." By this it was meant
to emphasize that he had served the Vichy administration in Indochina, which had cooperated
with the Japanese. Although Alessandri had exonerated himself with the French hy his serv-
ice to de Gaulle after March 9, 1945, his Vichyite taint provided the Chinese with their op-
portunity for embarrassing France. When Alessandri noted the absence of the Freach flag on
September 28 and requested that it be raised {or the ceremony, he was refused. It was ex-
plained that Lu Han feared that the disturbances which had occurred in Saigon at a surrender
ceremony where the French flag had been flown might be repeated in Hanoi. Alessandri was
outraged, but his humiliation was not yet compiete.

Later, undoabtedly as a rezsponse to Alessandri's angry departure fr«.. .c¢ ceremony,
where he was seated number 114th in order of prierity, Lu Han issuved a statement in which he
warned, " 'the enemy of Viet Nam' that if they dared to cause any troubles or to stir up any
bloody tragedy that he would severely punish them. . ." Little doubt was left as to the iden-
tity of the "enemy of Viet Nam." Affronts of this sort tc i French representative in Hanoi
continued to mount and, on October 2, in an interview with the vigiting delegate of the Chinese
central government in Chungking, Marshal Ho Ying-ch'ing, Alesrandri was told that his of -
ficial position was not recoy,. ..zed and that the question of French sovereignty in Indochina was
a matter for further diplematic discussion

Official Chinese Policy Re Viet Nam

While this attitude of the emissary of the Chinese central government seemed to indicate
unanimity with the warlord factions in Viet Nam, such was not the case. Marshal Ho had also
told Alessandri that China did not have the least d ire to seize Viei Nam, but, on the contrary,
hoped to aid in the gradual realization of its independence according to a program to be deter -
mined by the great powers. Moreover, he stated that one of the principal reasons for Marshal
Ho's visit to Hanoi was to expedite the disarmament and regrouping of the Japanese. In ad-
~ition, the central government of China had disavowed Lu Han over the issue of not releasing
French prisoners from the Hanoi citadel. Through Marshal Ho's viagit the Chinese ieaders
were emphasizing to their commander in Viet Nam thai they wanted a purely militar; occupa-
tion, avoiding any political involvement in Vietnamese affairs while negotiations with France
on outstanding diplomatic issues were being conducted. Although their lack of firm control
over the Yunnanese occupation troops meant that a certain amount of embarrassment to the
French was unavoidable, this could hardly vadermine the sirong bargaining position which the
Chungking government had.

Lu Han's interests were motivated by entirely different considerations. He disagreed
fundamentally with the occupation policy of Chungking. The Yunnanese warlord politician de-
sired, "a long period of occupation and to place Viet Nam under China's trusteeship while
supporting and assisting the Vietnamese to obtain their independence . ' Obviously such a sit-
uation was highlv desirable from the perspective of a political leader m a south China border
province, for whom opportunities tor expanding influence seemed naturally to point southward.
If Ho Ying-ch'ing's mission had any real expectation of dissuading Lu Han from such purposes
and of prodiiog him on to wne task of dealing with vie Japanese, then the timing of the "Kunming
incident” on October 5, while the marshal was in Hanoi, could hardly have been more inappro-
priate. With: Tong Yun arrested, the key issue for the Yunnanese chief in Viet Num was to
mauntain what powsr he had by virtue of ais occupation command position.
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Since it seems certain that Chungking was ‘etermined to eliminate Long Yun, antago-
nizing Lu Han would appear to have beern unavoidabie. Once this had occurred, the only al-
ternative tc the central government in prosecuting its pelicy in Vie! Nam was to replace Lu
Han and tske away his power. Eventually this was done, although it was delayed by the chal-
lenges the central goverminent faced in north China, and with awnreness that the troops it sent
might develop autonomous interests of their own, In the meantime, Lu Han's objective under-
standably narrowed from what was advantageous for a ¥V .asnanese warlord faction in an adjacent
territory to what was good for Lu Han stripped of his territorial base and aware tho' efforts
to further reduce his strength would be made. Possessing a sizable and vndisciplined armed
force, tacing few sanctions, and having few long-range prospects for political survival, Lu
Han's potential to affect the August Revelution was as great as his purpeselessness and op-
portunism. With such a combination of circumstances, it was not surprising that the course
he chose had enly a modicum of consistency.

VIET MINH OUTMANEUVER THE CHINESE-BACKED
VIETNAMESE NATIONALISTS

Lu Han's occupation policies were not designed to bring Viet Nam under China's trustee-
ship. They did not serve to establish firm ties with Vietnamese politics except in an almos:
accidental and pragmatic manner. When the Chinese troops arrived in north Viet Nam in
early September 1945, their retinue included wie Vietnamese-exile political groups that they
had nurtured and sustained during the Japanese war. Just as they had been maintained for in-
telligence gathering during the war, now the exiles were being employed as insiruments of the
occupation command in the pelitics of Viet Nam, Unhappily for the Chiaese, their capacity for
effectiveness in this task was no greater than that which they had demopstrated in attempting
to obtain infermation on the Japanese occupation in indochina.

While Lu Han had the option of establishing a political alliance with the Viet Minh, the
greater political capacity of the Communist organization also meant that it had greater auton-
omy. The exiles, on the other hand, were easier to control because they were almost totally
dependent on the Chinese for their strength. Because of this circwmstance, they were useful
in opposing the Viet Minh's designs for total political hegemony, thus allowing the Chinese to
secure actions {from the Communist-ied group which otherwise mmight have been more costly
to obtain. These costs would have included the creation of a truly effective Vietnamese client
pelitical grop or a coovdination of Chinese interests with those of the Viet Minh. Such al-
ternatives were too long range for either the occupation leadership or the Viet Manh. Out of
the desire of both the Chinese and the Viet Minh to fulfill immediate goals, the comtext of the
August Revolution was given further definition.

One of the limiting factors of the Vietnamese nationaligt exiles as etfective reve. ation-
aries was their fragmentation. This characteristic had been demonstrated in the efforts of
Chang Fa-K'wei to organize them into a coherent political organization. Many of th. obstaclea
to this goal had been of his own creation in trying teo force a consensus upon them, but it was
also, and perhaps primarily, the result of the exile groups ™ being personal followings rather
than broad structures of interest. Since personud prestige was casily affronted in working vat
organizational priorities, {ragmentation was not an unexpected consequence. A final atterapt
to heal these fissures by the formation of a provigional Vietnamese government in March 1944
only made the antagonisms more irreconcilabie. Ho Chi Minb and Vu Hong Khanh deserted
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this government, and the Kwangs: warlord Chang Fa-k'wei was ironically left with the least
compeient of the exiles, the aging Nguven Hai Than, and his impotent Dong Minh Hoi. It was
this division of their exile clients that existed when the Chinese occupation of nerth Viet Nam
began. Moreover, the ties of the VNQDD (The Viet Nasro Nationalisi Partyv) to the Yunnanese
and those of the Dong Minh Hoi to the Kwongsi troops proved to be sources of friction amonyg
these Chinese elements in the occupation command.

In early September 1945, as the Yunnanese $ird Army moved across the Sine-Vietnamese
border at Lao Xay and then down the Red River valley to Hanoi, they systematically over-~
turned whatey r governmental presence ticy found in the towns along the route and installed
the cadres of the VNQDD. Similarly, the Dong, Minh Hoi was established in the towns along
the path of the 52ed Army from Kwangsi as it occupied Lang Son on the horder and swept along
the northeast coast to Haiphong. However, the non-Yunnanese troops did not remain in Viet
Nam and returned rapidly to Chang Fu «'wei's control in south China, leaving the Kwangsi
learler, Hsiac Wen, as poiitical adviser te Lu Han. Although he was without any real source
of power, Hsiao Weun's primary objective was to place Nguven Hai Than of the Dong Minh Hoi
in pover as the legitimate head of the pruvisional governmeut to which the other Vietnamese
pclitical figures had been committed in March 1944, But from the perspective of the Dong
Minh Hoi's relative strength, this was clear!yv an ill-founded goal.

Strength and Status of Political Parties

Initial assessments of the strength of the three major Vietnamese political groups in-
dicate that the Chinese-protected nationalist exiles were in a disadvantaged position in number
of adherents. Even with the addition of the members of the exile Phuc Quoc movement, who
had long since lost any real hope of restoring Cuong De to the throne, the Dong Minh Hoi was
believed to have had no more than 1,500 mmembers. The VNQDD was much stronger and was
estimated to have about 8,000 followers when it returned to Viet Nam with the Yunnanese
forces after fifteen years of exile. In sharp contrast, the Viet Minh were thought to have
70,070 adherents, although tius figure wus based in part on the number of recruits in the
mountain base area. Not only did this ranking of the strength ot the Vietnamese political
groups demonstrate the weakness of the two Chinese-oriented exile groups, hut with Hanoi
haviiyg a population of 119,700 and Tonkin contaiming 9,857,000 persons, it also indicated that
none of these groups had & mass foliowing ¢

Though social and econumic distress was widespread as a result of famine, {1-:0ds, and
Japanese-enforced food requisitions, almost ali of the population remained politically inert
because of the absence of organized forms for popular participation,  As long as distress was
localized and political organization minimal, the August Revolution continaed as a process of
the unstable marcuvering and bavgaining of political elites rather than as a mass uprising.
This did n * mean that there was a lack of interest in a popular base among the parties com-
peting for influence within the constraints of the Chinese o~y cvion of north Viet Nam  But
in the space of less than two mor ths following the capitulation, when the first real opportuni-~
ties for broad political organization “d oceurved in the country, 1 one of e parties, with the
exception of the Communist Viet Minin, had the capacity or decisiveness (o exploit the oc -
casion to gain a wide follewing . Yet netther did the Communists have @ mass organization.,
As was observed at the time,

The Communist Party is an elite ol shock troops, but even 1 this case they
arc more ke a clandestine grovp than a normal party . The masses are
sUll lacking ., No party exercises over them wn imimediate and protound
hold. The purties then Liek ap essential thing: a pact with the people. |
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Nationalist Reaction te the Viet T\Iinh_‘

In estublishing such a base, the Communists were committed to the use of organizadonal
techniques which the other parties had not mastered.  As a reaction to the ¢fectivness of
these techniques, the Chinese-protected nationalist pelitical groups launched © propagaide
campaign through their respective newspapers, Dong Ainh and Viet Naum, in . hich they souyht
to discredit the Viet Minh regime and to force the formation of ;é(;;(ﬁ}m-m of nadional urion.
They also developed shock groups which specialized in kidnaping members of the Viet Minh
wad, by their soecess in this technique, forced u showdovn on the 1ssue of 4 reorganized gov-
ernment. Th. Ch® .-se ared that a showdown might lead to viclent confl'«t. Therefore, they
gquickly arranged 1 acc .rd between the Dong Minh Hoi and the Viet Minh on Uctober 23, 1945,
but this lasted only eight days and ended when Nguyen Hai Than resumed his dinunciations of
the Viet Minh.

In the second round, the tactics of the Dong Minh Hoi were less crude. They attacked the
Viet Minh for thens Communist origins 1n an attempt to play upon the suspicions of the
Kuomintung Chisese a. well 13 on the privileged Viethamese in Hanoi and in the provincial
towns. 7 ¢ Viet Minb resp nded to this challenge by having the Cent: al Committee of the
Indcc"in «  ommu st Pa v formally proclaim the dissoluron of the party organization on
Nov mber @, 1943  There was little meaning in this gesture, for all the subsequent party
dou .ments ‘cmonstcate that the structure and leadership continued to function. While the
Vivt Mink vere doubtless uble to strengthen their national st identtication through this
raneuv- it wis nost o rective in throwing the other parues back upen thoir limited capaci-
ties tc  ppcse Commun' t adversaries. Not only were they deticient in crganizution, but they
were being suiperformed in the prepaganda war in wlach lay their ' st hope of winning sup-
pr ot amor- the wnorganized © opulat: 'n. However, the exile groups were not a complete failure
in these v vbhal battles, for w.eir denunciations were troubles. me enough te the Viet Minh to
make the 1 take over the VAQDD newspaper, Viet Nam, on November 14, 1945 Another cer-
tain ¢le-h growing out of this wicident wo ;1vc;t;(_1—bj\'_‘z‘1‘n accord on Nover.oer 19, it which the
formation of a national unton government was again pledged by the Vier Minh. ¢ This tou
proved to be a tran - ent move, quickly forgott. a in the rush of events

The character of this civcumscribed competition among handfuls of political ac 1sts in
aorth Viet Nun was the resdt of the small size of the groups out of power, thed lack ot
armed units tor more over action, and therr tnaality to transiate pe,ular uncer dintye and
discontent into politi. 1l &0 ength. Within these limits there were few alternatives open 1o the
VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoo other than trving to force the Viet Minh to share governmental
power with them 1, propagand: attacks which questioned its legitimacy . These limits mieant
that the non-Communist groups had httle capacity for broademng the political conte .t of the
August Revolut 1 to develop an effective challeage to the Viet Minh  Unlike south Viet vam,
where the relig.ous-political seets and the Trotakyvites were powers o be reckoned with, the
evile parties of the north were not serious ¢ ‘mpetitors for power By their foothold of
strength w.d their Hmited challenges, however, they were able to -astin relie! mome of the
-sgentiul. by whick the Viet Minh was holding power.

Sources of Viet Minh Strength

Hevomd ar:aed amits, Vit Minh control over the vestiges of the cotoniad ciminstridive
strocture ond thenr eiphttolf advantage i pumber of followers, there s owore tundamentad
sowcee s f Vier Migh strengany. That the Viet Minh nad mstitutionalhvzed themselves as a revo-
hejonam cernment, that they had been the tirst to succeed e quthority upon the Japanesc

109




capitulation, and that they had established a legitimacy based on an identification with national
independence constituted the real demonstration of their power. Their experience seems to
support Paul Mus' observation that,

The only revolution that the Sino~Vietnamese political wisdom, in its
classical expression, holds as authentic is that which changes things com-
pletely. It is a major proof of the right to power that a program with new
solutions for all things is offered. This conception has been, in the Far
East, familiar for all times to the most modest countryman,$

The Viet Minh had, as Mus points out, an ability to present their actions as a "renovation of
the state,'’ while their competitors had only particularistic concepts and goals for power.?
Consequently, in the north, where the Chinese occupation permitted them to continue in au-
thority, the Viet Minh were able to manage their Vietnamese adversaries successfully for
two reasons. Their opponents lacked numerous adherents and armed units and, more de-~
cisively, they were less aware of the task of developing revolutionary political structure in
the hiatus left by the collapse of colonial and Japanese authority.

Elections in 1945

These characteristics were brought out in the controversy which resulted over the Viet
Minh's determination to hold general elections for a national assembly on December 23, 1945.
Since this would be the first Vietnamese experience with universal suffrage, it would obviously
be an event of great impact in establishing an identity between the population and the revolu-
tionary government. It was primarily Gen. Hsiao Wen rather than the exile parties them-
selves who tried to block the Viet Minh's maneuver. The Kwangsi political adviser still had
the hope of being able to reconstitute the coalition of the Dong Minh Hoi, the VNQDD, and the
Viet Minh as it had existed in March 1944, This was not only unrealistic from the perspective
of the relative strengths of the groups but also beyond Hsiao Wen's political or coercive ca-
pacity to achieve. What he could and did secure on December 19, 1945, was a delay in the
elections until January 6, 1946, hut this did not really satisfy his objectives. His apprehension
over the decline of influence for his clients was well founded. Beyond the areas where their
meager armed units were located, the VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi did not have the provin-
cial political organization which the Viet Minh had constructed. While the VNQDD could count
on some of the contacts it had cultivated before its downfall following the Yen Bay revoilt of

1930, the Dong Minh Hoi could claim little support other than that of the followers it brought
from China.

Hsiao Wen continued to press whatever advantage he possessed and, on December 23, he
obtained an accord for the exile nationalists with the Viet Minh which called for: (1) the for-
mation of a provisional government of national union while awaiting the constitution of a per-
manent government by the national assembly; (2) support of general elections by ail parties;
(3) the allocation of 70 "special" seats in the national assembly, 50 for the VNQDD and 20 for
the Dong Minh Hoi, in addition to those which might be won in the election. However, this ac-
cord was not respected by any of the parties. The Viet Minh did not cancel the elections orig-
inally called for December 23, in the remote areas which they claimed could not be reached
by a counter order. The Dong Minh Hoi and the VNQDD continued to lead a campaign against
the elections, hoping ultimately to sabotage them by not putting up any candidates. This had
little effect, and the resulting vote reported for the Viet Minh was massive. In Hanoi, Ho Chi
Minh received 169,222 votes or 98 percent of the 172,765 cast from 187,880 of those regis-
tered, a figure which strains belief, since population statistics show that there were only
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119,000 persons in the city. In his native province of Nghe An, Vo Nguyen Giap received 97
percent of the votes cast. The countrywide results, giving the Viet Minh 90-92 parcent of the
total vote, aroused such passions among the opposition that they were not publisheu for three
months, when other issues had intervened to divert attention from their incredible magnitude.

What had these elections demonstrated about revolutionary politics in Viet Nam? Did
they communicate some underlying feelings of the population or did they merely ratify the ex-
isting situation? Did they represent a competition for political support between autonomous

groups or were they a controlled demonstration of political strength? To such questions as
these one observer has responded:

The choice of the voters among the various candidates appeared to have been
frec on the whole, but the choice was limited. There were hardly any other
candidates than those agreed on by the Viet Minh Front. ''Collaborators,"
Y'eorrupt' and suspect elements were eliminated. But wasn't this the com-~
mon lot in all liberated countries ? In France itself at this time was the
choice before the voters so wide, could one then conceive of the candidacy of
a Maurras, a Flandin, a George Bonnet, or a Paul Faure? The Ho Chi Minh
government created a democratic base by the same methods and the same
means as those of General de Gaulle and M. Bidault, methods it must be
said, which were more liberal than those that prevailed behind the iron
curtain or in Algeria.

But are these conclusions justified in light of the discrepancies which have been noted in the
course of the election?

In the provincial towns controlled by the VNQDD or the Dong Minh Hoi—such as Vinh Yen,
Viet Tri, Phu Tho, Yen Bay, Lao Kay, Mon Cay, and Ha Giang—elections did not take place at
all, Yet when the National Assembly convened, Viet Minh representatives were seated from
these localities. Moreover, of the 374 elected members only 18 came from south Viet Nam
(Cochinchina), while the north and center had 356 representatives. However, the south had
5.5 million inhabitants or a little less than 25 percent of the total population of approximately
22 million persons in Viet Nam. Although there was meant to be a truly national character to
the assembly there were no elections in the French-controlled southern area and only one
representative cut of the eighteen allotted ever attended any of the brief sessions. This put
the bulk of the constituencies in the north, where the influence of the Viet Minh was predom-
inant. But even in locations where they were not paramount, the Viet Minh carefully managed
the election of their candidates, sometimes by placing them on the lists of subsidiary parties.

The underlying significance of the election seems to go beyond this gerrymandering of the
Viet Minh to establish a national legislature in its own image. The most significant Viet Minh
action was to make voting practically obligatory for every man and woman above the age of
eighteen in areas under Viet Minh influence. Food-ration cards had to be presented when an
individual voted, and without the stamp given to the card it was no longer valid. Under the
northern conditions of food scarcity and near famine, this was undoubtedly an extremely ef-
fective means of bringing the urban population more firmly under control. It demonstrated a
capacity for the exercise of authority which no other indigenous group could approximsate and
thus increased compliance with the Viet Minh regime on a purely pragmatic basis. Legiti-
macy was not only to be consolidated by an identification with aspirations of the moment, but
also through administrative performance to meet basic public needs.
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PROFIT FROM DEALS WITH CHINESE

The fact that elections for a national assembly occurred in December 1945
1946 demonstrated again that the Viet Minh had opportunities to consolidate mei:n:o'i:?:;z-
ary power in north Viet Nam which were denied to it in the south by the determined reoccupa-
tion of the Frenca. Although the Chinese occupation had substantially restricted the hiatus in
international power which had permitted the August Revolution to occur, it had not eliminated
it. This reflected the very different diplomatic status that China had with France as con-
trasted with that of the British. But it was also an indication of the totally different relation-
ship that the Viet Minh had been able to develop with the Chinese occupiers which the diplo-
matic position of the British made almost impossible to achieve in the south. This is not to
imply that the Chinese desire to improve its diplomatic relations with the French automati-
cally brought to the Viet Minh advantages in consolidating its power. The significant diver-
gence in purpose between the occupation forces under Lu Han and the Chinese central govern-

ment, with whom the French were negotiating for their own reoccupation, meant that special
efforts were required of the Viet Minh.

From the very outset of the occupation, these efforts were made with shrewdness and
determination. Without these important qualities, Lu Han could have potentially eliminated
the Viet Minh regime and established his own Vietnamese clients in power. But the Viet Minh
displayed, at least to Lu Han's satisfaction, it seems, that they could provide more of what the
occupiers wanted than any other Vietnamese group. Certainly, one important reason for this
ability was that the Viet Minh had a greater hold on the population than any other political fac-
tion. Necessarily, their overthrow would have required the substitution of a group with simi-
lar capacities or the use of coercive force to get the same results. In a situation reminiscent
of the Allied intervention during the Russian Revolutien, it is a remarkable dimension of the
Angust Revolution that the Viet Minh were able to manage the demands of the Chinese occupa-
tion and not only maintain but extend their own power.8

"Gold Week"

Although the Viet Minh abolished all taxes in a sweeping propaganda gesture at the be~
ginning of September 1945, they organized ''voluntary' subscriptions from the rich to sustain
their administration. It was in this context that a '"Gold Week' was held from September 16
through 23, during which the private gold hoards that were the savings of a people living in
wartime ingecurity were solicited.? These resources were available on September 18, when
Lu Han arrived in Hanol by plane from Yunnan and was presented with a gold opium pipe by
Ho Chi Minh, 10 From this auspicious beginning Ho developed & relationship by which he was
able, as an initial benefit, to thwart Hsiao Wen's objective of placing Nguyen Haj Than in
power as a Kwangsi puppet. More vital than the "Gold Week' tactics to the sclidification of
this tie with t~. Yunnanese lnader was the willingness of the Viet Minh to accept favorable ex-
change rates for Chinese currency, which eventually enabled the occupation forces to extract
enormous profit from Viet Nam,

Chinese Occupation Profits

The question of the exchange rate was one of the first tasks with which the Chinese dealt.
It appears that it was the arbitrary decision cf the Chinese to set the rate at 1. 50 Bank of
Indochina piasters to $20 (Chinese). This meant that the value of Chinese money in Hanoi was
roughly three to five times higher than in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province.i! In Hanoli
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one plaster was worth $13. 33 (Chinese) while in Kunming its value was between $45 and $70
(Chinese). Consequently, every airplane flight arriving from Kunming brought with it great
quantities of money to be exchanged, and in one instance $66 million (Chinese) was reported
on a single flight. 12 Through opportunities of this kind, the Chinese began to buy up hotels,
shops, houses, and similar types of real estate in other forms of speculation. By these and a
wide variety of other financial operations, including loans received from th:: Bank of Indo-
china, the Chinese occupation was estimated to have extracted 400 million Bank of Indochina
piasters as well as 14,000 tons of rice valued at 27 millicn piasters.!3 This did not include
the returns from the opium harvests which the Chinese 93rd Independent Division was able to
acquire in northern Laos. Nor did it reflect the contraband trade in Viet Nam which official
and unofficial Chinese carried o1 in items ranging from armaments to foodstuffs.

While it is virtually impossible to establish a more precise measure of the finaneial bur-
den of the Chines~ occupation, a rough order of magnitude can be estimated. In 1939, govern-
mental expenditures for all of Indochina were 114 million piasters at the existing valuation,
which constituted about 10 percent of the annual product of the Indochinese states or 1. 14
billion piasters. 4 In their occupation of only the northern portion of Viet Nam, it appears that
the Chinese were able to secure financial and other resources equivalent to at least half of the
annual prewar product of the whole of Indochina. Another measure of this burden is the esti-
mate that all war damages totaled 2. 8 billion piasters, meaning that in less than one year the
Chinese were able to obtain about a fifth of what the Japanese had siphoned off in five years of
occupation of the whole of indochina. 15

Measured against such astounding material return, any political advantages that the Chi-
nese could have potentially secured would seem ephemeral at best. Unless the Chinese had
been willing to make a more determined effort to resist French reoccupatior, there would
seem to have been nolong-range purpose served by placing Nguyen Hai Than or any other
puppet in power. The warlord occupiers unioubtedly knew better than anyone else the severe
limitations of the Vietnamese nationalist exile groups. Certainly their resiliency to a re-
established French colonialism was not hard to assess. In the shorter range, the option of
overturning the Viet Minh for the benefit of the exile politicians could have offered few ad-
vantages as long as the Communist-led movement was responsive to the interests of the oc-
cupiers. While Viet Minh power was minute in comparison to the Chinese occupation forces,
it was significant enough to have caused Lu Han considerable trouble, especially in its politi-
cal dimension, had not a relatively harmonious relationship been develcped. From the outset,
Ho Chi Minh showed his understanding of Lu Han's desires for largess and took no action to
thwart them, even though it meant the further impoverishment of his flood- and famine-ravaged
country.

Viet Minh Strategy and Opposition Parties

Whether these were the terms on which Lu Han decided to give no more than token sup-
port tc the VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi cannot be determined from available evidence. How-
ever, the Viet Minh, who potentially could have staged a boycott of the Chinese exchange rate,
did not receive a clear field in spite of their cooperative attitude. They had to deal with Hsiao
Wen's political ambitions for the exile groups, and, although Lu Han did not offer this projcct
any support, he did not actively discourage it. In addition to participating in Hsiao Wen's
periodic accords with the exiles as occurred on October 23, and November 19, 1945, the Viet
Minh also had to make substantial efforts to satisfy or neutralize the VNQDD and the Dong
Mink Hol. Such was the intent of the December 25 agreement in which the two nationalist
parties received 70 seats in the national agsembly. This agreement also stated that Nguyen
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Mlai Tr. . would become vice-premier and that twe cabinet positions, Ministries of Economy
and Health, would be reserved for the Dong Minh Hoi, wkile two other posts were allotted to
the VNQDD . 15

Obviousiy, the Viet Minh expected that tactics of this sort would fulfill the demands of the
opposition parties. Although they initially rejected these cabinet and legislative positions,
howevs -, the exile nationalist eventuaily did agree to participate in a Viet Minh-led govern-
ment. This chauge did not represent an ideclogical transformation but, with the departure of
Yunnanese troops from the ranks of the cccupation forces b the beginning of Feoruary 1946,
continued opposition to the Viet Minh offered few advantages. As long as the exile nationalists
remained elite-orienteq groups without a mass base and without effective political tactics, few
alternatives were open to them. During the early phases of the occupation, their main alter-
native came from Hsiac Wen's unrelenting prodding of the Viet Minh. But the Communist-led
independence movement was adept enough to provide an outlet for these elite political com-
petitors while preserving their own initiative in the August Revolution. This strategy, along
with ensuring that Lu Han's purposes did not remain unfuifilled, obtaired for the Viet Minh a
vital measure of latitude within which they could continue to develop their revolutionary power.

This interaction of occupation and revolution which characterized the August Revelution in
the north of Viet Nam showed that in a colonial society the criterion for revolutionary success
was not only holding power internally but alsc manipulating international forces. Thesc in~
ternal and internationai dimensions were iutimately linked in Viet Nam. Although substantial
advantage accrued to the Viet Minh from their wider base of popular support, it was not the
utilization of popular strength which circumscribed the exile nationalists and satisfied the
Chinese occupiers. The political skills that accomplished these tasks were an ability to sense
the presence of power and to respond to its pressure. Through the expansion of their military
and political capacities, the Viet Minh displayed many cr the chararteristics that were to per-
sist through seven vears of revolutionary war. Getting external assistance was one of the
more important ot these characteristics,

Sov~ces of Viet Minh Armaments

That the Chinese occupation troops played a purt in the arming of the Viet Minh has been
suggested by French observers and publicly asserted by an agent of the exile nationalists, 1
From Hong Kong in 1947, there was a press dispatch which quoted the declaration of a verified
Vietnamese nationalist source that, "most of the arms being used by resistance groups against
the French in Indochina were bought through private channels while Gen. Lu Han's government
forces occupied the noxthern half of the country at the end of the war.' 18 This source indi-
cated that he had purchased as much as U.S. $39,000 worth of arms from the Chinese and that
anyone with the cash could get arms. This underscored the fact that the selling of arms "'con-
sisted of private and not official transactions." However, it was reported that '"Chinese of-
ficers and men disposed of both Japanese arms taken over from the enemy depots and some of
their own lend-lease weaponsg.'' 19

Although there is little doubt that the Viet Minh obtained armaments through the Chinese,
it is difficult to determine the exact amount. In order to define more precisely the impor-
tance of the Chirese as a source of weapons, a comparison is required with the arms secured
earlier from Irench stocks either with the complicity of the Japanese or with their acquies-
cence. Accerding to available information, as of March 6, 1946, there were weapons from the
foliowing sources in the hands of the Viet Minh north of the sixteenth parallel, in addition to
the approximately 4,600 arms air-dropped to them by the Allies before August 19, 1945:




(1) Fromn stocks of the Garde Indochinoise allegedly obtained with the help
of the Japanese :

15,000 individual weapens, moestly muskets of 8 mm., not easiiy
resupplied with ammunition

200 automatic weapons, including submachineguns and Hotchkiss
macineguins

(2) From stocks of French colonial army obtained with Japanese help:
10,000 individual weapons, mostly 8 mm,

400 automatic weapons, and an indeterminate number of .
60 mm, and 81 mm, mortars

6 Oerlikon cannons of 20 mm,
12 cannons of 37 mm.

20 artillery pieces of 75 mm.
6 armored cars

(3) From Japanese Army stocks, some ceded directly, others obtained through
the Chinese:

6,000 rifles

100 automatic weapons

16 pieces of light artillery
6 armored vehicles

Together with the arms air-dropped to them, this gave the Viet Minh armed forces a total
number of weapons as follows:

35,600 irdividual weapons
750 automatic weapons
36 artillery pieces
An indeterminate number of mortars and heavy weapons
12 armored cars in bad state of repair
This suggests that less than 20 perceut of the armament available to the Viet Minh by the
spring .{ 1946 was obtained through the Chinese, but this {nformation concerned only knowa

stocks of weapons. Considerably more arms than those specifically documented above came
into the possession of the Communist revolutionaries. The most accurate estimate of their

115




material resonrces at any one time during the August Revolution is probably the one given for
becember 19, 1846, the day when the Viet Minh finally initiated their general attack against the
French. This indicated that they had arms sufficient for approximately 150 battalions. Using
the allowancer of weapons thought to be available to such units, this indicates thai the Viet
Minh had roughly the following amount of equipment in excess of known stocks. See Table 4.

Table 4. Estimates of Viet Minh Equipment in Excess
of Known Stocks

Aggregate Estimate for Amount of Increase Over Percentage of

December 19, 1946 _ March 6, 1945 Inc, ~ase
75,000 individual weapons 40,000 114
2,250 auvomatic weapons 1,500 300

300-450 mortars Indeterminate Indeterminate
4,500 submachine guns 3,900 3900

In attempting to account for this increase of approximately 45,060 arms, it seems probable
that the 6,00C weapons estimated to have been acquired from 48,000 Japanese troops is under-
stated. However, it is impossible to suggest a more accurate estimate. While these Japanese
ams and those of the Chinese occupation troops were undoubtedly prime items in the contra-
band trade, a source of greater supply was the sea and overland shipments from China. This
contraband trade was facilitated by the extremely unsettled gituation in the area along th.
Sino-Vietnamese border and the continued predominance of warlordism adjacent io the frontier
both during the Chinese occupatior ~f Viet Nam and afterward.

With the attention of both the major political forces in China focused on the conflict of
the civil war in the north, the task of containing the power of southern warlords was less
pressing. The border area which came less and less under the control of any authority was
to remaia in an anarchic state for several years until the Chinese Communists were able to
impc se their centralizing force on the southern region. Therefors, the Viet Minh, maintaining
their mountainous base contiguous with the China border, continued to secure armaments with-
out interruption after December 1946, when the French occupied many of the key coar=tal towns
which were centers of the sea trade. Before this, a lively junk trade in contraband acms took
place betweer: Hainan island, the south China coast, and the Vietnamese coast. This traffic
was originally set in motion by Japanese deserters bui was later picked up by Chinese pro-
moters. As 2 representative case, a junk carrying a load of 22 submachineguns, 2 automatic
rifles, and a stock of ammunition was known to have arrived in the northern coastal town of
Quang Yen in December 1945. With loads of this magnitude it would have required only twenty
junks to bave supplied to the Viet Minh during 1945-46 the total increase of submachineguns
above known stocks. There are indications that this level of activity was completely within
the capacity of the external supply operations that the Viet Minh had established. In one day,
December 15, 1945, there was reported an eleven-junk convoy which deposited an estimated
1,500 metric tons of arms and ammunition on the igland of Hon Me between Thanh Hoa and
Vinh on the coast of central Viet Nam. On the same day it was reperted that another four
junks arrived in the town of Thanh Hua with American arms which were being supplied by
Chinese commercial intermediaries.

There was no question of any of this supply of arms being a gift and, as the trade devel-
oped, procedures became more standardized. The Viet Minh sent a represeniative Nguyen




Van Cam, ! ..ake p rchases in Canton and Hong Kong on the basis of exchanging opium, goid,
and rice foi weapons. Like the arrangements made with the Chinese cccupation forces, these
sgreements were not so much politically inspired as they were financially motivated. Although
it seems that some ~f the arms sgupplies were facilitated by Chinese Communist cadres in
south China, their assistance was on a strictly @Q&_@ basis. Another element in this
pattern of external supply was the purchase of arms in Thailand for the Communist-led resist- Lo
ance in south Viet Nam. This task was undertaken in Bangkok by Tran Van Giau, who had been S
removed as military commissar for the Nam Bo Committee. Through him arms were sent A
by sea from a small port east of Bangkok to towns and eecret locations in Viet Nam along the

Gulf of Thailand, as well as overland through the central Viet Nam mountains from the north- b.
eastern Thai town of Oubon. ;

Financial Manipulations To Obtain Armaments

The ability to obtain resources sufficient to sustain such a contraband trade was yet
another indication of the organizational capacity of the Viet Minh. One important means of
caising the items of exchange for weapons was through the purchase of opium on the Laotian
frontier. Salt worth 1,000 piasters was given for a kilogram of opium. It was resold to
Chinese trafficanis in Hanoi at 15,000 piasters per kilogram in hard currency.20 But as the
Viet Minh strengthened their hold on the north, they developed an even more remunerative
and more scnhisticated means of financing their governmental and military operations. This
Inv “ved the dank of Indochina which, with its authority to issue currency, had always been a
hatew symbol of colomalian and, during the August Revolution, the chief cbstacle to the Viet
Minh's sovereignty. One of the shortcomings of the Augusi Revolution from the Viet Minh's
point of view was that they had ‘'failed to seize the Bank of Indochina and suppress the privi-

lezes of the magnates of the money-market . . . . The colonialists availed themeeives of this
opportunity to attack us later on in the financial field. . . . "™t

Becausc of this French control over finances, the Viet Minh decided to issue their own
currency. Theyv would then make it obligatory to use their notes as currency while collecting
the Bank o Indochina piasters in exchange. By retiring these piasters from use inside the
country and printing their own Ho Chi Minh piaster on flimsy paper of very limited durability,
they expected to prevent the rise of inflation. At the same time they would have exceilent
backing for their currency.2 The first Viet Minh money was printed in February 1948, but
the Chinese occupiers, seeing that its use would restrict their cwn opportunities to get Bank
of Indochina piasters, blocked the project.23 After the Chinese departure, on June 19, 1946,
an order was issued by the Viet Minh regime stating that the utilization of the Bank of Indo-
ching piaster by Vietnamese would come to an end within ftwo months. The French were per- L '
mitted to use the Bank of Indochina piaster for purchases, .ut their change would be given in S
the Ho Chi Minh piaster.2d Not only did thia nrovide the funds with which to obtain additionai
armamer:ts but it also increased the psychological bond between the monetized sector of the
population and the Viet Minh regime. This tactic, similar to the requirement for the stamping
of the ration cards during the voting of January 1946, was yet another shrewd design to
strengthen the legitimacy of the Viet M.ih and develop its revolutionary power.

Develvopment of Arsenals

Seen from another perspective, the maguitude of the contraband trade in expanding the
Viet Minh military power becoines more precise. Estimates indicate *hat, during 19486, the
Communist-spnsored independence movement was able to manufacture in hzstily constructed
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arsenal s 0,000--30,000 weapons which were copies of American carbines, Sien guns. ud other
foreign weapons. The establishment of these rudimentary arsesals in north Viet Nam wan
another advantage to the Viet Minh gained from the absen.e of any restrictive {oreiga cccupa-
tion. Besides seizing what industrial raw materials were available in t*~ north, the Viet Minh
acquired control cver machine shops and repair facilities, esneciaily those of the Trans-
Indochina Railway at Trunag Thi in Nghe An Province znd at Ha Dovrg just outside Hanoi.
addition, the match factory 2t Thanh Hoa was transformed for the production of explesive .
With about 400 tons of cast iron and pyrotechnics found in the warshousges of French commer-
cial firms, the Viet Minh put their rapidly construc.ad arsenals into operation. Chvionsly, the
quality of their product was not high, since these raw materials were not intended for such
purposes; nevertheless these weapons were vital in a guerrilla war of short-range fire.

Y
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It apnears, therefore, thai at least one-half of the increase o: approximately 45,000 weap-
ons over the arms acquired from the stocks of the French and the Japanese was produced
inside Viet Nam. Although this seems like a faniastic achievemert for a political movement !
without great organizational experierce, it was not accomplished without the impertant assist- :
ance of deseriers from the Japanese Army. Of the 48,000 Japane:e troops and 2,000 civiliars
located north of the 16th parallel at the end of the war, 30,500 had surrendered and embarked
for Japan by April 20, 1946. The remainder were variously accounted for a2s having fled to
Hainan ialand, having joined with the Chine e Army upon their withdrawal, or being merely at
large in unorganized unite. A diopuited number, somewhere between 2,000 and 4,500 was
estimated to have actively joined the Viet Minh.

Those who did join were part of a group known as the "Japanese Organism for Coilubora-
tion and Aid for the Independence of Viet Nam. " This organization was headed by Lieutenant
Colonel Mukaiyama who, with his principal zssistant, Major Oshima, was located at Thai
Nguyen in the Viet Minh mountain base area. Although Japanese groups were located at other
strategic erota, the cne at Thai Nguyen, comprising sbout 1,500 combatants and §00 tech-
nicians and workers, accounied for almost half of the largest estimate of the total number of
deserters. The second mest important concentration of Japanese was at the central Viet Nam
port town of Quang Ngai where 300 men were grouped under the command of Major Saivo, who
had been the chief of the Kempeitai (secyet pclice} at Da Nang. At this location, as well as
at Thai Nguyen, the Japanese were staffing training sciwels and arms-production faciiities,
while some of their men were grouped intc guerrilla units to accompany the Viet Minh into
combat as experts in heavy weapons.

Largely because of this Japanese tectnical assistance, the Viet Minh arsenals were able
to achieve a su:bstantial production. The pace was set at Thai Nguyen where the output was:
10 pistols per day, 50 rifles, and 3 t» 4 machineguns per rmconth. This meant that the total
production of :his one arsensa! from its beginning in October 1945 until the outbreak of hostili-
ties in December 1946 would have been approximately: 700 rifieas, ,200 pistols, &.:d 56
machineguns. For a production of the magnitude of the estimated 20,000-30,000 weapons tu
have been manufactured within Viet Nam, at least five arsenals of capacity equal to that at
Thai Nguyen would have been required. Ir fact, more thau five arsenals did exist during 1948,
but it is virtually impoasible to establish either L.cir individual or aggregate produciion with
any degree of sccuracy.

On the basis of available information i! seems certair that an indigenous production of
20,000-30,000 weapons was well within the capacity of the Viet Minh. Yet it must be emphs-
sized that the data for the output at the Thai Nguyen arsenal indicate that this domestic pro-
duction consisted primarily of pistcls rather than rifles or automatic weapona This suggests
that, whatever the precise quantitv of weapons produced inside Viet Na..., *heir quality was not
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only low in terms of efficiency but capsile of oaly short-range {ire. Information aiso indicrtes
ibet these arsenals were mwre imyp ~taunt in filling immediste needs for ammunitica and 76 -
nades as a stockpile against immineot conflict with the French than in the longer range task of
manufacturing higher quality armaments. Therefore it app~crs that weapons of cutside origin
must have been the reest important swurce of arms for the #zpansion of the Viet Minh mililary
cgpacity in quality, ze well as agcounting for approximately one-half the increase in quaritity
prior w the outbreak of warfare in December 1946.

Political Factors it Suppor! of Viet Minh *Lilitary Operations

Through these various sourc s more weapons had been set ‘vose in Viet Nam in the
cheetic aftermath of the Pacifiz war than bad ever before beer avallable, even to the eatab-
lished colondal authority in the era before 1940. Without these arms the revolutionary move-
ment would ehviously have lacked =n effective means for expressing and pursuing its politicai
goals. Ths very fact of possesning suich arms in the posiwar context of Viet Nam, where al-
wost wll patterns of authority hed deteriorated, endowed their pogsessors with great power.
Therafore, this review of the origing of Viet Minh armaments i8 not included here as &n
analysis of revolutionary war logistics but as a more precise measure of the political factors
that enabled a new power configuration to be developed in Viet Nam.

Thes factors may be measured in statistical terms. Of the approximatsly 83,000 weap-
on8 of widely varcying quality avsilable to the Viet Minh in Dscember 1946, those originating
from cessicn by the Japanese upon their capitulation, those of indigenous mamufacture, and
those from ccntraband trade were roughly equal in magnitude. This waa abcut 25,000 arms
from each source after subtracting from the total th~ee guns which had been parachuted in
befure August 1945. While one of the key factors in the launching of the Vietnamese revolutinn
was the destruction of colomal authority by the Japanese, their m~*~rial assistance to the Viet
Minh was also vital. By ceding French armas to them instead of ibe nationalist government
of Tran Trong Kim, and by helping the Viet Minhk to establish arsenals, the japaneae ssemed
to be acknowledging that the Tommunist-led movement was, in their view, the most capsble
of the Vietnamese factions to thwart the return of the French.

Compared with this substantial Japanese contribution, the Chinese role in the August
Revolution comes somewhat more sharply into focus. Uniike that of the Chinese, Japanese
material aid appesrs not to bave required Viet Minh repayment and was motivated primarily
by political purposes. DBut as a vanquished armed force the Japanese had few alternatives in
inte 1945, and the tie with the Viet Mirh served to maximize what impact remained to therm.
If the Chinese caused much impoverishment by their demands upon the Vietnamese economy,
they were on the cther hand responsible for most of the high quality weapons which the Viet
Minh received. In addition, there was established in the contraband trade a Chinese-oriented
regource that would contibue to exist after the Japanese influence ceased to be effective. Such
means of external supply were not only tc serve the Viet Minh in getting their guerril’ . war
forces organized initially, but they were to be an iraportsnt continuing eousoe of matérie! in
i bulldup of an ever larger Communiat armed force. After 1950, in the diplomatic atmos-
phere effected by the Korean war, the Thai took steps to eliminste whatever advantagea the
Viet Minb had enjoyed from their territory for the past four years. But the advent of the
Communist regime in China merely ssrved to increase the possibilities for securing weapons
and supplies from the ncrth—a pattern which was ar outgrowth of the Chinese postwar
occupation.

Even though political conditions in both Thailanx! and China ~hanged radically in the course
of the nioe years of the Communists' fight for independence in Viet Nam, these developments
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had less effect on external supply than had other foctoes. The gecographic features of the
Vietnamese booders, and the changes in the military requirements of the Viet Mirli as their
armed force developed in scale, contributed the most in defining the patterns of this supply.
As has been indicate * and as will be seen in greater detail, the imporiance of external sources
of arms to the Vigt Minh was not 80 muich of a guantitative as ¢f a qualitative value. The
perfecting of a conventional military crgunization f#nin guarrilia units required progressivelv
more soph. sticaisd weapons and training. Equipment of this type was ohiamed almost ex-
clugsively from the contraband trade with China pricr to 1847. Afterwards there were vpper-
tunities to capture them in tattle fro:n the Freuch. Sincs this frontier trade expanded into one
of the most significant features of the Indochina War, raising the thorny diplomatic problem of
s "privileged sanctuary," it is important to emphasize that several of its initial charscteristics
persisted despite political changes in Ching.

Not only did the quuiity of the matériel remain more imj ortent than quantity, but it con-
timied to be an item for which the Viet Mich had to pay witk it scarce and mesger resources.
Moreaver, the remote 288 of the Sino~Vietnzmese frontier and its political-military instabil-
ity facilitated the transfer of the matériel, as did tne Viet Minh control of certain key coastal
sreas. Inevitably, the opinion developsd that the elimination of this scurce of arms would have
resuited in the atrangulation of the revolutiorary movexsent. However, a critical threshold in
Vietnamese politice hed been crossed with the Au,_ust Revolution and, as a consecuence, it was
political ¢vgan. zation and noi weapons that wag the primary supp. i of the Viet Minh's military
operati.ns. Trs Hig difference hetween the August Revoliution and the abortive prewar attempts
te challenge French authority was not just the opporiunities for securing arms. More impor-
tant was the widespread organization for politicsl participation. In the expausion of this or-
grnization, the presc ce of the Chinese in Viet Nam was a vital factor.

VIET MINH EXPAND THEIR REVOLUTIONARY STRUCTURE DURING
CHINESE OCCUPATION

The presence of (liinese ... cupation forces in north Viet Nam until the gpring of 1946,
delaying the attempted reestabiishment of colenial rule, guve the Viet Minh time to expand
their political organization. Unlike their colleagues in the south who were forced to fight
almost immeaiately against the French reoccupation, the northern revoiutionaries were able
to build o their seizure of the vestigial colonial administraiive structure. When they made
their Lid for power in Hanoi in August 1945, the Viet Minh had ¢alled {or the creation of
"Pcople's Committees,” Uy Ban Nhan Dan, which were to have "moblilized the magass and en-
couraged thom tw participate (n revolutiopary struggle.'' 2 Since the Viet Minh'a organiza-
tional capacity was limited by a relatively small mumber of cadres, this techrique allowed
them to extend their influence by giving a rationale and s legitimacy for the formauoun of local
groi, s. This process was described by one observer as foliows:

At the outsel it was possible to credit the Viet M.oh with 3 name, a tradition,
and a means of liaison in great part inherited irom the Communists. but
without any real control over the people. Above all the Viel Mink knew how
to seize their chance. Vietnamese s ety had been deserted by itz Confucian
cadre and had nct been re-encadred by those imitating Furopean valuas. I
seemed to the villagers that the time had come for s new reign. Taking
Hanoi had given the Viet Minh an initial success, but the mevement could not
get to the countryside. The contact with the people, the primary elemr=at in
the revolutionary adventurs, coul no. be made. It was urgent that the Viet
Minh stir the people. 26
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Stirring appeals to the people of north Viet Nam had to take into account the severe
famine which had ravaged the provinces of the Red River Delta in the spring of 1945. Umusu-
ally heavy rains during the summer of that year raised the river level to a perilous point.
Dikes had been neglected and those French techpicians vho were responsible for water -ontrol
had been imprisoned by the Japanese. Attempting to remedy the situation, Viemamese sab-
ordinates opened the floodgates on the Day River Jam south of Hanoi at too rapid a speed, with
the result that a deluge was loosed upon the delta As a consequence, eight of the fourteen
provinces in the Red River Delta were inundated by July 1945, and there was no possibility of
drying out the fields for immediate use. Moreover, a congiderable portion of the delta popula-
tion fled .outhward, fearing the plague.?’ Although the Communists have claimed that between
2 and 3 million persons perished, it appears that 500,000 to 600,000 is 8 more accurgate meas-
ure of the tragedy.2 Whatever the true toll, such devastadon undoubtedly had an important
impact on the atiitude of the populace, since at the lowest estimates the calamity elimineted
almost 6 percent of the population of 1ll north Viet Nam {(Tonkin) . 28

While the situation presented &« tential for popular uprising, it could also have resilted
in passivity. People might be expec d t. be more concerned with immediate personal prob-
lems than with political protest agai 3t either the authority presumed responsible for the flood
and famine or the broader issues of olonial reoccupation. However, seither the extreme of
mass uprising nor widespread apath: resulted. The calamity was not localized. but was evi-
dernced cutside the Red River Delta a.d throughout north Viet Nam by soaring prices of rice.
For example, in October 1345, rice was selling for 250 piasters a quintal * in the rice-
prodicing province of Bac Giang, but was almost three times higher in Hanoi. By Jaauary
1946 the price in the cities had reached 800 piasters per quintal.% Obvicusly, conditions of
food scarcity, flocd, and famine contributed to the support of charismatic appeals. There-
{ore, during the August Revolution,

a task of the greatest importance for the Communist and Viet Minh cadres
was to lead the armed masses to seice Japanese rice stores and Frerch
concessicas full of stocks of agricultural produce. 1t was precizely thanks
to these attacks on granaries and colonialist plantations that the national
aalvation movement could be developed intensely, the people rapidly armed,
the self-defense brigades quicl'v foundad where the movement had never
been orgunized. ... U

Alien Regulations Create Social Disintegration

But natural calamitiss were . e only or even the primary factors cresting unswbhle
conditions and the opportunities for cganizing a revolutionary political structure. Of more
fundartental importance was the situation alresdy noted where. ... Vietnamesc society had
been desertad by its Confucian cadre aad not heen re-encadred. .. . This disintegration was
not merely the consequence of the Japanese occupation and the rise of the Viet Minh. This
wa8 ooly the final blow, which in extensive areas of Viet Nam exposed the decay that had oc-
curred in the administrative system i the country.

Prior to the French intervention in the nineteenth century, the "recruitroent of the man-
darinal "adminisivative” corpg within the viliage meant that the highest amwoii.ons were per-
miited to the vourg villagers according to their abilitier. " 37 These trienis were deternined

# Approximately 1.72 a kilo.
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~x the basis of examinations in the Confucian classice, which were held on a quarterly basis.
The incentive for the candidates at these examinations was not just the opportunity for ad-
ministrative positior and prestige; there was also an exemp!ion from miiitary service and
from corvée duty for those e'ccessful in the first echelon in the hierarchy of tests for selec-
tion.$8 As a result of this procezs, there was, in addition to the recruitment of a well-educated
bureaucratic cadre, a commitment established to the method of selecticn. This occurred be-
cause there were rewards even for those not chosen for administrative careers and because
the examinations gave a rationale to the whole educational system.

This aspect of social cortrol was of vital importance to the peaceful functioning of ihe
country. Other than this political stiucture, there was no comprehensive economic, social, or
religious organization w provide a framework of unity for the autoncmous viilages of largely
self-sufficient peasant farmers that composed Vietnamese society. The Vietnamese worship
the:r God threugh rit s conducted by the elders of the village. with neither an ordained or
apeciaily educated priest nor a hierarchical ecclesiastical bodv 3¢ Since there has tradi-
tionally been iittle diversity in agricultural prodice or occupa:ion, economic organizatior has
ween localized. Kinship has always been the most impoertant social grcuping. Though kin ties
often extended beyond the village, clan relations rarely went beyond nine generations and usu-
ally were organized into subordinate groups with a more recent common ancestor.3 Because
of the forms of ancestor veneration these ties, too, were localized. These ctherwise self-
contained villagss, where more than 80 percent of the population of Viet Nam has always livea,
formed a part of a larger community almost sclely on a politiczl basis. The lines cf authority
and compliance knitting these villages together were founded on the local recruitment of a
bureaucratic r.l 2 and an accepted tradition of Confucian politics.

As has alr-~dy been described, the imposition of the French colonial state breught the
ruin of "...the Confucian balance betwo>er the ritualistic state and the autarchic villege . ..
without anything to replace." % The traditional examinations ior recruitment to the bureauc-
racy were abolisned in 1618. Thereafter, those chosen for administrative poets were edu-
cated at the French-sponsored schools in the urban centers and provincial towna wnere Quoc
Ngu, a romanized Vietnarme e script—not Chinese characters—developed by French mission-
aries was used as the basis for instruction.? Because the gystem of mandarinal recruiiment
and bureaucracy had been virtually the only form of cultural integration, its demise could not
help but have a decisive impsct. Under the colonial regime, "political life was reduced to a
matter of pure administration and. . .the administration vas in the hands of foreigners. " %

While it had been primarily a bureaucratic stru~ture, the traditional political system of
Viet Nam had pot been unreeponsive to poliucal pressures. Indeed. ore of its chief functions
was to communicate such pressuree and to gather information so that the Confucian state
couid be kept in ¢quilibrivm, Mor»ove., it could absorh certain shifts in social tifluence by
providing s legititaate aveme for pelitical mobility to the ambitious and capable.

Even though equilibrium and harmory were the goals of the svstem, these were rare in
Vietearomse Liistory. Yet during the many centuries of !nternecine warfare and the struggle
for power, the Confucian code was the wmodel for political structure. With its elimination by
the colonial state, there was only the mas! narrowly circursscribed legitimacy for poiitical
action. All vise was {llegal and therefore revolutionary.

The deteriorution which coleniglism brougbt to traditiopal nolitics 1o Vist Nam wont be-
yond itr eflocts on the bureaucratic structure. It also had 3 damaging inygsot on the Vietnam-
ese cillaye. The traditional autonomy of the village and the legitimacy of (s internal struce-
ture were greatly affected by three actions o0 the colonial administration ® (3} Imposition
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of money taxes :n place of the (1stemury levies m rice. This vrought the villages inte the
noney economy without their having the institutior - ¢ trude and credit 1o acquire the alic.a
currency. .2) Lnposition of tight control over the vilage councils hy the establishment of
exiensive colonial regulations for their procedure. The standardization and centralization of
the functioning of the village councils tended to make them udjuncts of the Fronch admunistra-
tion while undercutting them as political institutions. {3) Thiy irend was rewforced by tne
substitution of election for cooptation in chousing the council members. The iraditional method
of selecting a village council—""cooptation —had reflected the hierarchical structure of illage
society. Before .he French came, "Age, literary accomplishments, and—tc a lesser degree-
the accumulation of weaith provided tie basis for the hierarchy.” W

With the requirement for elections based theoretically on the equality of the individual
voter, a system of politics was being 1mposed which did not reflect the distribution of social
influence within the Vietnamese vdiage. Tris did not mean that tradition.:lism in the village
was dead but that the notables ¢f the customary councils rewmained in the background, resisting
French reforms and at each opportunity reestablishing themseives in their former positions. ¢
Had it simply been a question of election procedures enforced from the outside, traditionajist
politics might have been expected to reemerge when the void in the central authority occurred
with the Japanese capitulation. and in many cases this haprened. But something more than the
election regulation had taken place to prevent the traditional teadevs from resuming a piace of
a: thority in the village The basis for the soci2] hierarchy no longer had its customary vital-
ity. Literary accomplishments could not be demonstraced by the prestige which came with
success in the mandarinal examinations. Consequently, classinal learning had become mori-
bund and ties with the Confucian cudtural tradition weakened. This not only isolated the vil-
lages from an integrating structure of society and politics, it also lsosep:+d one of the impor-
tant bonds tl.at had united the village community .

While respe.’ for learning diminished, the regard for age and the accumulation of wealth
~ontinued.  Yet with the village patriarchal svstem curtailed, age alone could not enjoy the
prestige with whih it had once been . ndowed. However, the imposition of the money tux and
the mqwoney econo:.y increased the importance of wealth a8 a2 measure of social influence. Un-
fortunately, the conceras with meney and weaith did not strengthen the cohesion of the vdlage.
Taxes became more an individua! affair vather than 1 centinuation of the collective responsi-
bility of the village as the; once had been. Wealth tended to draw soc.al dratinctions more
sharply and seems to have produc ™ envy as much as respect. Because of ihe scarcity of
economic opportunity. wealth, uni e literars achievement, couid not potentialiv be posaible
or everyone. Its social fusction Jdid ¢ ore o tragment than o unify . Wealth operated as one
of the chief fuorces in the colenial impact on the viaalhity of the Vietnamese village. From
these pressures,

The traattional vidlage could no! survive It continued 6 jouk the same, at
least in Tenkin and Annam, but it became an empty shell, void of any soc1al
substance 11 had once had and which had kept life constantly repewed  With
the heart gone out of it, even the appearance of the village was in a pre-
carious pesition. . &

rs \,‘un:r‘-olii%!h‘m-:iamn

Thus imposition of alien regulations on villawe afiors and the ending of political recruit-
ment through hiterars examenations browght on the disintegration of the traditional &vsiem of

polides ip Viet Nam.  Except for two restrauung f3otwrs, this strophy in patterns of authority




and political mobility might have resulted in sustained violent prutest prior to 1945. One
control was the | ~esence of the colonial administrative and police apparatus; the other was
the ireffectiviness of a Vietname=e elite in exploiting the potential for revolutien. As has
already beer emphasgized, administrative control was achieved with a relatively small cadre.
There was a local militia of 18,700, and a French armed force increased from 134,779 in 1937
to 19,400 Fre -hmen with about 55,000 additional local auxiliaries in February 1945, Also
there were 5,100 French administrators »nd 28,000 indigerous ones until March 9, 1845, for
the whole of Indoching, which at that time had a population of 27 million persons. Moreover,
the civil administrative cadre had only varied between 4,500 and 5,100 among the French, and
20,800 and 28,000 for the indigenous officials over two decades.

OCbviously, this ratio of administrators to population dependzd on a considerable degree
of political inactivity, either from compli~nce or apathy. In the absence of institutionalized
politic 1l life, the cnly major outhursts of rebellicusness prior to the Japanese intervention
had been within the capacity of the colonial administration to quell. But their success in put-
«ing down the Nghe An revolt and the VNQDD upriging in Tonkin was also due to the short-
comings of the Vietnamese revolutionaries. Their leadership did not have a broadly structured
base of operations because of a very limited capacity for revolutionary organizaticn. The
simple lack of a cadre of organizers was one of the limits but,

One of the distinctive features of the 1930-31 "unrest" was. ..a cleavage be-
. €en the programs put forward by the more {(and prematurely) active po-
litical leaders of the new generation and the dissatisfaction and sporadic
uprisings in the rural areas; in other words between the modernized ideas
and approachkes of the former and the traditional tempo of the latter.

Overcoming this cleavage between the modern elites created by the colonial education
and economy and the more than R0 percert of the population living in the vestigial remains
of the traditional Vietuamese village was the primary task of revolutionary politics in Viet
Nam. This required the social and political reintegration of a society tho! underneath the
facade of the colonial aduunistration had become almost amorphous. Because the vitality of
the Vietnamese countryside had been sapped and its ties with an organi. ag cultural force
greatly attenuat :d, the Jeadership in this task necessarily had to come {rom the new but alien
elites. They had to impese a structure thar would unite the village population into a frame-
work of compliance and control if the French were t: be prevented from restoring their rule
and a revolutionary central authority established. In north Viet Nam, where the Chinese oc-
cupation ..clped to facilitate the course of the August Revolution, the villages appeared,

isolated and trying to live on a closed economy. Their council of notables
had dizappeared, there are no more Ly Truongs, (i.e., traditional village
official who was s sort of executive secretary of the council of notables),
each village lives with rules adopted by the strongest opinion or the influ-
ence of the remaining notables. 4

Reorganizing Viilage Social Structure

Whether this situation waa mo.  ae vesult of wartime cccupation and subsequent famine
than a continuation of the deterioration iuitisted by the effects of colonial rule, the conse-
guences would appear to be the game. The villages ho? lost whatever internal resilience they
once possessed i were extremely vulneroble to the impodition of a new structure of external
political centr A new Lierarchy cuald establish roois by filling the gap created by the
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breakdown in colorial adininisiration. Seeking to o-oid the ephemeral experience it had had
in the Nghe An-Ha Tirh soviet in 1830-31, the Comrnuuist-led Viet Minh heped to implant its
framework of countrol by regrouping Vietnamese village society according to a new concept.
Due to the lack of 2 wide s cisl differentiation and the decay of the custoraary hierarchy of
village societv, the Viet Minh promoted the organization of "“e viliage op the basis of patural
groupings. Thus, there were cormmittees formed ameng women, youth, elderiy persons, mer-
chants, militia veterans, and esoecially the farmers. &

Unlike the Nghe An-Ha Tinh goviet, although building or the experience of the Viet-Bac
guerrillas zone, these groups were organized in such a way that they went beyond being units
for village action to become mags-participation organizations. Thia development reinforced
their role of restructuring village society by giving them a meaning in the larger context of
the tumultuaocus events of the August Revolution. Each of the village groups was connected
througt an elaborate hierarchy with the Viet Nam Cuu Quoc Hoi, or the Vietnamese League {or
National Salvation, known ag the Cuu Quoc, which was theoretically represented in the central
comunittee of the Viet Minh. At the base of the hierarchy were celis of from three to five
members with an elected chief. A village would comprise several cells of the same functional
group, just as would a neighborhood in the urban organization of the Viet Minh. Then the un-
derlying framework of the Cuu Quoc called for the cells to elect members for the next higher
echelon in the organizational hierarciy, a village commiitee, which in furrn would elect repre-
sentatives for superior committees. Th~ ~rocess of democratic certrism would be contimued
until the national level of the organization was reached.

It was largely because Vietnamese society in 1945 had become relatively amorphous that
a superstructure of this type enabled the Viet Minh tc win recruits withcut having to bring
them into the Communist Party. It provided an opportunity for participation and protest to
those who had been disposseasad of their social status or their intangible cultural ties. At
the same time that it was offering means for a structured expression of discontent it also
served to bridge the cleavage between the modern urban elites and the distressed countryside.
Rather than ebstract programs it was an intricate organization that served as this integrative
tie.

The Viet Minh Move Toward Central Control

This structure took form gradually. Soon after the August Revolution began, the Viet
Minb formally recognized the Uy Ban Nhan Dan (People's Committees), which they had urged
to be organized during the days following the selzure of power. A decr:e of September 2,
1945, gave some form to these committees by prescribin, their composition and the method
for selecting their members. As the challenge of holding power increased, with the influx of
the Chinese occupation troops and their sponsorsalp o Viethauese exile nationalists, the Viet
Mink: issued a new decree on November 22, 1945. This creatd the Uy Ban Hanh Chash {(Ad-
ministrative Committees), whose membership at the leve; .. the province and above in the
hierarchy had to be approved by the Ministry of the Intcr. . While in thecry the Viet Minh
had not previously controlled the admirnistrative comraittees below the provincial level, this
became an unacceptable condition for them. By o: .- ¢34 of November 23, 1945, a corps of
special inquiry functiovaries was established who were authorized to examine an “eyulate
the operations of the lower echelon administrative committees.

This trend toward greater ceniral control over local units of political gction waa rein-
forced by a Jdecres of Deceraber 30, 1945. It appointed inspectors of political affairs and from
this momentum iasued decree $96 of June 5, 1446, which established Commttees of




Harmonization charged with censolidating and unifying the structure of administration and
political control that joined the elite with the population of the couniry. Before the end of

1946, there was a hierarchical organizaticn of control in which regional committees supervised
the provinces whose comimittees in turn managed subordinate districts that were directly re~-
sponsible for village activities. Committees at each of these echelons were composed of

seven members, including the president, vice-president, and secretary whoe formed the per-
manent commission for decision-making, and members assigned for poiitical, military, socigl,
and economic affairs.

The People's Committees and their successo:» were e 8ymbol, as well as the substance,
of governmental power u. ‘he rural areas of Viet Nam. Great stress was laid upon their ex-
ecutive power in carrying out the decrees of the revoluticnary government, raising taxes,
creating local seif-defense units, and making provisions for social progress in mass educa-
ticn and weliare. It was the demonstration of the capacity te act as 2 gcvernment which con-
cerned tke Viet Minh. Confirmation of the legitimacy they sought required the Viet Minh to
fill the void resuiting from the dissclution of the colonial administraticn. Yet more than an
administrative structure was sought by the Viet Minn. They hoped to accommodate political
interesta sc as to develop a structure of compliance and mobility as well as execution. Based
on this objective, the decree of September 1945 called for the village committees to be elected
by all perasons above the age of eighteen. 8 However, it appears that their members were
elected from within the ranks of the Viet Minh or else appointed, aithough the evidence is
limited. In one viliage in the Mekong Delta south of Saigon,

.. .the Viet Minh party members elected six members to their Uy Ban Hanh
Chaph {Administrative Committee). The committee chairman and his as-
sistant were brothers from a relatively well-to-do family; the other four
mewbers were tenant farmers. When the French re-occupied Indochina in
Jamiary 1946 and reestablished the colonial administration the Viet Minh
committee . ‘'sbanded and the traditional village Council was reinstated. &

Although this makes it appear that the village was open tc control of the strongest external
force, there was a lively contention for advantage internally. The village "'was split in its
gympathies, and accusations of being pro-French or pro-Viet Minh were common. Those
identified as pro~French—usually big iana owners aat members of the village Council—were
likely victims of periodic punitive Viet Minh raids on the village at night." @ These observa-
tions indicate that there were economically privileged persons on both sides of the political
conflict in this village. The significance of this divisiveness would seem to be that respect
for traditional position ar i institutions had given way to a scramble for advantage that bore
little relation to lavger iasues. While

. . .the village coun:illors were particularly susceptible to accasations of
being pro-French or pro-Viet Minh and from time to time some of them
were forced to fiee the village, . ..several villagers contend that the con-
fusing war years provided an opportunity for unscrupulous members of the
council to expleit their authority and it was widely known that ore village
official was guilty of having extorted money from villages by threatening
to dencunce them to the Viet Minh. 4%

By contrast, another viliage in the Mekong Delta, in Ha Tien province bordering on the
Gulf of Thailand, had a slightly different experience. In this case, the village committee was
appointed by a Viet Minh political mspector, Nguyen Van Tay, on September 14, 1945, before
the French reoccupation of the south. The committee's membership consisted of three
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representatives from the Advanced Guard Youth, three from the Indochinese Comrnunist

Party, and three from the "workers." Unlike the previous example, it was continuity rather
than coaflict which was the goal of the Viet Minh in this H2 Tien village. They allied with the
commupal council by choosing three of its mewmbers from amoug the former notables well
versed in villuge affairs to advise the Uy Ban Hanh Chankh. 30 Moreover, emphasis on tradi-
tional ccntinuity was indicated by the Viet Minh's assigniug to the police chief on the village
committee the duties invoived in the village religious cult that had been performed by the Huong
Hao in former times. 5t

Development of Viet Minh Political Cadres

For all their striking dissimilarities, these two example- Jdemenstrate that village com-
mittees were creations of the Viet Minh rather than popularly elected bodies. But their loca-~
tion in the southernmost areas of Viet Nam where the Communist organization was suffering
its most severe blows showed another important characteristic. The Viet Minh possessed a
cadre with which to extend its influence over wide areas of the Vietnamese countryside. Yet
in the absence of spontaneors jocal organizations this meant ihat the siructure of revolution in
Viet Nam would have to he imposed from the top down by an active and politically conscious
elite. However, the limitations imposed by the quantity and quality of the cadres would sub-
stantially restrict the momentum cof the revolution. The Viet Minh were thoroughly aware that
"one of the shortcominygs of our presem. movement lies in the lack of cadres." Among the
revolutionzries,

...first of all it is the cadres, who are the vanguard elements devoting them-
selves actively to the work of propaganda aiud organization, who devote them-
selves to leading the masses to carry out the pelicies of the Government and
the Party, and to serving as good examples for the pecple. 3

Obviously, a L.gh priority was placed on developing additional cadres. But in fulfilling
this objective the Viet Minh were faced with a complication avrising “rom the colonial back-
ground of Vietnamese society. There was a contradiction in that

The great majority of cadres, schocled by the revolutionary struggle, are
loyai, eager, and skiliful elements with a good political background, snd a
fair degree of organization, but musi of them have a poor educational level
....On the other hand, the technicians and intellectuals who formerly grad-
uated from the French Universities have a certain cultural level but know
little about politics. 53

As has been seen from the days of the VNQDD in 1920-31, there were those among the edu-
cated who did know something about politics. Although the cducated frequently did not side
with the Ccmmunists, it was in the competition for their loyalties that the Viet Minh axcelled
in the Augu. = Revolution,

Beyond success in winning the loyalties of the educated, the task of developing cevolu-
tionary power was twofuld. The 8ize of the trained elite they had won was small, but the con-
solidation of routine adminisiration and the expansion of the revolutionary structure depended
upon its consolidation. To Truong Chinh a more pressing limitation was the low level of po-
litical awareness, not only among the educated but throughout Vietnamese society. Ina
rhetorical query he asked, "...have the imperialists ever thought of educating the Vietnamese
people io study or go into politics? Their sole concern was the formation of a class of young




Vietname -2 intellectuals who wotild serve them merely as tools." . . .34 Without political
sensitivity. the dieruption in the countryside would be turned to narrow advantage, &< waw
shown in the two contrasiing cases of villages in the Mekong Delta, instead of the censslidation
of control. In the abseuce of political consciousness, the cadre which the Viet Minh had in
large part recruited from the colonial regime would view its role in ureaucratic terms.
Therefore, one of the crucial dimensions of revolutionary success for the Viet Minh wag ita
capacity for political mobilization of the mass of the Vietnamese population. In turn, this
depended on the energies of a politically shrewd cadre in establishing a structure of participa-
tion and control to overcome the cleavage which had separated the modern elite of Viet Nam
from its village snciety.

Military Organizations Boost Pc' ‘ical Development

Ironically, it was the demands created by military preparation and operaticns which
eventually offered the greatest stimulus to political mobilization. Through the phyasical mebi-
lization of villagers into the nascent Viet Minh armed force, the coordinatior: of local guerriilia
effertas of village self-defense units, and the organization of propaganda nits, the capacity of
this structure was tested. Without the military threat posed by the French reoccupation, the
Viet Minh would have had to devise other forms of participation and psychological motivation
for the politica! mobilization of the village pepulaticn. Morecver, as the military require-
ments of the Viet Minh increased, efforts were made to expand its local organizationa] capa-
city. This resulted in the creation of resistance commititess or Uy Ban Khang Chien during
the second half of 1946. The purpose of hese comimittees was to provide local liaison for the
armed forces as a source of supplies, support for mobile combat units, reporting on the po-
litical and military situaticn in its locality, an i furnishing combatants for the regular forces
ir addition to organizing local auto-defense {roops and maintairing local security.

Although the Uy Ban Kbang Chien were supposedly subordinaie to the administrative coiri-
mittees, 2 rivalry developed during the ipitial phases cf the resistance war between the mili-~
tary and civilian leaders which meant that this organizational relationship did not werk out in
practice. Therefore, by a decree of October 1, 1947, thess organisms were unified iato g
single entity which was then to be known ¢3 Uy Bar ¥bang Chien Hanh Chanh (UBKCHC) and
was to be crganiced from the village to the national level in a hierarchy of control and execu-
tion. At the village and district levels, the military members of the committee would be
representative of the popular militia, and at the province and above members of the regular
army would hold this position.

Such was the political-military structure with which the Viet Minh entered into the con-
flict with the French. Its great attribute was that it sllowed for decentralization in initiative
compatible with centralization in control. Threugh it a bridge was laid from the urban ar:as.
which were the focus of the struggle in the August Revolution, to the countryside where the
resistance war would be fought. Without the careful preparation of this structure, the Viel
Minh could not have immediately launched and sustained guerrilla warfare. Without the elab-
oration of this structure and its effectiveness in mobilizing the Vietnamese rural population,

a level of warfare sufficient to cause the French withdrawai from Viet Nam could not have
been attained. Certainly there was a greater opportunity to implant such a structure north of
the sixteenth parallel because of the absence of the French until March 6, 1946, and because of
avoiding warfare there for almost nine months after the French returned.  The freedom that
the Viet Minh enjoyed until the spring of 1946 was due to the extended Chinese vccupation.
Whether the Chiiiese finapcial demands made the price too great cannot be easily determinod.
It seems clear that, given their revelutionary goals, the Viet Minh had no choice. Undoubiedly
they were glad to gain 2 political foothold no matter what the price.
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CHAPTER 6

FRENCH RESPUNSE TO THE VIETNAMESYE REVOLULION: POLITICAL COMMUNITY
V8. MILITARY REOCCUPATION, MARCH-DECEMBER 1946

CONFLIITING FRENCH VIEWS CONCERNING
REOCCUPATION OF NORTH VIET NAM

The politicsl power that the Vietnamese revoluticngries '  been able to develop north of
of the sixteenth parailel during the Chinese oceoupation wresenied the French with a challenge
they had not faced in the gouth, With the signing of the Sino-French Treaty of February 28,
1946, and the agreernent of the Chinese to withdraw their troeps, the issue of Viet Minh power
conironted them. The way was now open for the French te return to north Viet Nam. But
long before the signing of the treaty two sharply oppesing views developed within official
French circies over the procedure to be followed in this reoccupation. One view was that ne-
gotiations with the Viet Minh leading to a formal accord were a vital prerequisite. Otherwise,
it was argued, strong resistance would be encountered. The Viei Minh would take to the
maquis, preventing the reinstallation of French govereignty.

Such was the reasosing of Gen. Philippe Leclere, a herc of the liberation of France, who
had been appointed Supreme Commander of French Troopa in the Far East. ! However, his
viewg were regarded as 2 "capitulation” by his immediate superior, the de Gaulle-appointed
High Commissioner for Indochina, Adm. Gecrges Thierry 4'Argenliaw.? As the admiral inter-
preted hig migglon, recccupation came first, with negotiationa of an unspecified nature to fol-
low ai a {ater date. Refore their views could reach a ghowdown, the sitiation was radically
alterad by the resignation of General de Gaulie en Jamiary 20, 1948, and the return of party
government to Freach politica,

French Riatement Regarding Limited Vietnamese Seli-Government

Unti! this time, there had been little oppositicn to d'Argenlieu's operating on the basis of
# declaration issued by the French government on March 24, 1945. This statement, while ac-
krowledging that Indochinag was to enjoy freedom in keeping with its stage of evolution and ca-
pacities, obviously held those capacities in low regard. It provided a framework for only the
most Hmited geif-government, and even that was to be dominated by a French-appointed gov-
exraor generai. The crux of the declaration was that '"The Indochinese Federation shall form
with France and the other parts of the community a 'French Uaion' the interests of which
abroad shall be represenied by France. Indochina shall enjoy within that union liborty of its
own,"

But when these worug were written there was no t'rench Union nor an Indochinese Federa-
tion. There was also little reascn for Vietnamese political activists to believe that they
would have & part in shaping either ot these institutions. This could be concluded from the
guarded phrase that "The statuie of Indochina. . . will be put into final form after consultation
with the qualified agencies of liberated Indochina. "4 Moreove~ this declaration was based on
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principles formwulated at a conference on postwar colonia! provlems held in Brazzaville in
early 1944, The final communiqué of tisis meeting had stated in part that

the aims of ithe work of civilization which France ie sccomplishing in her
possessions exclude any idea of astonomy and any poscihility of development
outside the French Empire bl.2. The attainment of "self-government" in
the colonies, even in the most distant future, must be excluded. 5

The irrelevance of the subsequent March 24, 1945, declaratior. ‘o the developing polilical
realities in Viet Nam was not primarily due to these abstractions formulated in the wartime
isolation of Brazzaville. Also, it seems clear that the statement on the future staras of Inde-
china had not been issued because of desire for a program to deal with indigenous poiitical
movements in France's principal Far Eastcrn possession. Rather, the declaration had been
made in anticipation of the hostile ideas of international trusteeship that General de (vaulle felt
were likely to be submitted the following month to the San Francisco Conference for the or,
nization of the United Nations. ¢

The French lcader's fears were not idle ones, for in a press conference aboard the USS
Quincy on February 23, 1945, on his return from Yalta, President Roosevelt had told a re-
porter of his concern for the future of Indochina;

The first thing I asked Chiang was, "Do you want Indo-China”™" ... He said,
"It's no help to us. We don't want it. They are not Chinese. They would not
assimilate into the Chinese people."” ... With the Indochinese, therc is a

feeling they ought to be independent but are not ready for it. I suggested at the
time, to Chiang, that Lidochina be set up under a trusteeship--have a French-
man, one or two Indochinese, and a Chinese and a Russian because they are

on the coast, and maybe a Filipino and an American—to educate them for self-
government. [t took fifty years for us to do it in the Philippines.?

The fears of trusteeship stemming from these remarks and the urgency it engendered in
i'rench political plans for the future of Indochina were dissip: d by two events. One was the
death of President Roosevelt in April 1945. The other was the resolution of the "non-self-
governing territories’ problem at San Francisco. But with this prossure removed, the re-
finement of a political program in response to the situation in Viet Nam w3 not forthcor ..g.
However, direct contact was established with Vietnamese °xiles in south China throu,.. the
French military mission headed by Jean Sainteny. Among his tasks was the preparation for
the French return to Indochina. Yet this was plainly conceived as an administrative and oper-
ational! problem rather than as a political one. Ironically, this approach vas to L complicated
by the Viet Minh leaders with whom Saimteny was in contact. Their proclamation ot an inde-
pendent government and the development of revolutionary pow.: in Viet Nam probably could
not have been anticipated in the spring of 1945.

By contrast, the fragmented and uncertain French approach to the future was easily per-
ceived. The:r lack of preparation was apparent in the fact that a governor-general for Indo-
china, Admiral d'Argenlicu, was not appointed until the Japanese were capitulating. More-
over, d'Argenlicu was judged a poor choice, since he had no experience in Asio and was not by
choice a naval officer but had been a Carmelite monk before the war. 8 In addition to haphaz-
ardness in choosing its leadership, there seemed little or no coordination among the various
French agencies concerned with the reoccupation. For example, when Jean Sainteny returned
to Paris from Kurming in July 1945 he found the Ministry of Colonies indifferent to his mis-
sion. The ministry's attention was focused on Calcutta where its own mission was waiting to
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return to Indochina. 3 Of great. conseq-ence to the French regaining their position was the
absence of French armed forces in the Far East, a cuuJtion which resulted in the Chinese and
British occupation of the two halves of Viet Nam. This ob.!acle to French reoccupation
yieided politica! advantages tc the Viet Minh, iiowing them to expose the gap between France's
postwar political goals for Indochina and their capacitv tc ac hieve them.

Viet Minh Reaction to French Position

As far as the Communists in Viet Nam were concerned, the French declaratior. of
March 24, 1945, was a cynical act. In their view,

It was only after the French surrender in Indochina [March 9, 1945) that the
de Gaulle government agreed to issue the Prociamation recognizing the auton-
omy of Indochina. This hypocritical proclamation wag, for the Indochinese
peopies, as stupid as it was ridiculous because it was published just at the
time when the French had no more anthority in Indochina. 10

Although their public proncuncements attacked the French and asserted the independence of
Viet Nam, the Viet Minh quietly sought an accommodation with France. This trend had dated
from July 1945, when a Viet Minh aide -mémoire was passed through an OSS intermediary’.
The document demanded that its propesals for independence to be "announced and observed by
the French in their future policies in French Indochina.'1t Key to their demands was inat "In-
dependence. . .Dbe given {o this country in a minimum of five years and a maximum of ien. "
Moreover, the Viet Minh said that they were willing to accept a French governor until inde-
pendence was granted.

In retrospect, these demands are sc modest as to appear fantastic and to question the
authenticity of the aide-mémoire. ould the Viet Minh at one time really have been wiiling to
settle for gradual independence? . .. these demands were formulated well beiore the air
drops of weapous to the Viet Minh, the sudden capitulation of the Japanese, and the scizing of
Hanoi during the August Revclition. What they demonstrate is that France was not able to
take advantage of the position of the Viet Minh while their demands were still modest. From
thie perspective the absence of a policy closely related to the political reality in Viet Nam was
a striking liability.

Jean Sainteny did not have the lixury of hindsight in his negotiations with the Viet Minh
for the French reoccupation of north Viet Nam. He did not even have the benefit of the sup-
port of his superior, the governor-general of Indochina, in these negotiations. In carrying
the burden of the discussions with the Viet Minh from the summer of 1945 through the signing
of the accords for the reoccupation until the outbreak of hostilities in December 1946,
Sainteny did have the important asset of continuity, however. He had been in touch with Ho
Chi Minh as early as July 1945, through the intermediary of Laurie Gordon, a Canadian busi-
nessman who had been trapped in wartime Indochina. 2 Although Sainteny did not meet Ho
until after the August Revolution in Hanoi, he did send a French raission to the headquarters
of the Viet Minh. During the autumn of 1945, Sainteny had periodic meetings with the Viet
Minh leader, but due to the Viet Minh's preoccupation with the Chinese and the exile national-
ists these meetings accomplished little. Not until Jamuary 1946, after Viet Minh elections and
the beginning of serious bargaining on the Sino-French Treaty, did Sainteny's talks with Ho
reach a meaningful swage.
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One of the surprising aspects of these negotiations was Sainteny's discovery that Ho ‘elt
he needed the support of the French to maintain his power and to neutralize his opposition.
These adversaries included not only the exile nationalists but also a vehement group of five
men whe formed the Tong Bo (Direction Committee}, of the Viet Minh. In Saintery's view the
Tong Bo ciogely controlled the actions of Ho Chi Minh. Their cverriding concern was sym-
bolized for the French representative by the propaganda slogans they had plastered through-
out Hanoi which read, "Independence or Death." By contrast, Ho's approach is pictured as
being one of realistic moderation. Although he was no less deeply committed to independence,
the Viet Minh leader did not demand it immediately or uncenditionally. 13

Explanations of the outbreak of hostiliiies in December 1946 place much emphasis on
Ho's inability to se~ure sufficient concessions from the French to piacate the Tong Bo extrem-
ists. 14 Whether Ho found it convenient to strike a moderate pose and thus use the extremism
of his cclleagues as a lever has not become clear. What is apparent is that the middle ground
position became Iess and less tenable during the course of 1946, and the French position be-
came progressively more intransi~ent. Without any meaningful response te their expectations
of independence, the Viet Minh became increasingly aggressive. This polarization of posi-
tions led to a confrontation which threatened the very e.istence of the Viet Minh.

In the first monihs of 1346, Ho Chi Minh showed himself as well aware of the Viet Minh's
limitations in strength and as eager to avoid a violent test of wills. Although the discussions
concerning the French reoccupation were protracted, they were not conducted in an atmo-
gphere of crisis. It was not until the signing of the Sino-French Treaty on February 28, 1946,
that an accord with the Viet Minh became a matter of prioritv. A veek before, on February 16,
the basis for an accord had already been established through Ho Chi Minh's declaration of
what Sainteny felt were not unacceptable condition . 15 The task remained to convince Paris
of their utility.

Attempts at Vietnamese- French Accnrd

General Leclerc, whose task was to achieve the military reoccupation of north Viet Nam,
considered an accord with the Viet Minh to be indispensable. His firat responsibility was for
the approximately 30,000 French citizens north of the sixteenth parallel. Without adequate
protection, they were in effect the hostage of the Viet Minh. A moico fundamental considoera-
tion was the potertial for protracted resistance by the Viet Minh armed forces. It such a
conflict had broken out the only partially disarmed Japanese troops and the Chinege occupation
troong cculd not have been expected to remain on the sidelines.  Given his pacification mis-
sion in south Viet Nam, Leclerc could only spare 20,000 men for the reoccupation o! the north.
In thig task the French general fully appreciated that if the almost 200,000 armed men of
Yiree nationalities in the north were to oppose him, the ten to one ratio igainat his troops
could lead to their destruc-ion. 16 In his postmortem report, Leclere chserved thoe "if we had
found. . . a land risen up aga'.st us or simply in disorder, we could obviously has o landed at
Haiphong, but~1I affirm cotegorically - the reconquest of Tonkin even in part, would have been
impossible. " Moreover, the bloody enccunter with the Chinese garrison at Huphong, which
the French experienced upon arrival on Marcn 8, strengthened Leclere's view that, “despite
the accords of Chungking we are certain that in case there had heen serious combat wiih the
Vietnamese, the Chinese would have immediately exploited these difficulties in order t pre-
vent us from reoccupying Tonkin. 7

The possibihities of a2 negotiaod accord with th Viet Mink concerming teoccupation were
vasthy increased with the resignation of the de Gauae government at the end of Junuary 1946,




/ith the return of party government the Socialist Marius Moucet took the place of Jacques
Soustelle as Minister of Ove~=eas France. This removed the principal source of strength in
Admiral d'Argenlieu's program to reoccupy the north without conditions and to circumscribe
tae power of the Viet Minh in the process. General Leclerc did not neglect this gudden oppor-
tunity. He dispatched General Valluy on a mission to Paris to emphasize the necessity of
negotiations and to underscore their urgency. After the first week in March the tides would
meke deep-draft French trocpship landings at Haiphong harbor an impossibilitv. Ther ad
for a timely conclusion to the diplomatic bargaining with the Chinese and a resolution of the
issues with the Viet Minh was grasped thoroughly in Paris. But Leclerc's sucess in per-
suading the authorities in France to his views merely provoked Admiral d'Argenlieu to ii -
creased efforta. On February 13, 1946, the admiral departed fcr Paris to argue his own case.
Ironically, this left General Leclerc as acting governor-general of Indochina. 18

The day following d'Argenlieu's departure, General Leclerc telegraphed Paris informing
them of his belief that it was necessary to go to the extent of "pronouncing immediately the
word ‘independence,’' " in an accord with the Viet Minh. t# This word became such an emo-
tional and political obstacle that it proved to be a key stumbling block in French efforts to de-
fine a stable relationship with Viet Nam. Both in the problems of reoccupation and in the
negotiations in the years which followed, the word "independernce’ came to implyv a complete
and decisive break with p, 2vious political patterne. The French refused to use it unti} Rus-
sian and Chinese recognition of the Viet Minh in 1950 made it mandatory.

The possibility of using the word "independence’ while at the saine time devising subtle
techniques for preserving the substance of French influence seems not to have been considered
This would have required a more specific political program than the Frerch had formulated.

In the absence of such a program they found it necesasary to construct ad hoc solutions with the
Viet Minh under the crose-pressure of competing French political cliques. These pressures
did not allow for a careful definition of French interests in regponse to the conditions in Viet
Nam and, lacking such a definition, France moved toward an armed confiict that was defi-
nitely not in its interest.

Paradoxically, it appears that Hc Chi Minh was more concerned with the word “indepen-
dence’ than with its aubstance. As he told the French journalist Jean-Michel Heririch in
1945, "France and Viet Nam concluded 8 marriage a long time age. The marriage has not
always been happy, but we are not interested in breaking it. . . ."'® Ho put it more specifica.ly
to Jean Sainteny when he said, "If we wanl to administer ourselves and if [ ask vou to with-
draw vour administrators, by contrast, [ need your professors, your engineers, and your capi-
tal tn order to Luild a strong and independent Viet Nam. 't

A_\_g*corda of March 6, 1946

By February 15, 1346, the French had delined the formula for the heat sclution that
Leclerc could secure in his bargaining with Ho Chi Mink. R called for France to recognize
the Republic of Viet Nam as, "A Free Uate in the hdochinese Feders ton and in the French
Union."“12 This arrangement wag much more qualified than Ho had expeciad and, consequently,
he vould not agree 1~ it.  Although Ho wished to continue conferring, hoping for a better for-
mulr, he did take some of the actions whici Sainteny considerru prerequisite te an acvord. A
coalftion government was formed by the National Assc™hly in its first sess:on since 'he elec-
tions of January 1944 At this point, Sainteny let it be known that the French Fad gone as {ar
toward an accord as they would ge It was imperative that the French ships enter Haiphong
barbor hetween March 5 and 7. If by this time there had been no agreement, the French




velief troops would have to disembark, aware of the consequences for the French hostages in
Hanoi and for thie political future of the Viet Minh. A little before sunrise on the moraing of
March 6, as the French fletilla was making its preparatici.. ¢ a landing, Hoang Minh Giam,
a ciose confidant of the Viet Minh leader, came to Sainteny’s residence to 2otify him that
President Ho was ready to accept his conditions.

Out of this test of wills came a statement of accords about which Ho Chi Minh declared to
Sainteny, ". . .it i8 you who have won; you know very well that [ wanted much more than that—
well, T undzrstand also that one cannot have everything in a day. 23 The conclusion that
Sainteny had won was only relative [If the March 6 accords did nut recognize the independence
which Ho Chi Minh had declared Viet Nam to have on September 2, 1945, they did bring the
recognition of the legitimacy of his government. It sanctioned the exig’ence .[ the parliament,
treassury, and—most important of all—the Viet Minh army. Three other key poinis bearing on
the future ot the Viet Minh in the accord were: first, concerning the unification of Viet Nam,
"the Frenck zovernment binds itself to carry out the decisions taken by the population through
a referendum. " In addition to this opening for the potentially peaceful extension of their
power throughout Viet Nam; secoad, the Viet Minh also received a French commitment to
future negntiations. These discussions were to bear '"'on the diplomatic relations of Viet Nam
with foreign states; the future satatus of Indo--China; and French econcmic and cultural inter-
ests in Vietnam. "

Perhaps the accords’ ‘nost substantial and immedis.te advantage to the Viet Minh was the
third key point—an annex dealing with the military aspects of the French reoccupation and the
disarmament of the Japanese. This document defined the relief forces for Viet Nam north of
the sixtcenth parallel as consisting of 10,000 Viet Mirh and 15,000 French forces, including
those troops who had been imprisoned by the Japanese or who had escaped and returned from
China. Thesv forces were to be placed under French command with Vietnamese representa-
tion, but the French elements were to be divided into three categories: f{a) units guarding
Japanese prisoners who would be repatriated within ten months or before, if all prisoners had
been evacuated; (b) units charged with the mzaintenance of public order, a fifth of whom were
to be relieved by the Vietnamese army every year until at the end of five vears their mission
would be terminated; (c) units charged with the defense of air and nava! bases the length of
whose mission was to be dctermined by conference.

Unlike their counterparts in the south, who never had a chance *o negotiate with the French
and who v »r2 forced into guerrilla warfare when publ - huildings were taken over in Saigon,
the Viet Minh in the north were assured of a sanctivn againat an overpowering buildup of
French troops and a tenuous commitment to their withdrawal within five vears. \While this
agreement facilitated the military reinstallation of France in north Viet Nam, it did not allow
unquestioned predominance of Trench strength in the area.  The Viet Minh had at least 25,000
men under arms at the time, alithough they were commiiting {ess than half of then to French
operational control. The maintenance of this favorable balance of forces was theoretic.ly
guaranteed by the French erreement to Himit their forces to 15,000 men  French troop
strength wag also limited becsuse of the lack of fresh replacements {or their prewar contin-
gents still in the north. The Viet Minh were under no restraint to limit their forces by re-
cruitment xd training As it became more apd more apparent that the Freach were not going
te move bevond the March 6 agreement to define arvas of Vietnamese political autonoiny, the
Viet Minh douhled its armed force from its early 1946 strength




Significance of Accerds

The political turmoil which ensued during 1946 tended to obscure the meamingful character
of the March 6 accords. These agreements resolved the thorny probler: of tte French reoc-
cupation without resort to violence. inis led to a conclusion of the Chinese occupation and the
repatriation of the bulk of the Japanese. If these measures eliminated important resources for
the expansion of the Viet Minh armed forces, the precige limitation on Freach military strength
tended to balance the advantages. The recognition of the Viet Minh governument was restricted
by a careful evaluation of the revolutionary power it had been able tc develop. At the sime
time, the accords provided an avenue for the expansion of the Viet Minh's power through bar
gaining rather than forcing them inio protracted political conflict.

As 3 whole, the provisions of tue accords were an effective political response to a revolu-
tionary movement still in its formative stuge. They institutionalized the power already de-
veloped and they oifered the creation of new political institut‘ons through which that power
could be increased. Above all, they established a precedent and 4 framework for dealing with
a revelutionary elite which was aware of the limitaiions to its strength and of the probiems of
developing more power.

Of even greater significance were the questions that the March 6 accords d:d not resolve.
Frauce's desire to preserve her position in Indochina remained stronger than her military
capacity to achieve this goal. But this dvsire was also greater than France's political ingenu-
ity to create ingtitutions by which they could channei the strength of the Viet Minh without
provoking them to general warfare. Thia was a -orollary of the tenuous character of Fren~h
interests in Indcchina and the lack of decision concerning how to secure them throug! pelitical
relations with the Vietnamese. Largely because Lfochina was its most pressing colorial
problem, France felt compelled to transform its empire into an institution with more legiti-
macy in the postwar w. rld. Thus Indochina created the French Union. Because Viet Nam was
the most pressing problem within Indochina, the French felt obliged to remold Vietnamese am-
bitions by an institution which woeuld allow them to muntain their influence among contiguous
dependencies with quite different levels of polutic ! development. Thus Viet Nam created the
Indochinese Federation.

Whetker the Viet Minh e wld have been prevented from eveniually undertaking warfare by
political action alore 15 wnopen g estion. More to tie point 15 the fact that in 1%48 the Viet
Minh had a level of political and nithlary ;ower that was more easily dealt with than at any
other mon.went It seems that the Viet Minh were pot anxious to faunch warfare ag:inst the
French unless their alternatives were hlocked, Ho Chi Minh's willingness ¢ spend four
moaths in fuliie bargaining in France at the crucial point in the Viet Minh's revolutionary de-
velepment—from June through September 1946 - geems clearly to have demoenstrated this atti-
tude .

THE ABSFNCE OF FRENCH IDEAS YOR PCLITICAL COMMUNITY WITH VIDT NAM

Tae various reactions to the March 6 accords clearly defined the positions of the parties
w the Viet Nam centhet. Yor Geperal Leclere, the French military reconquest of the north
had not been a realistic optior. "We never intends' o lmunch an armed conquent of North Indo-
chire.  The Cochin Chinese experience demonstrated that “o accomplish that, we would need
forces much stronger than those which we now ave,” was feclere s anglvais of the results
Moreover, "At the present Uime,” he sand, “there s oo @uestion of imposing ourselves b force
on masses who desire evolution and inncvation 770 The accords clearly bore the stamyp of
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Leclarc's nerspective. Thov had been reached under the coercive force of military power &
the purpose cf avoiding an armed clash and defining means for future agrecinents. While the

Leclerc position was based straightforwardly on the ohjective reality which iaced the French,

the Vieinamese point of view was more complex.

The March 6 accords were a ""Vietnamese Brest-Litovsk," Vo Nguyen Giap expiained in
an emational sjeech to a Hanoi Crowd of 100,000. He told them that the truce with the Germans
had been to stop their invasion of Russia so that the Soviets could reinforce their army and
their political power. ""We have especially negotizted in order to protect and reinforce our
political, military, and economic position,"” said the Viet Minh military leader. Aoreover,
Giap asserted, the alternative to pegotiation was a long-term resistance for which the Viet
Minh was not then prepared. ¥Furthermore,

. at certain pointg where the revoluticnary movement is not ver; deep
many pecple have not taken it very, “~rviously, ard if we had nrolonged the
resistance, there would have been a coi.apse in certain sectors or a loss
of fighting spirit. In contiming the military struggle, we would have lcat
our forces and gradually our soil. We wauld have only been able to hold
several regions. . . .

Then Giap criticized the agreement because it did not contain the imporian: word "indepen-
dence.” He stated, "they do not see that th¢ ‘ndeperderce of a country results . "om objective
conditions and that ir. our struggle to obtain if, there are mements when it is necessary te be
firm and others when it is secessary to be pliant."26

It was Ho Chi Minh who creaied the strongest reaction at the public meeting to expiain the
Franco-Vietnamese accords. He pointed out that Vi * Nam had been indepencent since August
1945, but that no country had recsgnized them diplomatically. The March 6 accords, he rea-
goned, opened the «vay for international recognition, .hile thcv limited the French military
strength in noith Viet >"am to 15,000 for only five vears® dura:ion. However, it was on the
bagis of hix peraonal pragtige that the Vietnamese leader scught to c. .ach all argements, "I,
Ho Chi Minh, [ have alwsvs led you wivng the path of likerty, I have fought all my life for the
independence of the Fatheriand. You know that! 1 would nrefer death to selling out the country.
I sweur to you that { have not godd you ot "7

Trend: : ward Conflict

If the March 4 accords were to the Viet Minh a Brest-Litoveh, they were regarded ar a
Munich by awniral d'Argeniieu and those of a Ganlist orientaticn in the French circles in
Indochina. Although in pablic the French governer-genersal approved and raised the accords,
hig attitude in private wss wehemently differsnt. On March &, less ihan a week after his re-
turn from consultations ir Paris, d'Argeniies told Genersl Valluy, who had been sent by
Leclerc to inform bim of the details of the French landing at Hawphong, "1 am ainazed, ves,
Genceral, that's the word, ¥ ar greazed that “rance has in Indochina such a fine expeditisnary
force, and thet it3 chiefe prefer t¢ negotiate rather than wo fight . . . "% D'Argealieu reatched
these fighting words with action, but this also teok the forze of negotiations.  The purpose of
hie bargaining was emypt tically not to reach an accommedation with the Viet Minh., The
admiral's initiativer were designed to circumgceribe the Viet Minh and to check  eiy ability
to attain their goids.
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The {irgt indication of this trend waz the giptamael by the French comnmissiones ior Co-
chinchina, Jean Cedilie, the the Mareh & %fe"uu d.d not pu seith of the sixteeanih parailel,
Although this was quizkl’y digavowsd by Denerad Leciern, Vo Nruyen Giap ovdered the troops
in Nam Bo to continue their guerr:lla warisre syainst the F:—?mh. Secondly, i¥e. Nguven Van
Thinh was elected president of the provisional gorernment ef the Repui:iic ¢f Cochinchina on
March 26, 1848, by the reconst.tuted veraion of the Colonsal Counc:. whizh had rulad ihe south
before the war. While inis aet did wet have any validity untll recognized by Trance, it was the
beginning of a separstist movemen: that woulu b= G Argenlieu's counterweigat o the Viet
Xinh, 23

The nepoiiations calied €62 in the March £ sacords wer. set in motion by 3 communiqué
gigned by Adpirsi d‘Argenlieu usd Ho Chi Minh on beard the govornor general's flagship an-~
chared Cft rie coast porthwest of Haanod ou Murch 24, 1946, This announced a preparatory con-
ference e ¢ hedd at Da Lai, a mousntai~ rescrt {n southern Viet Nam, ®aring {he begianing of
April. I woed cuncinde zus discuiegicns in time for a Vietramese delegation te be displiched
o Pirig bofore the eud of May for "'official definitive discugsions. "¥ Thig Da Lat cenference
gave the YViev Hlash an cucagion W demonatvats the broad nationalist baee thay had been able w
establigh by thoir championing of Vietnamese independenze. It delegaiion waz ied by Nguyven
Tuvong ‘fam, minister of foreign arfaive and a leader of th:.- YNGDD, Although it insinded two
highi-renzing party leadere, Vo Nguyen Giap and Duang Bach Mai, the buik of the delegates
were nonpolitical specialiats in financial and technicu: problems. The composit.on of the Viet

Mizh delegation ai=o probably reilecec their belief that little of consequence could be decided
before the departure of anciher ¢ <gaton jor Parts,

The key iasue st Da Lat was the question of the unity of Viet Nam. In order to undercut
the emerging Freuch mansauver to proclaim the independence of Cochinchina, the Viet Minh
gct an upauthorized delegation isto iru Lat from the south to suppor: the positicn of unity of
Viet Narw . Thiz growp ‘ncluded Pham Ngoc Thach, who had come to polifical prominer 2 wi*h
the Advanced Gaard Youth, and Nguyen Van Sam, a non-Communist journalist who was later
assazsinated Ly the Viet Minh. Although the Nam Bo repreecentatives did pot help the cause of
vnity, the Viet Minh delegation conimued adamant in attacidng this fundamental @uestion.
Meanwhile, the Fren.h delegation of techniral experte was concerned with laying the ground-
work for future digcussione on such problema as cuatome regulations, sconomic development,
and the role of the French language in Vietnamese education. Moreover, France was not to be
budged easily on \he guestion of Cochiachina. It was here that it had its major chance to pre-
gerve what it had built up in Indochina,

The French delegation at Da Lat argued that there we re objective reasons for the autonemy
of the south of Viet Nam. In their view, no n.turai unity existed between the south and the
northers Tonkin Delta, which was considered to be geographicaily a part of the high plateau of
Yunnan and Kwangsi. The French also pointed out that prior to the seventeenth century the
Vietnamese had not come into Cochinchina. They also asserted that it was the French who had
geen the great possibilities for the future development of the area and had invested capital
there. As {ar as the d'Avgenlieu administration was concerned, France would not tolerate a
solution o the problems of Viet Nam that was contrary to the interests of the "Cochinchinege."
Yet virtually the only people feciing a "Cochinchinese' identity were thoge who had profited
from the French presence to hecoms wealthy iandholders, to gain a French education, and to
cageive French citizenship.

The indochiness Federatioa, whick had come cloger to reslity by the March 6 accords,

wauld also provide g cosvenient means of recogmzing the autonsmy of Cochinchina. ¥From
G Argoniies's yerspeci‘ve, this federstion would be ysefur in checking the spread of the Viet
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Miak's political strength. He idesiifiea the souroe of thzir power &5 nstHonalisms, a pervasive
i <}

foree wnish he feared would not only overmm Zochinchina but algo thr seighbiring states of
Carshbodin an peiltical drive was cyated with the physicdd expanainn
ver the centurirs of the Vieinamese southward from the Tondin Deolta and with their wilitary
forays weniwarc 10 the countries on their hovder,

The dde of Virtnamese expansics waz at its height when the Frepch istervened in the reid-
die of the nineteenth certiry. France's peacefnd occupatien »f Laos wnd Cambodiz can he pt-
tributed iz large messure to the protection thoy guarsiiesd against Vietnzmese “expioaioniswr.”
Moreover, theiv iragmesntation of Viet Nawm into Wowe “countries,” with sne of thom, Cochin-
ching, belcg made & Freneh colety, was designed to regiviet the unitv which the Vistuamese
hed panfully achieved. This colonial ~olicy had the effect of speouraging regional xnd local
forces whick were latent in Vietnamese sociefy. The revolsiionary fervor which the Vit
Mink hsd generated now threstened to overcome thesce parochial tendencies. In 1espomse, the
French were arguing through d'Argenlieu's propagands 1hat pationalism in general, and Viet~
ramese aptionalism in particular, was sn cuimeded adoetennth~century decirine which the
French were [ugiified in oppesing.  Their purpuse was avowed ¢ be $hat of providing the

benefita of the moedern world to the people of Indoching withoat the coxaplications of politics.

Rather thap to channel the stwrglea of e Viet Minh po that they might have neen dissi-~
pated by the enormity of the task of developing vevolutionury power, the admiral's policy was
> meet them head op. In retrospect .ne sdamasoy of the opposition o the Yiet Minh appears
to have won for the Communist-leq independence movement more adherents than they might
otherwise have expected. Since nationalism in Viet Nam wao essentially an anti-French re-
action rather then s defined positive force, a policy of intransigence gave it inoreased sub-
stance #nd purpeas.  The paradoxical nature of general and parochisl trends in ¥Wietnamsge
poelitics in 1048 were summarized by (eneral Leelzre's polidiecal adviser, Paul Mus, Ina
converaation with the governor genaral he offered the vew that if the admiry] tried to divide
Vit Nam there would be a stroug tremd towsards unity. I, on the other hand, he tried to unite
Viet Num ke couid expect & vigorous regionalism and pavochiaiism.

The views of the governo™ general in Indochina reflected the faelings of the colonial in-

Ministry of Overseas France (the former Minisiry of Colonies) or the French Parliament. In
fzot, it was the unaettled pclitical si*uation within France tollowing the resignation of de
Gaulle and the defest of the proposed constitution on May 5, 1546, that permitted Admiral
d'Argenlieu so wuch laiitude. It was this condition that allowed factions to Jevelop within the
French administration in Indochina ever a policy of concessions ver:us one of force. Sensing
that these circumstances might rlso lead to his being checked again, as on March 6, the
governor general wanted to be abie to recognize the autonomy of Cochinchina before the Viet
Minh delegation left for Paris at the end of May. But this required the ratification of the par-
liament and the backing of the Ministry of Overseas France. At that moment Franc. hcd no
perliament and was caught up in an election fever. Moreover, Marius Moutet, the Minister of
Overseas France, was campaigning in his *»me district and was in no position to respond to
d'Argenlieu's proposals even if he had wanted to do so. 2t

Recognition of the Republic of Cochinchina

Frustrated in his designs to restrict the Viet mink through established procedures, Ad-
miral d'Argealieu took it on his own initiative to recognize the kepublic of Cochinchina as a
"{ree state having its own government, parliament, army and finances, being a part of the
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mdoctinese Fedsration and the French Unicr,.''32 When this goverument was formaliy pro-
claimed ‘n Baigea an sune 1, 1846, two-thirds of the audience « *he ceremony were, according
to a0 ohserver, French nalitary snd civillans ¥ Their overaticodance emphasized that the
Cochiichinese Republic #a3 a political force founded on some 8,000 large landholders, ap-
prodmatsy 1,500 Victamess with ¥reach citizenship, and about 15,292 resident Frenchmen,
ali Bving in scuth Viet Nam. 3 ['argeplieu had now checkmated Leclerc's move of Marck 6,
They had both recognized sutonomous governments af either end of Viet Nam. Moreover,
each of these governmenta was io have a surprising capacity for endurance-—-surprising, be-
cause it wae widely expected that the ¥ist Minh wonld be crushed militarily, and beceuse the
Associated Stiia of Vier Nam which grew out of the Cochinchinese Republic was throughi sure
to fall from lack of popclar suppert. ‘

These two governments demonsixsted some fundameral aspects of the revolution in Viet
Nam. The fact that ipreprescntative jeadsrship elites could remain in authority in south Viet
Mam was another indication thal there was ot & kroad popular uprising throughout Viet Nam.
Bui the inability of military force to eliminate the politically sophisticated and pwrposeful
Communiat elite was evidence that there was much more to the revolution than the protest of
a digconients) hourgeoisie and the intellectuals. At the outset, neither of these gronpe was
able i predominate and the majority of the population remained unaffected. Yet, beyond the
complexity of these charactoristics, it seems clear that an instituticnalization of poliiical
forces by Fremch-initizted measures coul” have been possible during 1946,

In the absence of these institutions, the cont~nding elites launched a violent competition to
ackieve nolitical power. In this conflict, the po, .ation could not remain unaffected. They
were the object of the competition in which the goal was a new structure of politicai power. In-
evitably, there © ; a strong French opinion vhich did not believe that a thwarted elite could
creat  a hull-scale revoluticn, for this woula require a political mobilization of the Vietiamese
pooulation at a magnitude that had never before been approached. Moreover, France bad in
Viet Nam, especially in the gouth, an elite through which it seemed possible to maintain their
influence. A measured response to the convulsion in Viet Nam could have been devised by the
French. They could have created institutions granting power to indigenous elites and permit-
ting the-u opportunities for political mobilization on French terms. But this appeared to be
wmecessary and the institutions seemed enormously difficult to construct. For this miscal -
cuistion France was to pay a dear price. Yet, as her officials approached the pressures in
Viet Wam, they did not seem to be interested i~ dealing with them in ways that could be useful
to France by institutionalizing the revolutionary process that had already been set in motion,

The Fontainebleau Conference

The opport.nity for the French to respond to the Viethamese revolutica by devising new
political instituti ms came in the summer of 1946. The "official definitive negotiations,”
called for by the Ho-d'Argenlieu communiqué of March 24, did not commence for more than a
month after the Viet Minh delegation arrived in France. This delay was caused by the politi-
cal instability out of which the Fourth French Republic was being created. [t was pot until
July 6 that the confe~cnce began at the palace at Fontainebleau. From the outset, the tone and
character of the disc.ssion was significanily different from that of the Da Lat meeting. The
delegation was almost -+-clusively composed of high-ranking Viet Minb leaders, hesaded by Ho
Chi Minh. In the opening remarks, Pham Van Deng, Ho's chief lieutenant, vehemently attacked
the policies of Admiral d'Argenlieu. He directed his protest against the formation of the
Cochinchinese Republic and the military occupation of the central Vist Nam plateau which had
taken place during June.35
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Before the discussion had gone very far, d'Argenlieu posed ano¢ - embarrassing problem.
He called a second Da Lat conference to which he invited Cambodia, Laes, and Cochinchina, as
well as ohs~rers from southern central Viet Nam (below the sixteenth parallel) and from the
ethnic minorities. Their purpose was to examine the problems involved in the formation of
the Indochinese Federation. 7::e conference was anncunced on July 25, to be convoked on
August 1, and it immediately had its effect cn the deliberations at Fontainebleau. Pham Vaa
Dong emphasized that the proposed meeting at Da Lat called into question the purpose of the
Fontawebleau conference. He woadered if it wouid not be better to suspend the discussions in
France until the ambiguity between the two conferences had been resolved. 3 The tense atmos-
phere of the conference was heightened further after an ambush of French troops by the Viet
Minh in the north Viet Nan. town of Bac Ninh on August 4, in which 12 Fcench soldiers were
killed and 41 wounded. 87

Despite these teusions, the negotiations dragged on through August and into the first weeks
of September, with the status of southern Viet Nam being the intractable point of the discus-
gions. Finally, on the night of September 9-10, 1846, a modus vivendi was drafted which was
a last effort at conciliation, hut rather than resolving fundamental issues it discussed second-
ary problems witho 't agreement on fundamentals. For example, French nationals were tc be
given preference in the employment of technicians and advisers by the Viet Minh government.
Schools in Viet Nam would follow French programa. Viet Nam was to form a customs union
with the Indochinese Federation. A commigsion was to be eat~hlished to study postal, tele-
graph, and telephone communications between Viet Nam and the rest of the states of Indochina.
All of these clauses, however, were conditional ones. They depended on what Viet Nam was
to become politically. On this peoint there was an agreement to disagree, but at a later date, 38

The story of the Fontainebleau ncgotiations tells muck more about French colonial poli-
cies and domestic politics than it does about revolution in Viet Nam. More than two months
of intense wrangling yielded inconclusive resulis which are best summarized in the last article
of the modus vivendi. In it France and the Viet Minh,

acvree to seek together the conclusion of special agreements on all que.tlions
which may arise, in order tc strengthen their {riendly relaticns and prepare
the way for a general final treaty. The negotiations will be resumed to this
end as soon as possible and at the latest .. January 1947.

In retrospect, it seems almo: ' unbelievable *hat the French and the Viet Minh were discussing
probiems of telephone communicaticns just three months b ° . ¢ their armed confrontation in
the streets of Hanoi. But the unreality of this modus vivendi was forceful evidence that two
months of har1 bargaining had not given the French any clearer conception of how they mnight
come to terms with the revolu. m i- “iet Nam. Lacking 2 consensus within their own cireles,
the French sought to defer the question.

Conclusion of Conference

Wien the final draft of the modus vivendi was considered on the morning of September 10,
Phar Van Dong demanded that the aélr_eemem include the date and the modalities for a refer-
endum on the status of Cochinchina, as was called for in the March 6 accords. He asserted
thit the Vietnamese delegation would not sign the document if it did pot contain these details 39
This reluctance was based on the Vietnamese delegation's fear of repercussions in Hanoi for

unity . If such was the overriding concern of Pham Van Dong, there were other considerations
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which Ho Chi Mich theught primary. iHe did not want to retura to Viet Nam: emptybanded. He
{elt that without some =+t of tangible sbred of hope that the French would fulfili the March €
accords there would be no rueans of stopping those within the Viet Minh who waated to launch
an all-out fight for independence.

Ho Chi Minh sllowed the Viet Minh delegation, with Phara Van Dong at iis head, to leave
Paris for Hanoi. But within a day after their departure he had signed a modus vivendi lacking
the conditions that Pham Van Dong had demanded. This was not done without substantial mis-
givings by the Viet Minh leader, who commented on his decision by saying, 'T have just signed
my death warrant." 40 Moreover, he pleaded that the insufficiency of the statement would make
it difficult, if not impossible, to agauage the emotions of the Viet Minh leadership. To Jean
Sainteny, who haa come o France to facilitate the work of the Fontainebleau conference, he
pleaded, 'Don't let me leave this way; arm me against those who seek to surpass me. You
will not regret it."'¢1 Prophetically, he covered his disappointment over the meager results of
his vegotiation with the assertion that, "If it is necessary for us to fight we shali fight. You
will kill ten of our men, but we will kill one of yours and it is you who will finish by wearing
yourself out," 42

VIET MINH PREPARE FOR A SHOWDOWN WITH FRANCE

Since the first indication that the d'Argenlieu clique was not going to give a very broad
interpretation to the March 6 accords, the Viet Minh had been preparing for the military show-
down that thei negotiators sought to avoid. One of their \mmediate concerns was that southern
Viet Nam not be controlled by the French and separated from the rest of the country through
lack of political and gucrrilla activity to oppose them. Thus, the smoldering remains of the
August Revolution in the south were fanned to a new intensity. By contrast, there was po sig-
nificamt military provocation north of the sixteenth paraliel. with the exception of the Bac Ninh
ambush in early August. This, it was felt, would have prejudiced the outcome of the confer-
ences at Da Lat and Foutainebleau. However, upon the departure of Ho Chi Minh for France
at the end of May, Vo Nguven Giap, who then became the most potent leader in the country,
began to build up the Viet Minh armed forces in the north. His goal was to be prepared for
whatever contingencies the breakdown in negotiations might bring.

Guerrilla Terror Begins

Meanwhile, the guerrilla action south of the sixteenth parallel was being direrted toward
climinating the village-~level social and administrative leadership where there were Viet Minh
forces to carry out thic terror. Where the opportunity presented itself, French convoys and
installations were ambushed. In these operations, the southern guerrilla forces were limited
by two | ey factors. First, there was a divisiveness in the Nam Bo command which stemmed
from the Viet Mink's continuing reliance on the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Birh Xuyen forces.
Seccndly, the relative paucity of the Viet Minh's men and equipment, as compared with their
rrsources in the north and the strength of the Freach in the south, was restrictive. By the end
of 1944, the Viet Minh had only an egtimated 25,000 mer under arms south of the gixweenth
parallel. A subetantial portion of them, estimated at 5,000 mea, was located in central Viet
Num between Da Nang and Nha Trang, which remained unoccupied by the French. This in-
dicates that during the summer of that year the approxtmately 35,000 ¥ -ench troops ¢oo.»n-
trated in the Cochinchina region in the south were opposed by a guerrilla force of almoat half
their size.
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Despite severe losses in weapons and casualties inflicted on them by the French, the Viet
Minh Nam Bo forces were able to create widespread political instability. In the rural areas
of the south this was achicved through the assassination and kidnaping of more than 368 village
leaders during 1946. Shrewdly, the Viet Minh were able to direct their attacks at various
levels to take advantage of changing opportunities. From late August until the cease-fire pro-
visions of the modus vivendi went into effect on October o0, they concentrated their attacks on
French posts and convoys. For example, there were 212 attacks on posts in the south during
October, but only 17 in November. There were 84 ambushes in the month preceding the cease-
fira and only 13 following it. After the cease-fire the Viet Minh then shifted their intensity to
a policy of assassination. In the first two weeks of November, 17 village notables were killed
in the =outh and 32 were reported missing. Before the outbreak of general hostilities, an ad-
ditionas 48 notables were killed.

The French Predicament

Under the terms of the modus vivendi cease-fire the French could not respond militarily
to these attacks on village leaders without violating iue agreement. At least this was what the
Viet Minh maintained. Freed of the threat of reprisal and with the structure of rural society
weakened by its ioss of leaderhip, the Viet Minh would be able to expand their own political
framework. Although the French intransigence over the modus vivendi had predictably
strengthened the determination of the Viet Minh, ironically, it had not benefited the Cochin-
chinese Republic. Because of their effective tactics of izfiltration and subversion, the Viet
Minh could continue to extend their political influence in the south even when the French tried
to check them militarily. The French predicament became increasingly cluur.

In their policy of posiponing negotiations, they were caught between the self-imposed
san *ions against a military response to the Viet Minh on the one hand and the expansion of the
independence movement's influence by means of political violeace on the other. The delay in
negotiating seer. 1 certain to give the Viet Minh time to increase their strength, which would
in turn make their demands for concessions more extensive and forceful. Since the Frencn
position already allowed for veiy little flexibility, the successful campaign of guerrilla ter-
rorism in the south pressed the followers of Admiral d'Argenlicu to seek 2 showdowr. In the
pericd of dipiomatic inactivity foliow ng the signing cf ~e modus vivendi, d'/i-genlieu chafed
at the reatrictions these agreements imposed. As the admiral began to prepare for a co..
frontation with the Viet Minh, the wisdom of the military development progrum of Vo Nguyen
Giap became apparent.

Increase of Viet Minh Military rorces

When the Viet Minh delegadon departed for the Fontainebleau conference  the end »f
May 1946, the armed forces at their disposal north of the sixteenth parallel mumbered approxi-
mately 31,000 men, Although estimates ay > conflicting, it appears that at this time there were
approximately 20,000 loosely organized guerrilla forces in Cochinchina and that their number,
generally balancing losses with new recruitment, was relatively stable during 194v. Six
months later, as a consequence of a rapid program of expansion, the Viet Minh had about
100,000 men under thei: control throughout Viet Nam. Doubling their armed force in thit
short a period of time was obvicusly a gpectacular organizational achievement for the Viet
Minh. Yet it did not .nean that they had created « uniformly Jdisciplined and trained fighting
force. There were, as should have been ex; cted, strong regional variations in s1ze and

quality .
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While force levels in the far south remained unchanged, the greatest increase in military
strength occurred in north Viet N~m_ where most of the twoiold increase in quantity was con-
centrated. Central Viet Nam in the area of Quang Ngai and Qui Nhon was another location of
energetic organizational activity. In thie central area it was estimated that the Viet Minh had
about 25,000 out of 65,000 men who cr:li be termed regulars when the armed conironta-
tion came in December 1946. The greatest concentration of regulars, approximately 40,000,
was in Tonkin. Supplementing the regulars there were about 15,000 troops of secondary
quality in north and central Viet Nan. and about 20,000 poorly armed guerrillas in Cochin-
china.

The organization ot such a force was all the more remarkable for the fact that few of its
members had received military training before joining the Viet Minh. There were four
sources for Viet Minh forces with previous military experience, First, the most loyal and -
seasoned of them all were *he veteran Viet Minh guerrillas, oumbering a maximum of 5,000
persons. They had been organized by Vo Nguyen Giap and “hu Van Tan in the mountain -~eas of
north Viet Nam before August 1945. Another element in the small nucleus was a group of about
4,000 men who had been recruited by the Japanese for a volunteer armed force after March 9,
1945. There was also a group of app~oximately 3,000 men who had served with the French
Army in Europe and other parts of the empire and who had returned home to join the Viet
Minh. Of potential, but uncertain, utility to the Viet Minh were the 24,000 members of the
French-led militia force, the Garde Indochinoise. They were selected by the Viet Minh with
great care because of their suspected psychoicgical commitment to their old units. This was
also the atiitude toward the approximately 55,000 men who had served with the French coionial
army in Indochina during the Japanese occupation.

French va. Vietnamese Troop Loyalties

There is no accurate indication of ow many experienced military men joined the Viet
Minh from the Garde Indochinoise, or iron. service as regulars with the French Army. It
would have required the.r complete defection, a total of 79,000 men, in order to have accounted
for the expansion of the Viet Minh srmed forces without popular mobilization. On the basis of
fragmertary iuiormation it scems that the Garde Indochinoise veterans were more likely vol-
unteers than were the regulars among the Vietnamese in the French Army. This seems true
because army units were conce .cated at certain kev loca..ons and had a more distinctly mili-
tary appearance than their m'lina counterparts. At least 3,100 of the 55,000 showed them-
selves disciplined enough to follow their French officers into Chinese exile when the Japanese
coup de force occurred. The Garde Indochinoise, however, was scattered thronghout the coun-
try in small units, with few French-command personnel, and with a local paramilitary rather
than military role. The militiamen made almost no attempt to retreat into China or to nppose
the Japenese.

Peyond these organizational factors there are other reasons why it appears that there was
no wholesale transfer of loyalties by those Vietnamese with French military buckgrounds. Not
only was suspicion of the Viet Minh a barrier but alse there was no universal reaction against
the French regime in Viet Nam. For example, in the midst of the revolutionary fervor in the
summer of 1946, Vietnamese accounted for approximately ¢ 300 men out of the 35,600 i'rench
forces in Yiet Nam south of the sixteenth parallet. Although it is impossible to determine
whether these 6,300 were part of the 55,000 who had previously served with the French during
the occupation, it sacems likely that they were. This impression is hased an the strong trend
of indigenous cooperation with the colonial regime in the military sphere. During Novewmnber
and December 1948, the French were able to recruit an additional 18,000 Vietnamese, bringing
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them into their ranks as trained troops by June 1947. Moreuver, nearly 12,000 partisans
were racruited for counterguerrilla duty and a militia of 8,700 was organized. Before the end
of 1947, Vietnamese troops composed two-thirds ~f the French forces south of the sixteenth
paru.el.

Whiie this French competition with the Viet Minh for the lovalties of Vietnamese military
recruits yielded the best results in the south, their success was not confined there. As a
consequence of their continued role in the Indochina War, by the spring of 1954, there were al-
most 400,000 Vietnamese fighting against the Viet Minh under French leadership. This French
capacity to mobilize substantial Viethamese manpower for military purposes, at the heginning
as well as at the conclusion of the war, suggests an important ccmmentary on the revolution in
Viet Nam. Since the military recruitment of the Viet Minh was a close corollary of their pro-
Zram of political mobilization, they were severely restricted by the continuing ability of the
French to secure the support of widespread segments of Vietnamese society. Although there
was broad opposition to France in Vict Nam and there was much deterioration in the struc-
tures o! sociai commitment, there were stii] meanx of organizing political structures around
the old coicuiud regime. Though thig did not minimize the revelutionary character of Viet-
namese society, it (id mean that the decay f the old regime was not thorough and that the
form of a new order was far from complete. This characteristic of revolutionary politics in
Viet Nam became clz2arer as the two opponents worked to establish increasingly larger mili-
tary forces.

Viet Minh Military Organization

In adc: on to the political restric ions the Viet Minh faced, there were factors of internal
military organization which also tested their capacity as a revolutionary movement. Even had
there been & mass defection of w.e 79,000 French-trained Vietnamese military men, they
would not have brought with them an officer corps or a noncommissicned officer corps suf-
ficient to provide the encadrement for a fighting force of 100,000 men. Moreover, it was un-
doubtedly the officers, the more privileged Vietnamese among the French troops, who were
the most committed to their units. Even the existing Vietnamese officer corps was too small
tor Viet Minh requirements. Among the 55,000 Vietnameae in the French coloniai army in
Indochina less than 1 percent were officers, 27 being recognized as regulars and 23 a8 re-
serves, while 2,342—about 5 percent of the total—were noncommissioned officers.

in order to meet their leatership requirements, the Viev Minh established training schools
in the town of Tong, northwest of Hanoi in the upper Red Hiver valley on the site of a former
Freanch base, and at Quang Ngai in central Viet Nam. At both of these jocations, Japanese in-
structors played an extremely important role. The instructors at Tong were part of Lieu-
tenant Colonel Mukaiyama's '"Japanese Organism for Collaboration and Aid for the Independ-
ence of Viet Nam_ "' The 300-man group at Quang Ngai was the same one that had set up arse-
nals under the direction of Major Saito, It appears that by the end of 1346, these two schools
had been able to train 1,500 noncommissioned officers. Although the number of officers
graduated, if any, is not available it would seem that it was Ciearly insufficient to meet the
Viet Minh's leadership requirements. In order to provide leadership {or their 80,000 -man
main for~e, it seems reasonable to expect that the Viet Minh would have needed at least 10 per-
cent officers, or 3,000, and about 15,000 noncommusaioned officers, or 25 percent of the,r tctal
streagth. There ia little evidence to suggest that they had this level of experienced personnel.

Thie situation placed an cspecially heavy turden on those Viet Munh inilitary leaders who
had received their training through the channels of revolutionan polittcs. Uf the prominent
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militarv chiefs of the Viet Minh at least five had experience in China, either at U e Whampoa
Military Acatemy or with Chinese Communist guerrills units Two of these Whamypoa grad-
uates were given special responsibilities in developing the Viet Minh armed force. Une of
them, Nguyven Son, was placed in charge of the central Viet Nam operational and traning com-
mand at Quang Ngai. There, with his Japanese colleagues, he trained noncommissioned of-
ficers and organized two units of undetermined strength which were called "divisions.” Dur~
ing the gestation pericd of 19446, Nguyen Son had as his command deputy another Chinese-
trained Viet Minh officer, Le Thiet Hung. In a position analogous to thuat of Nguyen Son was
Vong Thua Vu, another Whampoa graduate, who was in charyge of nulitary training at the
upper Red River base of Tong.

Perhaps the best -ndication of the various predominant clements in the Viet Minh military
tradition is demoenstrated in the backgrounds of the six men who were chesen to command the
infantry divisions which slowly began to emerge from guerrilla units in 1949, Two of them
were men with Chinese military training. Two others were of Tho origin and had rvisen
through the guerri.la movement started by Giap in the Tonkin mountains during the Japanese
cccupation.  One was i {former noncommissioned officer in the French Army. The remaining
division commander had progressed through the revelwtionary movement inside Viet Nam
after 1946 without having had any outside military training.

The character of this latter-day military structure reflected some of the particuar fea-
tures of the Viet Minh's revolutionary politics. The emergence of the Tho generais betraved
a continuing reliance on this key inountain minority for manpower as well az Luses. The
Chinese background of oi :cers given vital :raining and operational regponsibilities, in con-
iuaction with Japanese deserters, recalls the role of external aid in the expansion of the Viet
Minh force. Wheder or not the approximately 59,000 weapons oltaine 4 through the aid of the
Chinese and Japanese were a 1:imit to their manpower recruitment, it does indicate that thetr
men were relatively well provided for in armamer:  Alsg, this profile of their division com-
nanders indicates from another perspective that the developaent of the Viet Minh nulitary
strength depended on the leadership of men without extensive prior experience Moreover,
dieir mobilization of a 190, 000-man armed force in a tittle over a vear was not only a spec-
tacular achievement, 1t was a J1tal prerequisite if the revelutionary movement were to be
sustained A\g@nst the pressures of the Preach the Viet Minh's ability to field a fighting
force of this magnitude stood cut as u striking ciad.n do legatimacy

Measured aganst the approximately 359,000 men that the Viet Minh had brought inte their
battic force by 194, this matiad a hievement gives evidence of the cwacities that the Viet
Minh were te demonstrate on numerous occadions in stalemating the Freach militaridy By
the autumn of 1946, the Viet Minh had established a umigue aulitary pesition They bad in-
creasged their armed forces o a larwer sire than the French then had oo Viet dNam. More 1m-
portant te their stratey, they had expanded their strength te approsimately 75,000 men north
of the sixteenth parallei where the French were restricted Wy the Marceh 8 accords to 15,00 men
With the continued cifectiveness of the guerritlas in Cochinching, the French were caugh! inoa
double-prenged strateny ciap haa Jone hrs work weil  Throggh his offorts the Viet Minh
were prepared (o want oot the hiatus 1o diplomatic bargaining or 0 roast the iliatives of

d Y roenhieu.

BEGINNING OF REVOILUTTONARY WAR

The tremd toward a French confromation with the Viet Minn was not averted by th
Fontaunebleau conterence ud the sigming of the modus vivendh [ndeedd, the trene vas




purposafully sustained by the French high commissioner in Indochina, Admiral d'Argenlieu's
second Da Lat conference in August had created much hostility among the Viet Minh because

there was no mas:ing the event as a transparent attempt to bolster the prestige of the Jochin-
chinese Republic. This was followed by another provocative action which the admiral inttisted

just as the modus vivendi was being signed. On September 10, 1946, he ordered the French
commissioner for Tonkin to establish control over customs collection in north Viet Nan:. 43 In

particular, d'Argenliev wanted to bring to an end the freedom with which the Viet Minh had
been able to use the port of Haiphong.

Concerning this issue the modus vivendi had stated, ""Viet Nam forms a customs union
with the other countries of the Indochinese Federation. Consequently, there will be no internal
customs barriers and the same tariffs will be applied everywhere on entry and departure from
Indochinese territory."# However, the Viet Minh did not regard this as superseding the March 6
accords which recognized their government as having the right to maintain a treasury. In ad-
dition, the modus vivendi called for the formation of a coordinating commission on customs.
N'Argenlieu's action wonld seem to have prejudiced the work of such a commission before it
could be established. Not umexpectedly, his initiative caused a violent reaction by the Viet
Minh, On November 14, the Vietnamese National Assembly had passed a resolution demand-
ing that France "respect the customs sovereignty" of Viet Nam,45 Before their demands could
be pressed further, events brought the issue to a head.

The Fighting Begins

The incident that was to set off a chain reaction leading to the general conflagration be-
tween France and the Viet Minh occurred on Novensber 20. A boat belonging to a Chinese
trader bringing motor oil into the port of Haiphong was confiscated by French authorities. As
they were towing the craft away from its mooring, a vehicle with Vietnamese militiamen
called Tu Ve approached the scene and opened fire on the French. Although no rme was in-
jured in the exchange of fire, the noise attracted additional Vietnamese forces. They arrested
a French officer and two enlisted men who were trying to locate the storehouse of goods taken
from the boat, which they considered contraband. In the ensuing attempts to liberate the
French personnel, fighting broke out with great intensity and, before it subsided during the
night, twecty French soldiers were killed and twonty wounded.

During the course of the following day a cease-fire ugreement was reached in Hanoi be-~
tween French and Vietnamese representatives. This was known by the name of its signers
as the Lami-Nam agreement. At the same time Admiral d'Argenlieu, then in Paris for con-
sultations, is reported to have instructed his deputy in Saigon, General Valluy, tc use force to
settle the Haiphong incident. Before orders could be given, the fighting had stopped. But the
situation soon flared again. Whether by coincidence or in retaliation, another incident oc-
curred at the border town of Laag Son on November 21. A French team atiempting to locate
the graves of their comrades killed by the Japanese on March 9, 1945, was fired on by the
Viet Minl'. In an hour and a half of flerce combat eighteen French were killed or wounded.

Immediate French Reactions

Despite the response from the French military reprecentatives in the north that measures
were being taken to resolve the crisis, the high command in Saigon overruled these officials.
General Valluy feared that incidents might multiply while negotiations were being conducted.
Therefore he gave directly to Colonel Debes, the French commander in Haiphong, the followinz
order:
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It appears clearly that we are up against premeditated aggressions, care-
fully staged by the Vietnamese regular Army which no longer seems to

obey its government's orders. Under these circumstances, your commend-
ablc attempts at conciliation. . .are out of season, The moment has come
of giving a severe {esson to those who have treacherously attacked rou.
Make use of all the means at your disposal to master Haiphong and so bring
the leaders of the Vietnamese to u better understanding of the situation

On November 22, Colonel Debes informed his Vietnamese cointerpart in Haiphong that,
in view of the violatioas of the Lami-Nam agrcement, he was demanding that the Viet Minh
torces evacuate the 'Cainese quarter of the city before 9 o'clock on the morning of the 23rd.
In responding to Debes' letter the Vietnamese commander denied ail of the French officer's
charges and called his attention to the continuing negotiations in Hanoi which had, early on the
morning of the 23rd, reachcd an agreement for the reestahlishment of a mixed guard at the
railroad station in Haiphorg. This exchange of letters was followed by another set in which
Debes repeated his accusations and demands and the Vietnamese commander denied them.
The verbal battle was ended by the French commander who gave the order to open fire at
1005 hours on the morning of the 23rd. This unleashed not only a bombardment by ships of
the French fleet in Haiphong harbor, but also hy marine artillery and strikes by fighter air-
crafi. Before the day was over, the Viet Minh forces hud been neutralized: and about 6,000
persons, including civilians fleeing the town, had been xilled.

After this event, the atmosphere in north Viet Nam was supercharged with suspicion and
hostility on both sides. Ome important reaction in France to mitigate the tension was the
naming of Jean Sainteny as a special envoy with full civil and military powers in north Viet
Nam. Because of his close relations with Ho Ch{ Minh it was felt in Paris that Sainteny could
do much to alleviate the bad feeling caused by the Haiphong incident. But when he returned to
Hanoi on December 2, the newly reappointed French commissioner for Tonkia found the situa-
tion desperate. However, it seemed widely accepted that the reciprocal confidence between -
Ho and Sainteny could still have served to reestablish calm and could have provented the clash
that otherwise appeared inevitable.48 Yet, if this were to occur, decisions would have to be
made in Paris on the content of negotiations to prevent further incidents and on the future of
the broader agreements called for in the modus vivendi. But France still faced the'momeatom
problems o7 domestic politics, which had shunted the Indochina controversy to the sidelines of -
decision making.

While Paris seemed to want to avoid a showdown it also appeared unablc to control the
largely independent acticns of Admiral d'Argenlieu, Although Sainteny's belated mizsion was
indicative of a desire for conciliation, he was not specifically authorized to tukc any new initi-
atives. In a letter of December § to his father-in-law, the former governor general of Indo-
china and former President of France Albert Sarrnut, Sainteny expressed his own predicament
and at the same time perceptively summarized the French problem in Indochina,

. .all the ground gained before and by the 6 March [accorda] is lost. Every-
thing has to be done again. . .we are here to execute orders, but we must re-
ceive these orders.. Trance ought to know if it wants to conserve its Empire
and how it expects to do it. It is necessary to abandon for a few moments the
presccupations of narrow minded politicians and give the orders to those who
are attempting to save it. There is not a moment to lose. . . .47

Even as Sainteny wrote these lines, the city of Hanoli seemed, at least to one observer, to
be ", . .a city preparing for disaster.'i8 Shady streets were being barricadad with trees felled
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across them, roadblocks had isolated the ¢ivw from the surrounding counirvside, and wide
segraents of the civilian Vietniotoze ponuaetion had fled the northern capitail. "No one in his
right m.nd wants fighting in Indoching, was certainiy a widely held view, but 1n a dispatch
filed three days before the ciash it appeared that "the prospect of it iz increasingly sinister
unless irresponsible violence and bickering over technicalities can be curbed.” 42

landing of French Legionnaires Spurs War

One of the ey “echnicalities™ was the landing of a French Foreign Legion batialion un
December 5, 1546, at Da Nang, without consulting the Vie: Minh. 3 Although under the ienge
circumstances consultation might have been considered unexpected, the action was a violatien
of the March € accords as weli as the cpirit of the rnodus vivendi. Obviously, these re:n-
forcements accelerated the trend toward a rrulitary—caﬁfrontatio_n. Even though Paris had re-
affirmed .5 recognition of the Septernber 14 modus vivendi as the legal basis of their rela-
tions with the Viet Minh, there was liftle conﬁdcnce_i—rrtm_pronouncement in Hanoi. Tais re-
affirmation was coupled with an announcement that France was going te increase its total
armed strength in Indochina becarse of the situation crented by the Haiphong incident. St

This increase in French military strength north of the sixteenth parallel and the indication
of a coniinued expansgion of their armed forces in Indochina was an unmistakable development.
It must have suggested to the Viet Minh ieadership thnt they ksd little to gain by deierring
whatever action they planned in retaliation against the French. Their advantage of holding the
French forces o 15,000 men as prescribed in the March 6 agreements would certainly be
lost in this French buildup. By July 1346, there were 67,000 Frenchmen and Legicouaires
under arms in all of Indochina, The 18,000 additional Vietnamese recruiis inducted in No-
vember and December 1946 would bring the Freach milit -y strength up o about 95,000 men
by the early spring of 1947,

The training of these recruits and the announced dispatch of additional forces from
France meant a timelag in the buildup. In the estituated six months before this exparsion
could be completed, the Viet Minh still had an important advantage from the March 6 accords.
This came from the scattered pattern in stationing the 15,000-man French ccatingent ia
porth Viet Nam. Although one-third of their strengih--5,010 men—was coucentrated around
Hanoi, the remainu. s wers dispersed threughout the territory in detachments of a theusand
men or less. This pattern increased the vuinerability of the reoccupation forces, which were
under resirictions to remain in garrisons at fixed points. Even though the approximately
75,000 Viet :Minh under #vm - weve ciearly inferior in both trrining and equipment to the
Fres-h, they would never again hive so favorable a balance of forces. With the mounting
pressure of French military expansion, as well as their inflexibility in negotiations, the Viet
Minl had few durable advantages. Since there seemed no foresceable improvement iu their
relations with the French, time was againss the Vief binh.

Viet Minh React

Of more immediate concern than the gravdoal expansinn of their military force was the
fear that the French would launch 2 ooup d'état in Manei similar to the one t 1t had broken the
hold of the revolutionary movement ih“;\fzﬁg(;n—i;n Septumber 25, 1945, Whether or not the Viet
Minh were cware of them, it appears certais that there were several “rench ¢ -tingency plana
for the seizure of Hanoi. Wha the Viet Mink did discover at Haiphong in December 1946 was
@ ivestive issued by General Valluy wore than sevew months befere, on April 10, 1946, which
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in the mustsc of the gatsering storm g orief vy of hope was seen by the Viet Mind ir mid-
December 2s a result of the electior of Leon Blum i hced 2 new Freazed government. Their
expeciatiogs stemmed {rom az article ma® filup had written betore hisz election in a Secialist
newspaper, Le Populaire, on December 10, {348, Iait he had said, . . . There is one way
and only one-?v‘ay of ?;e—s—erxing in Inaochina the presuge ¢f our civilizaiion, our pelitical and
spiritual intlueuce, and also of our material interests which ars legitimate: 1t is sincere
agreement _with Viet Nam] on the basis of indepeadence. . "5 He Chi Minh reacted by dis-
patching & megaage on December 15 10 the new French Socialist preminy which called for:

{1) the return of French and Viet Minh troeps to the posittons they hid held prior to Novem-
ber 29 in Lang Son and Haiphong; {2) the withdrawal of the troops laaded ai Da Nang by the
French on December 5 znd (3) the cessation ¢f French rnopping-up operations ia Cochinchina.
The substance of the message was virtually the same us that of a telegram sent by Jean
Sainteny shortly after his return to Hanoi and to which there was nc responge. Whether a
direct appeal to the new French premier might have averted the clash will never be known,
Ho's meneage wag hield up in Saigon by French auvwiorities and did not reach Paris until
December 26, seven days aftexr the fighting had begun ix Henoi. %

Mesanwhile, beginning cn December 17, a series of inciderts involving the Viet Minh
seli~defense militia, the Tu Ve, and French units in Hanoi resultec in severat deaths on boiki
sides. On *he morning of December 19, 10,000 Viet Minh troeps were grouped in three sec-
tHois on the cutskirts of Hanoi and an approximately equal number of militiamen were alerted
that an attack would be launched that evening. At the same time the French commander for
north Viet Nam, General Mcrliére, demanded that the Tu Ve be drsarmed as ac indication of
the peaceful intentions of ti. Viet Minh. This demand wa= the reascn given later by Ho Chi
Mink as the instigation of the outbreak of the {ighting, for .. was considered an witimatum. 5
Befo—e noon on the nineteenth, Ho sent 9 letter to Sainteny in which he asked the French com-
missioner to search for a way to ameliorate the ominous climate developing in Hanoi, o7
General Morliére responded sympathetically to this spirit of relaxing tensions by acceding to
Vo Nguyen Giap’s request that a part of the French troops be given leave from their posts.
Far the firat time in about 15 days, over 1,200 French soldiers were allowed to visit the cafés
and cinemas <f Hanoi. 58

Outbreak of Geperal Hostilities

As the tense day of December 19 was moving toward dusk, a Eurasian agent of the French
who had infiltrated the Viet Minh armed forces informed his superiors that the Vietnamese
were preparing a couo de force at 8 o'clock that evening. Shortly ufter receiving this news a
letter arrived from the Viet Minh indicating that they were prepared to hold a meeting on the
following morning to consider the demand of General Morlidre to disarm the militia. Whether
this was just a ruse to keep them off balance the French could not be sure. Yet it was a greai
relief to their military command to hear the clocks of Hanoi sound the hour of eight without
incident. Four minutes later the city was plunged into darkness as the central power s-ation
was taken over by the Viet Minh, followed by fierce fighting in the shadowy streets. 5
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Althcugh the exart morent for the outbreak of hostilities may not have been chosen until
very soon before the aftack, there waa little yuection that there had been substantial prepara-
tion. The Vietnurmnese and Chinese gquarters of Hano' nad been w~ll atocked with food and
ammmunition. Holes lLiud been cut between adjoining houses to facilitate passage through. Tun-
nels to points outside the city bad #lso been carefully prepared. These provisions made it
poseible for elements of the Tu Ve to hold cut for alrzost two months before the French were
able to make themselves comnplete masters of the city on Februsry 19, 1947.9 After three
weeks of fightiag against the estimated 10,000 Tu Ve, the §,006-man French garrison was able
to Lift the state of siege that had been proclaimed wher the fighting broke out. At the same
time the iHanoi-Heolphong hishway, the veritable lifeline for fecod and suppiies of the & 00
French ¢ivilians in Hanci, was recpened. &t

The gurrisons in the other aorth Viet Nam lecations were not quite so fortunate. Hue was
under constant attack untii reirforcements arrived to drive off the Viet Minh on Febriary 5. €2
Less fortunate still was the Freach detachment at Vinh, a central Viet Nam town 155 miles
south of Haneoi, which capitalated to the Viet Minh on December 21. The reinforced garrison
at Da Nang was the object of a derce Viet Minh attack but it was able to hold both the town and
the airfield there. Viet Mir': attempts were alss made tc take the Red River Delta towns of
Bac Nioh, Phu Lang Thuong, and Nam Dich, with the latter being under the most severe pres-
sure wmtil March 12, 1847, when & ground column arrived from Hanoi, 6

These attacks served to demonstrate ¢hat the Viet Minh were capable of coordinating their
nilitary opevations over all Viet Nam. Moreover, these operations against the French gar-
rigons in the north were matched by  intensification of the guerrilla war in the south. Before
two months hed passeq, the French ip north Viet Nam recorded almost 1¢ percent casualties,
with 1,555 men _eported killed or wounded from December 19, 1346, to February 7, 1847. 6
Although this wae far from devastating the French armed forces, it was probably also far from
heing an accurate figure of their losses.

{eneral leclerc's fears that the Viet Minh might withdraw to the countryside for guer-
rilla tactics were confirr »d. Nonetheless, it seems that there was no real change in thinking
caused by the December 19 events in Hanoi, In its aftermath, Marius Moutet, the Minister
for Overseas France, was quoted as saying that ""Before there can be any negotiation it will be
pecessary to get & military decision." 6 In a special sense this statement was correct. How-
ever, the military decision did not come for another seven years. When it did occur it was
the Vietnamese who did the deciding, and the ensuing negotiations at Geneva were on their
terms and not those of the French.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSICN: THE ORICGINS OF REVOLUTION

FRAWTE AND THE ORIGINS OF REVOLUTION IN VIET NAM

France did not seem: to realize that at the end of World War Il Viet Nam was in the midst
of a revolution that French colonial policies had done much to stimulate. Moreover, France
remained unaware -uat this revelution had brought abot a configuration of power which made
colonial rule anachronistic. Instead, the French appear to have calculeted that the Viet Minh
and other groups were so weak militarily that they could easily be brought under control by
force of arms without heeding iheir political demands. Althougt General Lecierc had tried to
warn his fellow countrymesn what costs a military occupation of Viet Nam would require, his
asgessment wzs given little credence. Had frenchmen known that their military action would
claim vast rescurces badly needed for France's postwar development, as well as the lives of
morc than 75,000 of their soldiers over nine vears of war, they might have sought alternatives.t
Since their calculati>ng were so myopic that they could not foresee the tragedy that lay ahead,
they chose to try to crush the revolution rather than tc seek ways of sharing political power
with the Vietnamese.

As if to show how little interested they were in a political settlement with the Viet Minh,
the French made a fina! cynical gesture in the spring of 1947 before the first Indochina War
began in earnest. In a move dictated largely by domestic political ~unaiderations, the newly
appointed French Hig" Commissiorer, Emile Bollaert, whe had replaced th» intransigent Ad-
miral Thierry d'Argenlieu, tried to display apparent flexibility by sending an emissary to Ho
Chi Minh. The purpose of the mission was ostensibly to satisfy the Socialist members of tae
French coslition government that contact with the Viet Minh leader was being maintained. But
the effect of the undertaking was to demand the virtual uncondiiioral surrender of the Viet Minh.
Chosen lor the mission was Paul Mus who, several months eariier, had agreed to become
Bollaert's pelitical advise. in the hope that he might contribute to averting a full-scale conflict
between the French and the Vietanamese. Paradoxically, Mus, a s~holar and teacher who en-
joyed wide rospect among the Vietnamese for his service to education in Viet Nam hefore
World War II, wag to be yet aiother agent of French intransigence. He was also the last
Frenchman to talk with Ho Chi Minh until after the Viet Minh victory in 1954.

When Paul Mus 8et off by foot from Hanoi in May i947 to walk through the Viet Minh lines
in search of Ho Chi Minh, he was given no ne- terms with which he might initiate a more fruit-
ful round of discussions. Instead, he was instructed to inform Ho that the conditions for fur-
ther discussion with the French would be for the Viet Minh to diwar ! troope, permit free
circulation of French troops throughout all Vietnamese territor., vate in predetermined
perimeters all Viet Minh soldiers once they were disarmed, rewurn ah vostages, and deliver
into French hands all non-Vietnamese within Viet Minh ranks. After he reached the mountain
redoubt in the hills of northern Viet Nam where the Viet Minh bhad its headquarters, Mus con-
veyed these terms divectly to Ho in a private discussion between the two men. Without im-
mediately responding to the conditions Mus had brought, Ho turned the conversation in a leisurely
manner to his impressions of the future of the French Union. He felt that 1f it were to become




a reality it had to be based on the mutuai respect of the parties invoived. Then, abruptly,
without having consulted any of his colleagues in the Viet Minh hierarchy, Ho terminated the
discussion by saving, "In the French Union there is no place for cowards; if I accept these
conditions I would be one. 2

Whiie a willingness to renew negotiations with the Viet Minh could have averied a war, it
would not have led to any immediate resolution to the political problems of Viet Nam. Indeed,
it was because these dilemmas of sharing political puwer were so difficult to resclve that the
less ambiguous road to war seemed so attractive. Perhaps more than anycne else involved,
Ho Chi Minh sought to avoid this road because he realized that t'.e Vietnamese people were nut
only unprepared militarily for war but, more important, they were not unified politicaliv. In
the sikteen years since its founding, the Indochinese Communist Party under Ho's leadership
had bcen unable to establish 2 countrywide political organization free from parochial pressures
or strong enough to mobkilize unchallenged political power. Undoubtedly Ho had the discourag-
ing experience of the precipitous revolt of the Communist Party in southern Viet Nam in 1940,
as well as its hasty action in 1945, to remind him of the limitations in launching a countrywide
resistance against France. Still, the Indochinese Communist Party had done more to bring the
Vietnamese pecple into a unified political movement through the Viet Minh front than had any
other group. If Ho Chi Minh could not get Irance to recognize the legitimacy of this power~
meager though it was in relation to the arn:~d strength of France-—then he had no choice but to
fight .

The fact that the Viet Minh were strong enocugh to challenge the French but not powerful
enough to throw them out of Viet Nam was ar indication of the relative strength of the revolu-
tionaries &8 well as the diversity of the origins of revolution. Because the Viet Minh had been
unable *» surmount the parochial, especially regionai, divisicns in Vietnamese scciety, the rev-
olutionary pressures they could bring to bear sgainst the French were limited. Although these
parochial divirions had traditionally been b rriers tc Vietnamese political unity, colonially
sponsored social changes had tended to reenforce them, making them even more significant ob-
stacles. As well as buttressing existing social cleavages these social changes, through which
France had brought limited modernization to Viet Nam, also produced many pockets of potentiai
political power. But because of its localized character this potential power was extiremely dif-
ficuit to mobilize. Spasmodic sprisings contined to local areas were indicative of the existence
of revolutionary potential in the decades before Japanesc intervention. Yet the swiftnesa and
and effectiveness of the colonial regime in crushing these revoits meant that there was little
revelutionary structure within which this potential might have been transformed into more ex-
tensive revolutionary organization.

Without a determined and effective leadership no incipient revolutionary movement —in Viet
Nam and elsewhere—has been successful in moving beyond sporadic and isolated terror to
make a sustained bid for governmental power. Consequently. incumbents who place all their
emphsasis on crushing pockets of revolt but whoe fail to prevent the formation of a disciplined
revolutionary leadership are overlooking the long-range socurce of their difficulties. With few
exceptions thuse who hecome revolutivnaries are politically skilled individuals whose talents
are potentially available to the incumbent government. This was egpecially true 1n Viet Nam,
where the revolutioraries were elmost exclugively the product of the colonial education system
which the French had established to provide a trained body of functionaries for their commerce
and administration.

Y the opportunities in comizerce and goveramental admirstration iud heen extensive
cenough to have given the mising generations of French-educated Vietnamese i stake in the
continuation of cotonuil rule, it 18 concetvable that they might never have sought the path o




revolution. Iut prior te the Japanese occupation colonial institutions offered little upward
mobility or expanding opportunity. Indeed, institutions which were sources of employment for
educated Vietnamese remained relatively static in size and number, primarily because of budg-
etaryv himitations. But the paucity of colonial revenues merely reflected restrictions on colonial
economic growth. Industry in France feared the loss of export markets if Viet Nam became
highly industrialized and consumer goods were manufactured locally.3 Because such poi.cies
gave colonial society 2 static quality, sharp antipathies developed ix:tween the French directors
of colonial institutions and their Vietnamese subordirates. No matter what their educational
background, individual Vietnamese had little prospect of rising to positions where institutional
pelicy was made. For most of those who became revolutionaries it was clear that their own
opportunities for advancement were inseparably bound up with e:iminating French rule in Viet
Nam.

Not all Vietnamese, of course, were excluded from positions of privilege and influence in
Viet Nam's colonial society. For those who had become large landholders, prosperous mer-
chants, or high-ranking bureaucrats, and had capped their achievements by becoming F. ‘nch
citizens, the rewards of colonial rule were gratifving indeed. Their sentiments were harc
revolutionary and when revelution did occur the object of their loyalty was clear. These Viei-
namese sought the continuation of French rule because their personal fortunes depended on it.
But their support was anvthing but decisive for France, since they numbered probably less than
one-half of one percent of the Vietnamese population:4 and for a larger number of Vietnamese
to have been identified with French rule, a broader sharing of the frui‘s of colonial society
would have been necessary.

Economic growth in Viet Nam was go limited by the mercantilist policies of the colonial
regime, however, that its fruits could not be widely shared without being dissipated altogether.
Moreover, those Vietnamese who had the lion's share of the economic rewards of the colonial
economy had sealed their lovalty to France by acquiring political status through French citizen-
ship. While it is unlikely that France would ever have made citizenship available osutside of
the indigenous oligarchy through which it ruled Viet Nam, it is al=o unlikely that French citi-
zenship would have been very satisfying to rising generations of Vietnamese. Without provid-
ing a legitimate means for Vietnamese ‘o have political status other than as colonial subjects
or to share in governmental authority in V'~t Nam, France alienated those whose power they
were eventually unable to control through force.

VIET NAM'S CONTRIBUTION TO AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE ORIGINS
OF REVOLUTION

Men cannot make revolutione nnless they have an acute : ensitivity toward the social bases
of their country’'s political difficw.des and a capacity for creating new forms of popular partici-
pation in politics which will Iink peopie together 1n @ commen effort to change the society in
which they live. Revolutionaries in Viet Nam have had this sensitivity and capucily. Their
formation of a new system of politics by overcoming some —though by no means all—of the
traditional antipathies within Vietnamese society and their {oundation of 4 new political com-
munity based on mass sarticipation in politics are the most important contributions of this
Vietnamese experience to an understanding of revolution.

Conditions in a socitv may be ripe for revolution—ust as thev were in Viet Num when
Japan's occupation of the country collapsed at the end of World War ™ 7 1t without the creation
ot a viable solitical alternative there seems Little bkehhood that a reveluticon will actually ve-
cur.  What are the specific qualities that & revolutionary leadership must possess 1o order to
taunch a revolution even when conditions are ripe ” Why—and how ~does & revok.tionan




leadership take form from among those politically talented people in a society who are
thwarted in finding opportunities withir a prevailing regime? And what does the emergence
of such a leadership indicate asout the incumbeat political system and the society it is trying
to govern?

A maijor conclusion of this study is that the circumstances which led to the emergence of
a revolutionary leadership in Viet Nam are strikingly similar to other instances of revolution.
For example, an investigation into the nature of the Bolshevik elite in Russia and the Nazi elite
in Germany concluded that, despite the radically different ideological images these two groups
had of themselves, they had both z7*sen from "frustrated segments of the middle classes who
had been denied access to what they considered their proper place and organized violent action
to gain what they had been denied.''> These Russian and German revolutionary etites were
people who "had experienced some upward mobility, gained some economic rewards and wanted
political power." But they ""had been denied access to politics. ''s

While there are obviouslv profound dissimilarities between political upheaval in Russia
and Germany and revolution in Viet Nam, this description is basically an ;ccurate portrayal of
the reasons why 4 revolutionary elite arose in Viet Nam. The existence of this similarity does
not mean, of course, ‘hzt, whenever new rising elite groups are thwarted in their aspirations,
a revolution will automaticaily result. But it does suggest thai such groups are probablyv the
most capable of providing revolutionary leadership and that their alienation from the existing
system b2s been a conspicuous event leading to many revolutions. Frimarily because of their
educational achievements, these rising middle groups have been the "symbol specialists’ in
the revolutionary leadership. Without them, ''to speak the wuids that caught the ears, touched
the hearts, activated the behavior of the radicalized cohsorts, the specialists in violence might
have murdered and pillaged but theyv could not have built a revolutionary movement capable of
selzing otate power. "’

However, these symbol specialists have not been mer» street corner crators who have
exhortad the mob. Instead, their chief role has been to "shape the images and teach the rites
of the new ideology thev dispensed.’'* Througn their revolutionary ideology tuey have estab-
lished contact with an increasingly wider range of the populatici: and brough. therm into a revo-
lutionary movement poised for mobilizirg power against an incumbent regime.  As studies of
China, Russii, and Germany show, the "intellectuals of higher social -~ atus founded the revo-
lutionary, movements through which seople of lesser status subsequently made their way to
the top. " Sc it was in Viet Nam that the ideclogical and organizational efforts of Truong
Chir , a technical school student, and Vo Nguvea Giap, the holder of a doctor of Laws degree,
were regponsible for the rise of Chu Van Tan, an uneducated mountaneer, to be Minister of
Defense 1o the revoludionary government. Indeed, the success of the revolution launched hy
this thwarted Vietnamese intelligentsia depended vitzlly on mobilizing the tess privileged
portion of the population of Viet Nam.

Without the effects of modermization, it seems unlikely that 4 revolutionary intelhigentsia
would have taken form and organived the tvpes of vevolution they led in Russia and China 16
Certainly, in Viet Nam the modernizing effects of the colonial education system were ins=iry-
mental in the emergence of an effective revolutionary inteliigentsia. Tnrough educati s came
the opportur *v {or some upwiard mobility and some cconomic rewards, bat therr mobi ity o
a potentially modern world was limated by the narrow cantour s of colonial society . Most ot
all thev could develop skills that made them syrificant competitors {or pohitical mftuence
But in colomal Viet Nam there were no fegitimate means by awhich nising gener tons of Viet.
aamese could use their poutical skills to compete e mfluence over governmental decisrons
anlv by organizing themselves into a revolutionary moverrens oald they share i the governing




of the country—a position which they felt their political strength entitled them to and which
French intransigence prevented.

Oider generations of Vietnamese revolutionaries also felt themselves entitled t¢ share in
the governirg of the country, but they lacked the cohesion and strength to challenge the French
successfully. They could not bring about changes in the politics of Viet Nam that weuld de-
velop the force to displace France and create a unified political order. By contrast, rising
generations of French-educated Vietnamese distinguished themselves from these earlier,
ineffective revolutionaries through their capacity for forging a revolutiorury strategv and
with it establishing an organization which was the nucieus of an alternative government. In
launching their revolution, this later generation of revolutionaries was not merely attempting
to overthrow French rule; they were trying to achieve fundamental changes in Vietnamese
politics by creating new ways of mobilizing and sharing power. '

There were reasons other than the level of politicai skills that made rising generations of
revolutionaries more effective than their traditionalist predecessors. During the first four
decades of the twentieth century, the political environment in Viet Nam underwent radical
changes. The transformation of Vietmamese society, brought on by the artial modernization
of the country by France, made it easier io mobilize power against the colonial regime than
was the case during earlier phases of French rule. First of all, the disaffected French-
educated elite—though still small in relation to the whole of Vietnamese sjociety—was much
larger than any preceding revolutionary elite. But more important, the pcpulation of the
country which these revolutionaries would have 1o arouse against France had become more
highly mobile as a result of the modernizing influences of colonial policies.

Sinre both the elite and the mobile segments of the population were limited in their
chances for further mobility, they shared a common frustration against France, which gave
them acohesiveness they manifested in their nationalist aspiraticns, In the minds of these
Vietnamese, nationalism meant driving France from Viet Nam so that those who had achieved
1 certain level of mobility would have a grenter control over their own destiny. Appeals to
rnationalism, therefore, were ultimately successful in launching revolution. because this ideol -
ogy mobilized into action those whe had acquired social mobility uard political cohesiveness
from the colomal rmpact on Vietnamese society,

instesd of winning the allegiance of those whom it was bruying inte the modernworld,
the French had to face mounting oppusition from them. ' creasingiy . the Vietnamese were
frustrated by the mcapacity of celonial institutions for adapting to th: cnallenge of changes
which thev were resnonsible for mutiating, which re.ulied in the denial of access of rising
middle groups to what thev considered their proper places. It is the effect of this inflexibility
that George Pettee culls “eramp,” meaning that 2 maladjustment between wstitutions and tie
structure of society has occurred which produces a tension that a revolution may relieve. A
revoiution, savs Pettee, “takes place when the great majority of the society feel cramped
bevond tolerance. © But, he cautions, a revolution "never can happen untii a great proportion
of the culture ha= diveady developed under purposes which cannet be satisfied under exigting
institutions, and the existung contradictions hive integrated the will of the revolutionisis and
disintegrated that of the congervatives, o

In a simalar vein, Chidmers Johnson hias asserted that al! revoelutions are caused by
multiple dvstunctions in soc:ety whiel, when left unresolved by an intra. gent ehite, revolu-
tionariwes seek to correct by far reaching change. I sfunction occurs, savs Johnson, whe | one
of the component structares of ety s sot fusnction an the way it must 1in order tomain-

tain eguithibriam,  and o no remedhal action aecurs, the entice :s-.n'lill_ system will move out




of equilibriuii. ' Revolution, he believes, "is the pr. ferred methed of change when (a) the
level of dvafunciions exceeds the capacities of traditional or accepted methods cf problem
solving. and when (b the system's elite, in «ffet, opposes change. "'1?

In the cou.vp's of "cramp”™ 4 ' unresolved "multiple dysfunctions' there is again emphasis
on the disparity between social instabilit; =nd the lack of institutional response to it that is
mentioned so frequently in the literature as a major source of revolutionary potential. Whether
or not Pettee's and johnson's particular analvtical concepts are valid for all revolutions, the
digparity that concerns them was conspicuously present in the crigins of revolution i1n Viet
Nam. Here, the most signi.icant source of "cramp” or "multiple Jdysfunction” arose from the
t~nsions of the paruial modernization of the country. Becausc of the restrictions of colonial
policv, a French-educated Vietnamese elite, though traired for modernity, did not have the op-
portunity to make Viet Nam a more thoroughly modernized society. In the countryside the
demands of modernity were imposed—especially in monetary taxation—without providing
institutions for the eventual modernizatior of ruraj Viet Nam.

S.ace the modernizing effects of colonial programs were so pervasive, but vet rot far-
reaching enough to modernize the whole country, theyv produced tensions which resulted in a
potential for revolution. Men who had acquired new skills and talents, but who had no sanc-
tioned means for employing the potential power afforded by these attributes of modernity,
sougnt outlets in political change and viclence. When Viet Nam became a “Nation Off Balance”
it also became 3 socie*y with a substantial potential for revolution. 3 The demunds upon the
colonial government were greater than its performance to meet them.

The concepts of “cramp” and "multinle dysfunction’” might seem to point to the conclusion
that revolution results when certain conditions of social imbalance are ignored by governments.
But neithei Pettee nor Johnson believes that revolution inevitably occurs when u certain set of
social conditions appear. Both of them wou'd agree with Harry Eckstein that, “one should not

seek explanations. . .in specific social conditions, but rather 1 ways n which social condstions
may be perceived. . . . " As James C. Drvies has put it, politcal stability is "ultumately
dependent on a state of mind, @ mood in a society. . It i1s the dissatisfied state of mind

rather than the tangible provision of adequate or inndequate «:pphies o food, equality, or
liberty which produces the revolutien. "t

Yet Davie: .unks that there 18 one particular condition which alwavs produces the state of
mind for revolution. He asrceris that, "Revoiutions wre most hikely to occur when a prolonged
period of objective economic and sovial development tx followed by a short period of sharp
reversal.” A perind of rising economic performance results in "4 expectation <! continued
abilitv to satisfy needs — which continue to rise—" but in the pered of reversal there develops
“a mental state of anxiety and frustration when manifest reality breaks away from anticipated
reality. "¢

The kev guestior 1n understanding revolution 1n Viet Nam or elsewhere i» Why o people
come to expect and demand polttical power which 1 dented to them™ Although s impossible
to account for ai. *he reasons why people become shssatisfied with their political status, the
expertence of Viet Num and much of the Lterature en revolution offer some sy mifieant inmghts
it why politica]l exjectations rise I people find new opportunities for mdivide ' achieve
ment throtgh education, conomerce, mdustry, communcations, religion, and so forth, they

acquire talests and skills which mahe them more aeariv equad i ability 1o those exerwny

woveramental authoriis  Politicsi expectations will wend 1o rise as these ndividuads hieve
socral atorrhutes which are sorabee to or greater than those who bave rhe greatest enjovment

of palit o ad poaer it society




The enjovment of pelitical power does not mean merely holding governmental office or
exerting widespread political influence.  From the perspective of the individudd, st also means
the enjovment of perscnal liberties, a dependable wa. of seeking redress of grievances, and
the ahsence of formal barriers to positions of decision-muaking uthority. When those with
rigsing achievemnent and political expectaticns are syvstemutically excluded from such power thern
their frustration usually leads them to question the basis of governmental authority.

As observers have freguentlv noted, revolutions are not made by impoverished and down-
trodden men. Thev are launched by men who are rising in individual achievement but wnose
expectations for political status have been frustrated. As Aristotle has put 1t, the "principal
and general cause of an attitude of mind which disposes men toward. . .* revolution 1s,”. . . a
passion for equalitv, which arises from their thinking that they have the worst of the bargain
in spite of being the equals of those who have the advantage. "

In Viet Nam this state ot ind was undoubtedly present from the very beginning of French
rulc, but initially 1t was netther widespread nor intense enough to result 1n anything more than
abortive revolts. These uprisings were led by mandarins who were tryvirng ¢~ regain tne polit-
ical status they had enjoved prior to French control. But rrance’'s power proved to be over-
whelming against the meuger strength the mandar:ns were able to mobilize. Strictly spe.king,
their leadership was not revolutionary, s=ince they were not uxserting a new svstem of politics
tn which the Vietnamese people might share power more widely than they had before colonial
rule. The mandarinal revolts were merelv sitempts to restore an old form 7 politics to ats
previous position of predominance, and few Vietnamese were willing to risk their Lives for
such a resteru.ion, e

Political expectations became more widespread and intense as coinmuad programs (rans-
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formed Vietnamese society.  For the approximutely ten percent of the population who found
opportunities tor robibty e achievement through colomal mstitullons there was a new
awarevness of the importance of polisical sietus. Thev were renunded of their inferior posinion
when their occupational mobility was thwarted by more priviieg.d bat often less quaiified
Frenchmen, when their educationai opportunities proved te be greater thi thetr smplovment

opnortunities in reliatnely statie Frenchnstitutions, and when decisiors affecring their inter-

ests wer s made by Freonch ounciis,
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Drevitably, perseonad frustrations over thaarted mobilaty fed 1o the political expectation
that the emding of French rule would end the barmers to individual opportunmn \-d for those

who had avouded obistacies to occupational arh ancement, therr achievernents made them more

nearlv equal to their Frenoh rulers and rased Jheir o xpectations about the pohitical stitus

thev should enpov, “ponuficantly, a o small portion of Vietnuomese werve successfut o having

theiv social and political status recogused when they acquired Prench citicenship But the

great majority of Viettamese had developed politicd expectations that were not vasily satis-

fled Dy citizenship or any other 1oKen response of the French regime,

Because of the colomuad governmeat s imited responsiveness, these mising ot il ens
e

pectations became the major source of rovolutiomyy potential o Viet Nam such cadiscerep-
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While political capabilities or performance can be measured by criteria such as the extent
to which power is shared through the decentralization of decision-making, the extent of par-
ticipation in politics through access to positions of authority and expressions of the popular
will, and the extent of legitimacy as evidenced in popuiar compliance, political expectations
are more elusive. They are difficult to measure because political expectations are based on
the way men perceive social conditions rather than on the objective state of conditions them-
selves. In this respect, the Vietnamese experience seems to offer some useful examples of
ways to account for the rise of political expectations, since French intervention stimulated
expectations that were not present when they arrived.

With the rise of individual achievement and mobility among the Vietnamese, individual
expectations rose too. These new aspirstions were expressed through demands for higher
education, appeals for broader opportunities in the civil seivice, and the formation of political
parties. For example, there was the creation of the Constitutionalist Party in the 1920's in
southern Viet Nam by a handful of wealthy Vietnamese who vranted self-government for their
country. Other kinds of expectations were demonstrated in the aliortive Yeu Bay uprising of
1930. The most conspicuous participants in this revolt were lower and middle rank civil
servants who, like the wealthy southern Vietnamese, would not have had any comparable op-
portunity for social mobility prior to French intervention. And, of course, there was the
leadership of the Indochinese Communist Party, which arose partly from backgrounds of
traditional status but which coalesced during its rise through the colonial education system.

If there were a divect relationship between this rising mobility and rising expectations,
if the adage, '""The more people get the more they want," is correct, then a measure of the
social mobility of a population would be a good nveasure of their rising expectations. Whether
or not mobility is the most precise measure of expectations, it seems to be the best available
one. Such a measure can allow one to determine the point at which personal expectations are
most likely to take on a political character. From the Viethamese experience it appears that
political expectations are most likely to develop (1) when people's achievements increase their
status relative to the status of those enjoying the grest.sst amount of political power, and (2)

when people can identify their personal frustratione in thwarted mobility or opportunity with
the action or inaction of those in political authoricy.

When political expectations are rising and political performance is not, the discrepancy
between the power people uxpect and what they get will produce the potential for revolution.
If their expectations are continually frustrated and they see no hope of fulfillmont under
existing conditions, people will question the bazis on which political authority is founded. The
extent of this potential for revolution may be quite limited, either because expectations are not
widespread or because the performance cf the incumbents has responded to all but a portion

of the people's expectations. But as unfulfilied expectations become more extensive the po-
tential for revolution will increase.

This potential for revolution results because people's expectations usually reflect achieve-
ments which have brought them considerable virtual power in terms of skills, wealth, or in-
fluence over others. Thus, the greater the political expectations the greater the virtual power
to affect political life. Understandably, institutions of authority cannoi long maintain their
legitimacy when substantial amounts of potential power are denied formal expression and a
share in political privileges. If the denial persists, then popular compliance with govern-
mental decisions can be expected to decline, with the result that political crises may arise
over "illegal" ac:ions, budgetary difficulties from a popular refusal to pay taxes, or similar
conflicts. The larger the number of people who feel deprived politically the greater the
revolutionary state of mind and the greater the potential for revolution.
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Existence of revolutionary potential, however, even when it is relatively widespread, does
rot mean that a revolution will inevitably occur, Unless the capabilities of the revclutionaries
for mobilizing potential political power are greater than those of the incumhents, either to
crush this mobilization by force or blunt it by teken concessions, a revolution is unlikely to
take place. Without the creation of ~n opposition poiitical structure—a revolutionary political
structure—the frustrateu expectations of the revolutionaries may simply result in sullen apathy
or feeble protest. But with a burgeoning political organization revolutionaries can bacome
the credible competitors of an ineffective and intransigent incumbent.

Among the various competitive capabilities that revolutionaries require for success,
three appear to be critical, First, and most important, the revolutionary political structure
must become a distinctively new way of sharing power. Only by a new apprcach to sharing
power can the revolutionaries hope to mobilize support from those whose expectations have
been thwarted by the incumbents. Secondly, a revolutionary ideology must establish the legit-
imacy of the revolutionary structure by emphasizing that the revolutionaries are trying to
fulfill popular expectations which the "illegitimate' incumbents have failed to heed. - Finally,
a revolutionary military organization must be created to aid in the expansion of the revolu-
tionary political structure.

In achieving these competitive capabilities, the Vietnamese revolutionaries were effecting
changes in the politics of their country that challenge many commonly held assumptions about
the nature of revolution in a modernizing society. Too often the protractedness and destruc-
tiveness of revolutionary violence—in Vict Nam and elsewhere—have obscured the political
significance which lies behind it and have led te the assumption that social deteriorativn and
chaos are the inevitable results of such conflict. But, on the contrary, the level of violence
that revolutionaries can sustain is a clear indication of the capacities of their political struc-
ture as compared with the strength or weakness of existing political institutions. Although
revolution can occur without violence, it is unusual unless an incumbent government either
lacks instruments of force (police and armed forces), has lost control over them, or decides
to carry out a revolution itself rather than to face a challenge from an opposing political
structure. Consequently, the amount of popular strength required to displace an incumbent is
a prime determinant of the extent to which chauges in the structure of politics are likely to
occur during a revelution.

Because the French had firm control over Viet Nam-—especially the urban areas—at least
up until 1945, it seemed unlikely that any revolutionary group could develop the strength to
displace colonial rule. While there was great disaffection with the French among that segment
of modernized Vietnamese society who lived in the cities, there was little opportunity to ex- -
ploit such feelings, since demands for a change could be ignored or else could be conveniently
crushed by force. Rural areas, on the other hand, were under much less firm control and
protests there were harder for the French to quell. The peasant-village populalion was also
more difficult for revolutionaries to mobilize because of their narrow existence and their
unfamiliarity with large-scale organization. :

As long as French power was extensive enough to keep popular discontent under control,
the challenge to the political skills of the Vietnamese revolutionaries remained substantial.
The twofold challenge these Vietnamese revcintionaries faced was that, in a society only
partially modernized, it is relatively easy for incumbents to keep the small, modern sector
under political control, while it is exceedingly difficult to form resilient political links with
the more traditionalist oriented population in the countryside. even when they are in open
revolt.
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Formation of a4 revolutionur: roliti~al pa—ty was suviously an inuispens~ble first stee
coward exploiting the potential {or revoluiion in Viet Nam. Before the twentieth century,
however, political parties of uny description had not edsted in the ceuniry; vet thev became
recognizad as a nacessity because preexisting institstions had beer conspicuously ineffective
in mobilizing the power to thwart the impositiun of French rule. Gradually, clandestine par-
ties began to take the edge over more parochial groups such as furilres, mandarina cliques,
and so forth, in rallving the Vistnamee<« for participaiion in politics. and thus ther set an
important trend.  But early Vietnamese parties dicd ot achieve much success. In trying to
av. ¢ detection by French security forces, these ciandestine parties found i. aecessary to
work ti:. cugn traditionalist groups suew as secret focieties and provinecial associations,
rather than to maxe direct appeals to the more modernized though unaffiliated portions of
the population. As a resuit, ther only rav«ly surmounied the factionalism and parochialism
that had rendered preceding political institutions ineffective.

Ideological shallowness was a ba~ic cause of the shortcomings of these early clardestine
parties. Their incapacity for conceivu._ and communicating a sirategy for revolution inhibited
their nrganizational effectivencss. because they could nor be specific about their goals for new
ways of shaping and sharing power. By compariscn, the revolutionary ideclogy of the Indo-
chinese Comrmun.t Party was instrumental in coalescing those rising middle groups in Viet-
namese society that were frustrated at beirg donied access to formal poritions of political
influence. This coalescence occurred gradually in response to the slow evoiution of Commu-
nigt ideology. From 1930, when the Communist Farty was founded in exile, to the August
Revolution of 1945, this ideological evolution was focused on specifying ways in which the
rationalist agpiratior~ »f frustrated middle groups could be achievea. As the Communic
developed increasing!y precise techniques for mobilizing and sharing power—as they became
more specific about who was to get what, when, and how—they steadily achieved & commianding
p-eition of revolutionary leadership in Viet Nam.

Ever though they eventually outstripped their revolutionary competitors in number, the
Comm™unists remained essentially an elite political party. Their ideols “cal successes prior
to the August Revolution did not result in a mass following but in 4 well-uisciplined party of
the tvpe required by the cireumstances of rovelution in Viet Nam. Nor could it have been
otherwise. One of the important iessons of v« . ady of Viet Nam is that the emergence of a
revoludonary leadership is a vital factor :n the unfolding of revolution: and, without the
framing of an effective revolutionary ideology, it seems inost unlikeiy that a successful
le adership could have been formed. Yet 1. is still surprising to note how small the Commu-
nist Party really was. A« Ho Chi Minh has recalled:

When the August Revolution tock place, there were about 5,000 Party
men “ers, including thos? v jail. Iess than 5,000 Party members
have thus organized and led the uprisirgs of twenty -four million
fellow-countrymen. . .to victary, to

TLess surprising is the fuct that the Communiet Party's initial at. empts at exploiting the
potential for revolution in Viet Nam were failures. Naturally, these early attempts were
made in areas where the French were especially weak, not where the opposition to colonial
rule wae necessarily the mogt intenge. They came in the Nghe Tinh uprising in central Viet
Nam in 1930-31, the Mekong Delta revolt of 1940, a..4 the Bac Son uprising in northern Viet
Nam during 1940-41 In all of these cases revoluticnary leaders from the modernized sector
of Vietnamess society were tryving to mobilize into larger scale resistunce those rural people
whose discontent with celonial rule had broken out in cpen revoil. But in the intensity of these
uprisings, the revolutionartes could not implant the organizational structure to transform these
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pocket tevolts into the nucleus of 4 breader resvolutionary movement. Despite their gradual
success in winniang the allegiarce of 1 revelwtionary elite, the Communist Party stili faced the
challenge of using these leaders to forge political {inks with the mass of Vier Nam's population
in the countryvside.

Oniy during the last of these pocket uprisings—at Bac Son—were the revolutionaries suc-
cessful in estabiisling a durable enough political s'ructure to gain control over a portion of
Vietnamese territory and create a revelutionary “‘base iarca.” However, this limited success
vas due as much to fortuitous circumstance~ as it was to the skilis of the leaders of the Indo-
tainese Communist Partyv. Unlike the earlier uprisings in the rice-growing lewiands of
Nghe Tinh and the Mekong Deita, the Bac Son revolt geeucred in a remote mountain region
which. even in the best of :imes, the French probably could not have controlied in the face of
such a virulent protest. But with the indirect Japanese assistance to the revolutionaries and
the restrictions on the French imposed by ipanese uccupation, the colonial government's
grip on the countryside was gradually ebbi: 7 away.

Not omiy was the situation fornwous, but the wuy i which the revolutionaries exploited
it made it crucial for events in Viet Nam, and also illustrative of an important lesson in
widerstanding revoiution. The fact that the Communists had obtained control over Vietnamese
territory gave the party an image of legitimacy which none of its revolutionary competitors
cculd match. Yet the party realized how tenuous its hold over the Buac Son base area really
was: in this iirst firm, pelitica. linkage to the population outside the party, the Communists
were almost exclusively dependent on guerrilla bands organized among the mino v mountain
people, the The. And while the party was aware that a larger, more conventional armned force
wasg g necessity if it were to exploit broader revolutionary opportunities, it also recognized
that the building of a revolutionary army is eesentially a political task and that even a burgeor-
ing armed force could not achieve al! of the party's revolticnary goals. in moving bevond
the Bac Sen base area, the party's need to create a more diverse and more penetrating set
of political links with (he Vietnamese pecple was clear.

How could an elite politinal party of ng more than 3,000 members form organizational
ties with ensagh of Viet N-un's pepulation to create a governmental alternative to the colonial
regime”? Since the Comraunist Parcy couid not hope to recruit into its membership such a
popular following and, at the same time, maintuin ite necessarilv tight discipline, the party
had to establish riew institutions for rallving the Vietnarmese to participate in the revolutionary
politice »f their countryv. I[n addition to “n expanded revoluticnary army, the most important
new organization was an alliance of mass membership group. known as the Viet Minh, which
provided the firsi stimulus and a rationale for popular participation in politice in Viet Nam.
Under the overarching control of the Viet Minn a widely diverse set of political parties and
popular associations allowed peopie of various—often conflicting—affiliations to identify with
the party's revolutionary cause.

In forming the Viet Minh, the Communist Party was taking advantage of the effects of the
Japauase occupation which had made the Vietnamese quite ceonscious of the vulnerabilities in
French rule even before :he eliminativn of the colonial government in March 1945. Sensing
that the wiud was dlowing in a new direction, ihe Vietnamese, who are gambiers by nature, feit
that they must anticipate what the wind would bring. By joining the Viet Minh they could iden -
tify with the cause of national independence without necessarily iccurring all the commitments
of membership in a clandestine revolutionary party. Of course, new recruits soon iearned
that their share in the expected fruits of independence would depend on their role in prepara-
tions to exploit the growing weaknesses in colonial rule. So, graduallv manv of those atiracted
to the Viet Minh found their way into the Communist Party and the revelutionary army being
formed in the Bac Son base area.
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The principal purpose of the Viet Minh, however, was not to act merely as a conduit for
party recruitment: its primary function wis to enhance the legitimacy of the party's siowly
emerging revolutionary structure so tha. it would be recognized as the sole reliable force
reeking independence for Viet Nam. In pursuing this goal, the Viet Minh's success was ex-
tensive enough for it to be virtually the only revolutionary group that most people had ever
heard about when the Japanese collapse occurred and the cry for independence went up. Yet,
despite their preparations, the Japanese capitulation caught the Viet Minh leaders by surprise:
thev had not had the time to develop a goverame.. 1l structure which could completely fill the
political void left by the Japanese. Even though they reacted quickly by taking control over
" _a0i, Saigon, and other major cities, there was ne preexisting political structure—with the
exception of the now impotent administrative institutions of the colonial regime--which these
Communist leaders might seize and use to rule the country.

With the coilapse of Japan's cccupation of Viet Nam, the pctential for revolution had
reached its peak. There was, for the moment, no incumbent which could prevent the 1cvolu-
tionaries frem making their bid for gevernmental power and legitimacy. But, as the Viet
Minh leaders learned at firsthand, the brute force of the incumbent is not necessarily the
most formidable obstacle which revolutionaries must condront. Their greatest challenge is
to exploit successfully the petential for revolution by creating an alternative political structure
wiioh can win the allegiance of a people and therby achieve governmental legitimacy. With-
out such an effort revolutionary potential may continue to exist, even though a revolutionary
government has displaced an incuinbent nd taken control of a country. So long as the poten-
tia: for revolution persists, the stability of a new revolutionary incur.oent remains in dout:.

In proclaiming the Democratic Reptblic of Viet Nam, holding elections for a national
assembly, and forming a coalition government with opposition parties, the Viet Minh was
responding to this challenge of revolution. While these actions did serve to galvani.c populay
feelings into support for the Viet Minh, this support was not widespread or deep enough to
ensure that the revolutionary government would control all of Vietnamese territory, This
did not mean that opposition was localized and even manageable, except for areas of southern
Viet Nam. It simply meant that most Vietnamese had no commitment to any political move-
ment bevond their village and that until they did, the full potential for revolution would con-
tinue unexploited. Moreover, as the British and then the French began to reoccupy Viet Nam,
the possibilities of exploiting revolutionary potential were progressively reduced as more and
more of the couniry was brought under colenial military control.

Here were the sources of protracted revolution in Viet Nam: the Communist Partv
through its Viet Minh front had launched a revolutionary government which—though it could
riet gain control over the whole country—had mobilized enough popular strength to prevent
itself from being wiped out. In response, the French, who were both un'villing and incapable
of cre.ting a competitive political alternative to the Viet Minh--at least not untii after 1950
attempted to stop the expansion of its revolutionary structure by force. The inevitable resun
was a tenacious revolutionary war in which the steady development of the Viet Minh's political
structure during seven years of conflict enabled it to tie down the French Army to fixed-
positien defense and, ultimately, to defeat them at Dien Bien Phu in 1954.

In trying to stop the Viet Mi~h, the French faced a dilemma thiat was impossible for them
to resolve. if they abandoned territory, even temporarily, in order to achieve military flexi-
bility ana mobility, it alsu meant their abandoning the tenuous political commitment of the
people living in the area. Since they could not mobilize the troops—either at home or in Viet
Nam-to occupy the entire country and, at the same tinie, match the flexible strength of the
Viet Minh's regular forces, the French had to si. rifice control over territory. Had they,
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instead, been able to sponsor a government capable of establishing new institutiona for sharing
and mokilizing political power and forging politicallinks with the countryside, then there might
have been some rationale fcr the use of French military power. This they could not co.

France's military capacity tc control territory was steadily worn down by the Viet Minh's
strategy of revolutionary war in which fo: > was made subordinate to the essential task of de-
veloping an alterrative political system. By expanding their political structure from base
areas to which they had retreated after French forces drove them from the cities in late 1946
and early 1947, the revolutionaries won increasing commitment among the Vietnameee popula-
tion. The gyveater their popular commitment the more difficult it was for the French to control
territory and the easier it war for the Viet Minh to mobilize the population for service in poli-
tics and warfare. Of ev.n greater advantage to the Viet Minh was the fact that they were not
forced to defend territory i1n order to win the political commitment of the popuiation: its mili-
tary forces were able to maneuver the French into unfavorable territorial positions where they
were forced to fight if they were to maintain even their dwindling political credihility among
the Vietnamese. Thus, the acceptance of the Viet Minh as the legitimate government in pro-
gressively broader areas of the country marked political milestones on the sever-year long
road te Dien Bien Phu.

In expanding their political structure, the Viet Minh relied upon techniques which, in a
more rudimentary form, had been instrumental in their launching the August Revolution. By
refining these techniques, the revolutionaries took advantage of the added stimulus for popular
participation in politics that resulted from the intensification of warfare in Viet Nam. As the
dangers and destructiveness of war mounted, the rural population felt an increasing need for
mutual assistance and self-protection. Responding to these heightened expectations, the rev-
olutionaries appealed for a rallying behind the Viet Minh's various asscciations as the only
means of eliminating French rule, ending the war, aud restoring order to the countryside.

Despite their propagandistic tone, these were rot hellow appeals. At the same time, the
Viet Minh called upon the local popular participation groups to for  .dministrative committees
which would be prepared to receive and carry out directives from the leaders of the revolution-
ary movement. Then the Viet Minh brought these committees together inio an administrative
bierarchy which was supported by, and parallel to, a hierarchical organization among the pop-
ular participation groups. Although the Communist Party maintained a tight hold over these
"paralle! hierarchies" its real source of political control over the ~ .ntryside came from its
ability “o base an admiristrative hierarchy on popular participsi.on. Through this technique
the Viet Minh bypassed those traditional elements of village -ociety which were eituer unable
or unwilling *o engage in politics except on a basis of st. * s and not on a basis of performance.

By instituting a totally new approach towar< y¢iisical miobility and status, based almost ex-
clusively on performance in revolutionary war, lie Vist Mich were not dispensing with ideology.
On the contrary, they were trying to replace the vastigial Confucian cc ‘cepts of society and
politics, as well as certaiu local traditions, with a new ideology--a new .ationale for a new sys-
tem of politics. Instead of the Confucian tradition of politics in which there had been mobility
and status for only the veirv few who had the extensive classical education required to pass the
rigid, stylized examinations, the Vietnamese revolutionaries wanted to institute a political sys-
tem of mass mobilization. Because its principal goal had been to achieve social harmony and
institutionalized authority in a relatively static society, the Coniuciun state system in Viet Nam
never developed a great degree of power. Only a new system--one capable of generating the
power to defeat France and lay the foundation of national unity—could fulfill the goals of the
revolutionaries. Thus a new basis for political mobility was required. Thus a new means of
sharing—of distributing —political power was required.
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Here in Viet Nam was the beginning of revolution—a revelution that remains incomplete
and is the underiving ~ause of the war now raging there. Here was the start of fundamental
changes in the way who gets what, when, and how in Vietnamese society. Men, who had gotten
some mobility and some economic rewards from the coulonial svstem of politics, had been
denied the formal political power they thought due them and were creating a new system of
politics to tink them with their society so that they might overcome the weaknesses and armed
opposiiion of the old regime.
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FPILOGUE

THBE FUTURE OF REVOLUTION I8 VIET NAM

Although it ended the first Indochina War, the partiiioning of Viet Nam by the Geneva Con-
ference of 1954 did not bring an end to revolution. While it did separate adversaries who had
been locked in fierce combat for seven years, this division of the country was only intended to
be temporary, lasting until elections could be held in i956. But there were no hinding inter-
national guarantees that these elections wouid be held; nor was there any guarantee that the
Viemamese follcwers of the non- Corurmunist State of Viet Nam, who had withdrawn south of the
seventeenth parallel, would participate in such elections or respect their results.!

This lack of guarantees was 1n part a refiection of the inahility of the conference partici-
pants . determine the exact purpose of the proposed viecticns. Article Seven of the Final
Declaration of the Geneva Conference states that general ¢.octions "shall be held in July 1956,
but it does not gpecify the issues to be voted upon.? Though this article calls for consultations
to define the issues, such meetings were never held. These proposed sessions were boveotted
because the represantatives of the State of Viet Nam had, in eftect, yeen excluded from the
cease-fire negotiations at Geneva and their newly appointed Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem,
had denounced the cease-fire agreements and oroclaimed the date of their signing as a pational
day of shame.?

Despite the controversy over Nge Dinh Diem's refusal to participate in general elections,
it shou ave been clear that elections alone could not reselve revolutionary conflict in Viet
Nam-~-particularly after the partitioning ot the couniry. Since the future political order of
Viet Nam was the basic confliet during th. seven years of combat. it seemed most unlikely that
the Vietnamese coulu simply stop fighting ond settle their differences without the Benefit of
new institutions for sharing power and resolving conflict.  But the creation of new institutions
in which Communist and non-Comruunist Vietnamese might share pelitical swer and unite
their country was regarded as impossible. especially ¢ :ring the emotional 1ntensity of the
Gepeva Cenference.

Because the conference participants did net wish w contront the profoundly complex
dilemma of how a unified political order might be established in Viet Nam, they decided to
separate the antagonists rather than te try to resolve the bases of their conflict. In the ab-
sence of an agreement at Geneva on the fundamental issues in Viet Nam, the great powers
found a convenient substitute in proposing elections among the Vietnamese on issues which
were left unspecified. Although masked by a declaration of apparent consensus, the Geneva
Conterence participants only agreed on the points on which they actually disagreed profoundly,
and thus they set the stage for a new phase of revolutionary war.

With the division of Viet Nam at the seventeenth parallel, the areas under the political
control of the revolutionary oppenents too. on a definable territorial configuration for the first
time in the Indochina War: the Communist-led Viet Minh were in the nerth and the non-
Communists were in the south. The partition had the effect of strengthening the contre! of
the State of Viet Nam over the southern areas of the country wnere 1t enjoved 1ts greate st
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political support. No longer would its strength be diluted by efforts o mamtain melitary con-
trol over rural aieas in the north where its political support, except for Catholic bishoprics,
was nil. But thi< relative improvement in the non-Communist governmeni's position of politi-
cal strength did not mean that the State of Viet Nam had achieved unqualified independence
from France. On the contrary, France, in getting itself out of an embarressing and militarily
untenable situation via the Geneva Conference, exposed more conspicuously than hefore the
impotence of the State of Viet Nam.

Although the State of Vet Nam Army f{ought as distinet national units alongaide the French,
none of its representatives signed the cease-fire agreement with the Viet Minh military com-
mand. 4 While Priine Mimster Ngo Dinh Diem and the State of Viet Nam diploguitic delegation
at Geneva opposed the cease-fire, this was not the r ason for their military representatives
failing to sign the agreement. France was making all the decisions ior the non-Communist
side in the war in Viet Nam and, though it had created the State of Viet Nam as a polit:cal
alternative to the Viet Minh at Geneva in 1354, France still had not accorded it the substince
of sovereignty. Not ouly had the State of Viet Nam failed to develop he strength to beconiz a
serious political compe titor to the Viet Miph, it had not ¢ven been able to overcome its depend-
ency on France for survival But with United states support, Ngo Diph Diem in 1954 «ignaled
his determination to credte in southern Viet Nam a governmen: that was sovereign--a: least to
the extent that it was Tree of French control.

In declaring Viet Nam to be an independent republ:c and in foreing the Frenca to leave the
country by the spring of 1956, Diem claimed that he had carried out a revolution.b In a limited
sense he had. But the political changes that Diem brought to southern Viet Nani were decep-
tive. Though he had gucceeded in crushing the power of the political-reli nous sects whict had
been dep« Wdent on France for their autonomy. he had rot created anv commanding political
organization capable of integrating these groups imwo resilient governmental institutions.
Nevertheless, it appeared that Diem had achieved a strong central administration free from
the internecine squabbling that had marked the life of the State of Vieo Nam.  And while many
problems remuined, it was thought that he had established a viable policcal order.v In fact,
Diem had merely made his own narrowly based group, composed primarid, of Catholics and
northerr refugees, supreme over all the other nen-Communist pelitical gooyps 1n southern
Viet Nam.

To accomplish this, Diem had needed control over the French fed national army of Viet
Nam. In the nop-Communist political system in southern Vier Naun, weere power was so
narrowly defired that it neant the same thing as force. maste v over the army also meant
havine a predonunance of political power. Altheugh Diem's political shrewdness playved a large
role 1w his success, it was the support of the United States that was decisive in his wresting
control of the army avay {rom its French appointed comumuiader—a Viethamese who was a
French citizen, The United States simply redirected its military aud and tinanced the national
army through Diem’s government, which left the French without their aceustumed resources
to maintain their leverage over the Grmy or o sugtain the private armies of the political-
religious sects.” Lacking these Amertican resources, the French could not continue to manipu-
late the parochial groups toward tneir interests unless they were willing to use French Army
uanits—which they occasionally did.  But once the national army was under Dem's authority,
there was little to stop jum from becoming master of the territory south of the =cventeenth
purallel . The political-rehigious sects—the Hoa Hao, he Cao Dan, and tae Binh Xuven, and
others- were vrushed or driven mnto tuding . ¢ For the time being, no other groups risked
challenging Dicm's suprenucy.

Diem's "revolution,” which brought the appearance ot viable ¢rder amd stabilay to politics
in southern Viet Nam, was accoemplished by military force and not by political mobihization,
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Consequently, its results were limited and deceptive to observers, who thoaghi that the exist-
ence of order was indicative of far-reaching change But Diem had not uchieved any funda-
mentii improvement in mobilizing and sharing political power. Through the success ui the
national army, Diem did not have to share power with anvone and, as long us his military force
was strong enugh to thwart those capable of mobilizing po.er against him, he wus secure.

However, his experience in crushing the political -religious sects was misleading. While
these parochial groups couid mobilize subgtantial numbers of villagers for political and mili-
tary action, their strength was sharply limited by a rudimertary ideology and poor organiza-
tion Diem ussumed that all political groups in southern Viet Nam : :ffered these same limi-
tations and that, therefore, they could ' - conveniently managed by force. Moreover, he must
have believed that the withdrawai northward of Viet Minh regulars had rendered their political
infras! "ucture ine’Jective. Yet Diem's only safeguard against the revival of the Communists'
expans‘on of their revolutionary st.ucture was to oppose it by force. He had no thought of a
petitical alternatve which might develep a deep commitment among wie rural populace because
it world ofter them a means of participating in the politics and thus affect L. politics of the
Rep.blic of Viet Nam.

The revolution th.t Ngo Pinh Diem brought about had its effect in the superstricture of
pelities 1n southern Viet Nam: it did not reach the village foundation ot Vietnamese society.
The essence of this revolution was the elimination of the fratricidal competition between Viet-
namese political cliques by the emergence of the faction around Diem und uy the exclusion of
the Fruach {rom the politics of the country. In effect, Diem scored a successful coup d'état,
yet the plitical structure he acquired through this stroke was weak. [t r:onsmtedf—p_ﬁmarily of
the national army and the shell of a countrywide administrative structure, but there were no
massg political parties, viable local institutions, or other similar “rganizations through which
it could exercise power without force.

One of the mais reasons that the French had relied on the political -religious sects and
comparable parochial groups was ws compensation for the (ack of political structure. In
crushing these groups Diem was merely ~ocoafronting himself with a more troublesome lilem-
ma: how w.s he to gain political power 1n “he rural areas which contained the poiitical sub-
structure of the country 7 It las revolution were to have significunce beyong the cities and
provineiad tewns, Diem would have had 1o create a legitimate means of access to the political
superstructure, a way of sharing power between local and centrad institutions, and an ideology
th.* reachad the interests of the villagers . ® Dieni, however, was disinterested and seemed in-
vapable of making these changes, and his revolution renuuned unfulfilled  Insted of politicsl
moebilizatior Le saw as his major task such stringent political controi that it prevented anyone
elage from moihilizing power.

Diem’s eifort to prevent ethers from mobilizin,” political power against him was futdle.
Increasingly greater amounts of military force were rermired 1o @ vain attempt to maintain
conirol ever the countryside, bat foree alone could not prevent large portione of the rural
arcas from slippng away from Saigon's authority 10 As the pace of military operations height-
ened, strains on the national army wso increased.  As a precaution against clhiques forming
within the army, Diem rotated those officers with troop command at such ridiculousty short
intervals that they had little opportunity or incentive to orgunize effective waits it This only
served te praduce incentives amoeng kev military leaders te stop Diem's destructive manipu-
tation of the army . 1 Dicm had been assured of the lovalty of those officers to whom he dele -
gated quthority, such sharn antpathies might never have arisen.  But the problem of lovalty
within the army was a muerocosm of the larger political dilemma in the country: therd was no
predictatde patt roo ot upward mehility, there was oaly Them's personal chiosee of those he feit
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to be most reliable. 2 Demands of loyalty to a person rather than to institutions created a
sense of arbitrariness which sapped the morale of the armed forces.

Because of the relative ineffectiveneas of his troops and the rising tide of armed oppost -
tion, Diem, acting on American advice, found it necessary on several occasions to increase
the size of the axmed forces, which only compounded the problem of keeping them under his
political control. Abortive coups d'état launched against Diem in 1960 and 1962 by dissident
officers should have been a warning, but the self-confident Diem was on a seemingly irreversi-
ble course. 13 He did not appear to doubt his ability to continue manipulating the army com-
mands or the advisability of using manipulation as a prime m:ans of political control. Yet his
greatest source of security was probably his belief that the United States would not abandon
him because of its anxiety about the consequences for the war against the Communists in the
countryside. But Diem had left no margin for error. When an urban-based revolt led by an
emergent yet parochial religious group—the Buddhists—erupted in the summer of 1963, Diem's
predictable but ineffective attempt to crush it by force shocked the conscience of the world.
Severely embarrassed by his blunt repressions, the United States dissociated itself from Dicm
and his family—a move which Vietnamese military leaders interpreted an opening the way for
them to remove Diem from the politics of the country. it Since he had created no other sources
of power, there was no counterweight to the army. Thus, Ngo Dinh Diem left power in Viet
Nam just as he had come to it—through a coup d'état. 15

In their victory over Ngo Dirh Diem in November 1963, the Vietnamese military faced the
same kind of problems that Diem had faced when he came to power in 1954-55. In 1963, how-
ever, the problems had become compounded and solutions were more urgently required if the
Republic of Viet Namn was to become something more than an institution for holding power by
force. Like Diem, the military leaders proclaimed their coup d'état to be a revolution. But
unlike Diem, they seemed to be more genuinely concérned with the institutionalization of po-
litical power and more aware of the limits of holding power through force. Yet this aware-
ness and concern did not result in a specific program of action designed to change the way in
which power was mobilized and shared.

In effect, these military leaders were confronting the age-old dilemma of establishing a
viable political order—a dilemma with which the Vietnamese had grappled unsuccessfully
since they had thrown off Chinese domination in 939. During the following millennium, numer-
ous dynasties had come to power through military force, just as the military leaders had in
1963, but none of them had successfully institutionalized political power. In contrast to the
situation in earlier centuries, military leaders of 1963 were opposed by a regime in northern
Viet Nam and in wide areas of the countryside of the south which had gone further than any pre-
vious regime in mastering this age-old dilemma of power. If those who overthrew Diem were
to become credible competitors for legitimate political authority, then they clearly would have
to become a revolutionary government, 16

Evidence derived from events since 1963 strongly suggests that the Republic of Viet Nam
has made a genuine though vain attempt to effect a political revolution. The motivation for
this attempted revolution has quite clearly arisen from the conspicuous ineffectiveness of in-
struments of force to sustain the government's power, especially against non-Communist
groups in urban areas. For instance, the civil disobedience of the Buddhists which reached a
crescendo in the provinces just south of the seventeenth parallei during the spring of 1966 re-
sulted in concessions leading to the election of a constituent assembly which drafted a new con-
stitution for the republic. 17 While this constitution is an indication of an intent to share author-
ity more widely in the hope of enhancing the power of the government, there is no certainty
that the military will permit the new institutions to function as they were intended. The mili-
tary might once again fall back upon a reliance on force.
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At best, even if the military does not hlock the process, the new considtutional framework
as it was proposed in March 1967 can only have effect in the superstructure of politics in
southern Viet Nam, Even this would be an achievement. If successful, it would mark the
unification of a multiplicity of parochial groups in what would become pluralistic institutions.
In contrast with the totalitarian nature of the Communist regime in the north, this would be an
historic accomplishment indeed. Yet it would not have a substantial impact upon the village
substructure where institutions offering opportunities in the superstructure would still not be
available, Instead, the new constitutional superstructure would be imposed on the countryside
in the hope that it would somehow develop order and security there. In lieu of political mobi-
lization a program of "pacification" or "revolutionary development'* is being carried out in an
effort to gain control over rural areas cleared of the regular units of the enemy. Obviously,
such political control, even if it 18 attained, will not afford the villagers a stake in the power
of the Republic of Viet Nam, 18

Through thease random efforts, the Republic of Viet Nam has beeu groping toward revolu-
tion. As genuine as these efforts might have been, no political movement can simply grope
toward revolution and expect to achieve a fundamental change in the way power i8 shaped and
shared. The inadequacy and ineffectiveness of such actions have been made dramatically
clear by the need to increase U.S. armed forces in Viet Nam to almost twice the size of the
contingent that was needed in Korea,® These larger U.S. forces have heen required because
the Republic of Viet Nam has bzen unable either to mobilize political support to resist the
enemy or to raise the manpower to sustain its own armed forces. Certainly the degree of
enthusiasm with which people participate in military service is a good measure of the legiti-
macy of a government, especially when that government is fighting for its life.

However, the Vietnamese appear to regard the military as an arbitrary institution that is
trying to control the country without sharing power-with the people. Yet, unless it can acquire
an adequate number of troops, the Republic of Viet Nam will have very little power to share,
Inability to resolve such dilemmas indicates that the leaders of the Republic cf Viet Nam, both
military and civiliun, have had little conception of the requirements for political revolution.
Nor have they been aided 3ignificantly by their American advisers.

With few exceptions those who have understood the meaning of revelution in Viet Nam have
Yeen members of the Viethamese Communist movement. Thus far, their understanding has
been expressed in action and not in any comprehensive published source to which one can turn
for information. Yet the need to understand this revolution is urgent. Not only is the revolu-
tionary conflict in Viet Nam consuming lives and treasure on a tragic scale, but it also ex-
emplifies a pattern of experience that many other countries may share in their advance toward
modernity. This book was undertaken out of a desire to comprehend revolution in Viet Nam
and in the hope that an examination of the Vietnamese experience could contribute to a more
perceptive understanding of revolution in general.

Revolution is a process in which the structure of political power is permanently changed
8o that new ways of mobilizing and sharing political strength become established. Revolution
occurs when an existing political structure has to be changed in response to a new configura-
tion of power within a society. This does not mean that revolution is inevitable, but it means
that if a new configuration of power arises the governmental structure must change to accom-
modate it or face the possibility that another group will mobilize power against it, Often,
revolution occurs by the violent overthrow of an existing political structure and its replace-
ment by a new structure, but it need not happen this way. Incumbents can achieve revolution
within their own governmental framework—although the experience of the republic in southern
Viet Nam indicates that revolutionary change is difficult to achieve even when it is recognized
as a necessity.
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In this study of Viet Nam, several aspects of the proceas of changn in the structure of po-
litical power stand forth conspicuously as contributions to an understax ding of revolution.
The lack of a strong tradition of political unity in Viet Nam has meunt tuat revolution has had
to contend with unresolved problems of politics persisting into the present. Thus the revolu-
tionary conflict which has resulted as a response to colonialism and modernization has divided
the Vietwamese people against each other as they once were a little more than a century and a
half ago. Perhaps this experience indicates that where modernization is partial and not ex-
panding, old antipathies may be reenforced instead of a new sense of community developing.
If this is a general phenomenon, it may portend a hitter future for unintegrated societies in
other parts of the world which are struggling with the efiects of modernity. In such circum-
stances those individuals who feel thwarted in their aspirations and ascribe their frustration
to political causes may play on traditional antipathies as a means of acquiring political
strength. Unless they can create a dependable structure for mobilizing potential political
power they are unlikely to achieve a revolution,

Such ¢ revolutionary political structure, capable of mobilizing vast portions of the rural
population for military and political action, has been the distinguishing characteristic of revo-
lution in Viet Nam, While this mobilization has been the achievement of the Vietnamese Com-
munist movement, it has not resulted simply because of their identification with Communist
ideology. Their success can be attributed to their own efforts to develop a form of political
organization uniquely adapted to Viet Nam, but which could be applied to other emerging coun-
tries. By providing peasant villagers with new forms of political participation, political status,
and equality, this organization has bridged the gap between the relatively nonmodernized sec-
tors of Vietnamese society. In this effort, the Communists have not only brought to the coun-
tryside many of the opportunities of modernity—literacy, organizational ability, and familiarity
with machines —but they have also created a new sense of community.

At the heart of this community is a new structuyye of pcwer which has won widespread com-
mitment because it has rewarded popular participation. Thiough a sharing of power, the Com--
munists have heen able to mobilize the strength with which to expand their revolutionary struc-
ture. Yet the power of the Communists is still insufficient to bring the whole country under
control; revolution in Viet Nam continues. The juxtaposition of such :adically different po-
litical communities—at first the French and the Viet Minh and now the two republics of Viet
Nam—serves to emphasize the problems of change in the structure of power, which is the es-
sence of revolution.

Despite the many unique factors in the Vietnamese experience, it is this competition be-
tween political communities which links revolution in Viet Nam with revolution in other coun-
tries at different periods of history. Instead of there being a contest between incumbent and
insurgents, there is a conflict between two separate political communities, each of which is
claiming to be sovereign over the whole of Viet Nam., From this perspective, it is easier to
see that revolution is not simply an overturning of an incumbent or a group by violence, but a
confrontation between contrasting forms of political organization which are trying to respond
to similar needs of political community. And as R. R. Palmer has noted in his study The
Age of Democratic Revolution, it is the substitution of one political community fcic another
that is the central focus of revolution. As he has seen it, a revolutionary situation is

one in which the confidence in the justice or reasonableness of existing
authority is undermined; where old loyalties fade, obligutions are felt as
impositions, law seems arbitrary, and respect for superiors is felt as a
form of humiliation; where existing sources of prestige seem undeserved,
hitherto accepted forms of wealth and income seem ill-gained, and
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government is sensed as distant, apart from the governed and not really
"representing" them. In such a situation the sense of community is lost,
and the bond between social classes tends to jealousy and frustration.
People of a kind formerly integrated begin to feel as outsiders, or those
who have never been integrated begin to feel left out. As a group of
Sheffield workingraen demand.d in 1794: '"What is the constitution to us
if we are nothing to it ?'20

In Viet Nam a century and a half later this question is just as gerraane to an understanding
1 of the origins of revolution as it was in the eighteenth century.
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PROLOGUE: REVOLUTION IN VIET NAM IN rERSPECTIVE
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