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Fueling the World Revolution

Vietnamese Communist Internationalism, 1954–1975

Pierre Asselin

The Cold War divided the world into two implacable blocs and made
the situation in Vietnam after 1954 a major expression of that implac-
ability. Recognizing that fact, leaders of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (DRV) in Hanoi convinced themselves that success in their
revolution could tip the worldwide balance of power in favor of the
socialist bloc and national liberation movements throughout the decol-
onizing world. This conviction, combined with the fact that they had to
conduct their struggle for national liberation and reunification from
a position of relative military weakness, made those leaders accom-
plished practitioners of international politics. So, too, did the totality
of their commitment to Marxism-Leninism and thus to anti-imperialism
and anti-Americanism.

This chapter addresses Vietnamese communist internationalism in the
period from 1954 to 1975. It considers Hanoi’s self-appointed mission
to advance the causes of socialism, national liberation, and anti-
imperialism worldwide as it struggled to reunify Vietnam under its
aegis. It demonstrates that even at the height of the war against the
United States, DRV leaders never thought strictly in terms of the
national interest. Obsessed as they were with the liberation and reunifi-
cation of their country, they were also committed to the wider causes of
socialism, “world revolution,” and “tiers-mondisme” (Third Worldism).
While Hanoi did not share the commitment to non-alignment that
sometimes animated Third Worldism, it applauded and encouraged
calls for unity among decolonized and decolonizing states, for both
ideological and practical reasons (Figure 4.1). During the second half
of the 1950s, it endorsed the peaceful “spirit of Bandung” promoted by
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figure 4.1 A secondary theme of OSPAAAL imagery was the political value of
solidarity. Rising identification with North Vietnam and revolutionary
movements went hand in hand with hostility to US interventions in the Global
South. OSPAAAL, Olivio Martinez, 1972. Offset, 54x33 cm. Image courtesy
Lincoln Cushing / Docs Populi.
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the first generation of Third World states and leaders. The following
decade, it fervently supported the second generation of states and leaders
embracing a more radical, even militant, revolutionary vision inspired
by the triumph of the Cuban and Algerian revolutions and the overseas
travails of Ernesto “Che” Guevara.

To be sure, the Cold War, to say nothing of the Sino-Soviet dispute,
created myriad challenges for Hanoi. But the contemporaneous process
of decolonization in the Third World also created opportunities it
sought to exploit to enhance its legitimacy and elevate its image world-
wide, meet its core goals in Vietnam, and advance its vision of human
progress.

the drv and the international community, 1954–63

Vietnamese communist leaders learned to appreciate the merits of
actively engaging the international community during their war
against France – the Indochina War (1946–54). During the Party’s
Second Congress of February 1951, held after a crushing defeat
suffered by Vietminh forces at Vinh Yen outside Hanoi, the leader-
ship stressed the imperative to sustain the war against France until
complete victory. To meet that end in light of the difficult situation
confronting their forces, Party leaders mandated better mass organ-
ization and mobilization efforts at home, on the one hand, and resort
to “people’s diplomacy” (ngoai giao nhan dan) – namely, exploit-
ation and manipulation of anti-war and anti-colonial/imperialist
sentiments – abroad, on the other. The DRV would henceforth
endeavor to “maintain friendly relations with any government that
respects the sovereignty of Vietnam” and “establish diplomatic rela-
tions with countries on the principle of freedom, equality and mutual
benefit.”1

Starting that year, the international community figured prominently
in the strategic calculations of the leadership. The so-called diplomacy
struggle became a cornerstone of the ideology and national liberation
strategy espoused by Ho Chi Minh and the rest of the Party leadership.
“International unity and cooperation are necessary conditions for the

1 “Chinh cuong Dang Lao dong Viet Nam (2–1951)” [Program of the Vietnamese Workers’
Party, February 1951], in Dang Cong san Viet Nam, Van kien Dang – Toan tap – Tap 12:
1951 [Party Documents – Collected Works – Volume 12: 1951] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban
Chinh tri quoc gia, 2001), 441.
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triumph of the national liberation revolution,” they surmised, contrib-
uting as it did to “development of the new regime, the socialist
regime.”2 In order to serve the goals of that struggle, Ho and the
leadership publicly downplayed their embrace of Marxism-Leninism
and links to Beijing and Moscow, professing instead a commitment to
nationalism and patriotism, and to national liberation across the Third
World. The approach was self-serving, to be sure. At the same time,
there was a clear affinity between the struggle led by Vietnam’s com-
munist party and that waged by revolutionary nationalist leaders
across the colonial and semi-colonial world. Most obviously, both
struggles accentuated anti-imperialism.

In July 1954, the DRV government entered into the Geneva accords
with France. The accords provided for a ceasefire; the regrouping of
Vietminh forces above the seventeenth parallel and of forces loyal to
France below that demarcation line; the free movement of civilians
between the two zones for a period of 300 days; the return of prisoners
of war; guarantees against the introduction of new foreign forces in
Vietnam; and a plebiscite on national reunification within two years.
Until then, the northern zone would be under the authority of the DRV
regime and the southern zone under the jurisdiction of France and its local
clients.

Ho Chi Minh and the Party leadership accepted the Geneva accords
because they thought they were the best they could get under the
circumstances and that they might be workable. That is, they believed
the accords would not only end the eight-year-long Indochina War but
also might bring about the peaceful reunification of Vietnam under
their governance. The accords were far from perfect. Their terms, Ho
and other leaders felt, could have been more generous. Still, they were
satisfied because at a minimum the accords guaranteed that the United
States would not intervene militarily in Indochina – in the near future,
at least. Earlier that year, the Party, now called the Vietnamese
Workers’s Party (VWP), had decreed that the United States constituted
the “foremost enemy” of the Vietnamese revolution. By its rationale,
the French would never have managed to sustain their war in
Indochina for as long as they did without American backing.
Washington had enabled Paris since 1950, in the wake of the

2 Hoang Duc Thinh, Duong loi tranh thu su giup do quoc te cua Dang, 1965–1975 [The
Party’s Policy to Enlist International Aid, 1965–1975] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Chinh tri
quoc gia, 2015), 8.
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recognition of the DRV by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and
the rest of the socialist camp. American “imperialists” had not only
supported French “colonialists” materially and politically from that
moment onward but in fact manipulated Paris into staying the course
in a war that served Washington’s interests more than France’s own.
The Americans had essentially used the French as proxies to neutralize
the Vietnamese revolution and contain the national liberation cause in
Southeast Asia because it threatened their own designs and ambitions
in the region.

When Paris decided to negotiate the terms of its extrication from
Indochina with DRV representatives in Geneva beginning in May 1954,
just as the Battle of Dien Bien Phu ended, Washington turned to a new
proxy, as Hanoi saw it, to do American bidding: Ngo Dinh Diem. Thanks
to US patronage, in June 1954Diem became prime minister of the State of
Vietnam, the “puppet” state set up by the French under Emperor Bao Dai
in 1949 to enhance the legitimacy of their struggle against the DRV-led
Vietminh. Though his authority was initially tenuous at best, Diem –

a staunch anti-communist with respectable nationalist credentials –

became in time a major impediment to the realization of communist
objectives in Indochina.

No sooner had it signed the Geneva accords with France than Ho’s
government recognized the difficulties it would face in trying to implement
them.While Paris seemed prepared to honor their terms,Washington, and
Diem in particular, would not even endorse the Final Declaration of the
Geneva Conference confirming the accords’ legitimacy. With acquies-
cence in the Geneva formula from neither Washington nor Saigon, the
chances that Vietnam would ever be peacefully reunified under commun-
ist governance were slim.

To improve its prospects in the face of a highly problematic situ-
ation, Ho’s government turned to diplomacy, as it had in 1951 to
offset the consequences of the Vietminh defeat at Vinh Yen. It
mounted a major propaganda campaign emphasizing the merits of
its cause, the legitimacy of the DRV, as well as its commitment to
the peaceful reunification of Vietnam, and denouncing the “crimes”
and nefarious intentions of Washington and its local “reactionary”
allies. The central purpose of this exercise in people’s diplomacy was
to draw international attention to the situation in Vietnam and, most
critically, prompt other governments and influential organizations to
see circumstances there as Ho’s regime saw them. Winning over world
opinion – gaining wider public sympathy – would not only help muster
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political and moral support for the DRV’s cause; it would also make it
more difficult for Washington and Saigon to violate the letter and
spirit of the Geneva accords. That is, diplomatic isolation would
make the revolution’s enemies hesitate to further subvert peace in
Indochina. At a minimum, it would make Washington think twice
before intervening militarily, a prospect Ho himself feared to the
extreme and hoped to preclude at all costs. Favorable, supportive
world opinion would serve as a hedge against US intervention and
improve DRV prospects for success in the new context. Ho’s govern-
ment effectively used diplomacy to advance its own interests at the
expense of its enemies.

To meet the ends of this latest diplomatic campaign, DRV leaders and
pertinent organs attuned themselves to international affairs and made
concerted efforts to engage other governments, particularly nationalist
regimes in the Third World and “progressive” movements and organiza-
tions in the First. Consistentwith the decree endorsed during the 1951 Party
Congress, they legitimated their state’s existence above the seventeenth
parallel after July 1954 by seeking formal diplomatic recognition from
other governments and promptly recognizing newly independent countries
when suitable. As previously noted, in 1950 the DRV had obtained recog-
nition from the PRC, the Soviet Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia, East
Germany, Hungary, Bulgaria, Albania, Romania, and North Korea. In
1954, Mongolia followed suit. That same year India, a vanguard of the
Non-Aligned Movement, became the first noncommunist country to open
a diplomatic mission in North Vietnam, and Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru visited the DRV in October. France, the United Kingdom, and
Canada each had diplomatic representation in the North by then, but
largely to meet their various obligations under the terms of the Geneva
accords.3

A socialist state and avowedmember of that camp after 1954, the DRV
publicly downplayed its ties to communism and sought to insinuate itself
into other circles to gain wider legitimacy and support for its agenda. To
the same end, it tried to keep under wraps the transformation of theNorth

3 It was not until 1969 that a Western state, Sweden, granted full recognition to the DRV.
Senegal (1969), Ceylon (1970), Switzerland (1971), India, Chile, and Pakistan (1972)
followed suit. By the time the Vietnam War ended, forty-nine countries had established
formal diplomatic ties with the DRV. See Vien su hoc, Viet Nam: Nhung su kien lich su,
1945–1975 [Vietnam: Historical Events, 1945–1975] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Giao duc,
2006), 145.
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Vietnamese economy and society along socialist lines, in full swing at the
time. Instead, it leveraged its status as a semi-colonial state and victim of
French and nowAmerican imperialism to gain political andmoral support
from revolutionary leaders, movements, and government across the Third
World, otherwise wary of strict communism with its emphasis on class
struggle at the expense of national unity. To such strategic aims, labor,
student, and women’s unions from the DRV regularly participated in
international conventions. Those forums provided “an indispensable for-
mat for enabling successful diplomacy” while providing opportunities to
network with other states and affirm DRV sovereignty.4 Representatives
from the DRV attended meetings of the World Peace Council (WPC),
Moscow’s answer to what Soviet leaders perceived was a United Nations
Organization stacked against them. Formed in 1950, the WPC acquired
a measure of international legitimacy over time through its promotion of
peaceful coexistence, sovereignty, nuclear disarmament, and decoloniza-
tion. Unlike the United Nations, its members were not states but progres-
sive individuals and action groups, including associations and unions
representing women, students, writers, journalists, and scientists. Jean-
Paul Sartre participated in the WPC’s congress of 1952. Other notable
individuals who attended WPC-sponsored meetings or otherwise sup-
ported its activities included Pablo Picasso, W. E. B. DuBois, Paul
Robeson, Louis Aragon, Diego Rivera, and Pablo Neruda.5 That made
the WPC an ideal target for the DRV’s people’s diplomacy.

In 1955, Ho’s government participated in the Asian-African
Conference in Bandung. This international conference offered DRV rep-
resentatives a unique opportunity to meet, discuss, and fraternize with
leaders and diplomats from dozens of countries outside the socialist camp
sharing experiences of colonialism and embracing, to varying degrees,
independent Third World nationalism. Bandung facilitated the forging
of ties with other Third World governments, culminating in the exchange
of diplomatic missions, among other undertakings. Indonesia, the host
country, established formal diplomatic relations with the DRV

4 Christopher J. Lee, “The Rise of Third World Diplomacy: Success and Its Meaning at the
1955 Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia,” in Robert Hutchings and
Jeremi Suri, eds., Foreign Policy Breakthroughs: Cases in Successful Diplomacy
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 49.

5 On the WPC see United States Department of State, “The World Peace Council’s ‘Peace
Assemblies’,” in Foreign Affairs Note, May 1983: http://insidethecoldwar.org/sites/defau
lt/files/documents/Department%20of%20State%20Note%20World%20Peace%20Coun
cil’s%20Peace%20Assemblies%20May%201983.pdf.
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immediately after the conference. Burma opened a diplomatic mission in
Hanoi, as had India, as previously noted. Essentially, Bandung allowed
the DRV to build networks with other Third World governments while
affirming its legitimacy and Vietnam’s sovereignty. Beyond that, the con-
ference, spurred in large part bymounting ColdWar tensions in Southeast
Asia and in Indochina specifically, provided a stage for mustering political
and moral support for Hanoi’s national liberation and reunification
struggle. For years thereafter, that is, until Vietnamese communist leaders
shifted to a more militant approach to address the situation in South
Vietnam, Hanoi promoted and extolled the virtues of the “Bandung
Spirit” because it served the goals of its diplomatic struggle and remained
consistent with its own domestic imperatives.

Bandung played a seminal role in bringing about the Afro-Asian
People’s Solidarity Organization (AAPSO), created in Cairo in 1957; the
Non-Aligned Movement, formally established in Belgrade in 1961; and
the Afro-Asian Latin American People’s Solidarity Organization, formed
in Havana in 1966. Individually and collectively, these organizations
promoted “a political consciousness against Western norms and power”
that persisted and grew as more countries in Asia and Africa secured
independence.6 As increasing numbers of Third World states joined the
United Nations, the Non-Aligned Movement in particular came to “have
a great voice on the world stage, making great changes on the inter-
national chessboard, becoming a force that both socialist and imperialist
countries wished to fight for,” according to a semi-official Vietnamese
account.7 The DRV’s involvement in that and other such movements
supported the aims of its public diplomacy as well as its efforts to shame
the United States into curbing its interference in Vietnamese affairs. It also
suggested that the DRV regime wasmore nationalist than it was commun-
ist, beholdenmore to the ThirdWorld than toMoscow or Beijing.Hanoi’s
ThirdWorld activism enhanced its image across the noncommunist world
and invested the Party with a degree of autonomy without alienating its
socialist allies.

DRV authorities, ensconced in Hanoi after completion of the French
withdrawal from the city in October 1954, gradually became loud and
recognizable voices advocating on behalf of “oppressed” masses every-
where. At first, the latter meant those suffering under the yoke of coloni-
alism and neo-imperialism in the Third World. In time, it also included

6 Lee, “Rise of Third World Diplomacy,” 54.
7 Hoang Duc Thinh, Duong loi tranh thu su giup do, 19.
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victims of capitalist greed generally defined, including the poor and mar-
ginalized communities in the First World. Audiences worldwide were
receptive to the authorities’ message. The Indochina War, and especially
the DRV victory at Dien Bien Phu, had sounded the death knell for
France’s overseas empire. Events in Vietnam galvanized revolutionaries
in Algeria and across the rest of the Third World including, in time, the
Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America.8 Thus, the more the
DRV publicized others’ causes and developed ties to them, the more those
others felt sympathy for its efforts to complete the “liberation” of
Vietnam. The DRV’s backing of Algerian independence, sub-Saharan
African decolonization, and the African National Congress (ANC)’s anti-
apartheid struggle in South Africa were especially important in that
respect.9 Identifying with national liberation movements solidified the
bond between the DRV and other Third World governments supportive
of causes championing self-determination and anti-imperialism.10

Hanoi’s diplomacy facilitated manipulation of public perceptions of its
purposes and policies and enabled communist policymakers to cultivate
a favorable, broad-based, global political awareness and understanding of
their aspirations. In 1958, VWP theoretician Truong Chinh elaborated on
the DRV’s international obligations even as it endeavored to build social-
ism above the seventeenth parallel and bring about “liberation” in the
South. Hanoi, he observed, must oppose “all war kindling schemes of the
imperialist aggressors and their agents,” strengthen “friendly solidarity and
the fraternal cooperation with the USSR, China, and [other] people’s
democracies,” and “support national liberation movements in the world”
and the ongoing one in Algeria in particular.11 A year later, the VWP
Central Committee noted that “the problem of achieving the unification
of our country, the achievement of independence and democracy in all of
our country”was not only “the problem of the struggle between our nation
against the American imperialists and their puppets,” but also “the

8 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of
Our Time (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 190–192.

9 SeeMerle Pribbenow, “VietnamCovertly SuppliedWeapons to Revolutionaries in Algeria
and Latin America” Cold War International History Project e-Dossier No. 25, 2

November 2011: www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/vietnam-covertly-supplied-weapons
-to-revolutionaries-algeria-and-latin-america.

10 Vo Kim Cuong, Viet Nam va chau Phi trong su nghiep dau tranh giai phong dan toc
[Vietnam and Africa in the Struggle for National Liberation] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Chinh
tri quoc gia, 2004), 182–188.

11 Quoted in Nguyen Thanh, Bac Ho voi Chau Phi [Uncle Ho and Africa] (Hanoi: Nha xuat
ban Ly luan Chinh tri, 2005), 200.
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problem of the struggle” between the progressive camp and the imperialist
camp. The “victory of the Vietnamese Revolution,” the Committee con-
cluded, would have “an enthusiastic effect” not only on the rest of the
communist world but also “on themovement of popular liberation in Asia,
Africa, [and] Latin America” to the point of precipitating “the disintegra-
tion of colonialism throughout the world.” Fundamentally, the Vietnamese
revolutionwas “part of the world revolution.”12The triumph of the Cuban
revolution in January that same year marked, in the eyes of Vietnamese
communist leaders, “the expansion of the scope of socialism on three
continents” as well as a major defeat for imperialism and solidified their
commitment to internationalism.13

Through 1959 and the early 1960s, the DRV quietly asserted itself as
a member of the socialist camp as it expanded its ties to the non-aligned
and national liberationmovements. Following the onset of the Sino-Soviet
dispute in the late 1950s, Hanoi played a leading role in the effort to
reconcile the two communist giants. Though that effort failed to end the
dispute, the Vietnamese gained a great deal of respect from both Moscow
and Beijing as well as from the rest of the socialist camp for attempting to
mitigate the dispute despite being one of that camp’s youngest – and
smallest – members and embroiled at the time in a serious conflict of its
own. All the while, the DRV sustained its engagement with the Third
World, effectively seeking to define itself as a postcolonial state, aggres-
sively advocating for the end of colonial rule in Africa and promptly
recognizing states on that continent after they gained independence. It
established diplomatic relations with Guinea (1958), Mali (1960),
Morocco (1961), the Democratic Republic of Congo (1961), Egypt
(1963), the Republic of Congo (1964), Tanzania (1965), Mauritania
(1965), and Ghana (1965). The DRV was among the first governments
to recognize the new Algerian state in 1962, a logical move considering
Hanoi had extended material, political, and moral support to revolution-
aries there during their war against France.14 “Despite the fact that the

12
“Nghi quyet Hoi nghi Trung uong lan thu 15 (mo rong): Ve tang cuong doan ket, kien
quyet dau tranh giu vung hoa binh, thuc hien thong nhat nuoc nha” [Resolution of the
15th Plenum (expanded): On Increasing Unity and Determination to Struggle to Preserve
Peace and Achieve Unification of the State], in Dang Cong san Viet Nam,Van kienDang –
Toan tap – Tap 20: 1959 [Party Documents – Collected Works – Volume 20: 1959]
(Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Chinh tri quoc gia, 2002) [hereafter VKD: 1959], 66–67.

13 Hoang Duc Thinh, Duonh loi tranh tu su giup do, 18.
14 After 1954, Hanoi dispatched military instructors to Egypt to train insurgents to fight in

the Algerian war of independence.
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country was divided and invaded by the United States,” historian Vu
Duong Ninh has written, “Vietnam remained trusted by many countries
in the struggle against colonialism and imperialism,” and could thus
“contribute significantly to national liberation movements across the
world.”15 As an act of policy, each year on the day marking the anniver-
sary of the independence of a ThirdWorld country, Ho ChiMinh sent the
head of that state a telegram wishing continued peace and prosperity on
behalf of “the people of Vietnam and the Government of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam.” The gesture was effortless, to be sure, but did not
go unnoticed and unappreciated by the recipients of those telegrams.16

This tendency to associate with and engage international and trans-
national movements became a hallmark of DRV diplomacy and a defining
aspect of its revolutionary strategy and ideology. In May 1963, for
example, a meeting of African states in the Ethiopian capital of Addis
Ababa concluded with the formation of the Organization of African
Unity, joined by thirty-two governments. According to an editorial in
Nhan dan, the VWP mouthpiece, the conference “highlighted the humili-
ating defeat of and the end of the road for colonialism,” on the one hand,
and “the great victory of the national liberation revolution,” on the other.
“Our southern [Vietnamese] compatriots involved in a difficult and heroic
struggle against the US- Diem clique are very excited about the outcome of
this conference, and see the success of the African people as their own
success,” the editorial concluded.17 There was a logic to such support.
Pan-Africanism, Pan-Asianism, and communist internationalism, among
other movements, shared a common ideological aversion to neo-
imperialism andWestern capitalism. Each also sought to empower histor-
ically marginalized constituencies, to give a voice to the voiceless, and to
emancipate the oppressed. More practically, these movements allowed
states such as the DRV to “place their political aspirations in identity-
based communities that extended beyond the formal boundaries of
nation-states,” historian Christopher Lee has noted. That achievement
facilitated the pursuit of their most fundamental political goals.
“Frequently guided by an ambitious intellectual leadership,” Lee writes,
“these transnational endeavors sought to collect and stand for the hopes

15 VuDuongNinh,Lich su quan he doi ngoai Viet Nam, 1940–2010 [History of Vietnamese
Foreign Relations, 1940–2010] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Chinh tri quoc gia, 2015), 166.

16 Nguyen Thanh, Bac Ho va Chau Phi, 185.
17 Nhan dan [The Nation], May 26, 1963. See also Nguyen Thanh, Bac Ho va Chau Phi,

222–223.
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of broadly defined social groups that faced political restrictions locally
and globally.”18

vietnamese communist internationalism, 1964–75

Through the late 1950s and early 1960s,Hanoi regularly asserted publicly its
commitment to the “world revolutionary process”; however, its words were
slow to translate into direct action. It provided troop andmaterial support to
the nascent insurgency in South Vietnam but in cautious, deniable ways. Ho
was adamant about avoiding the resumption of “big war” in Indochina and
thus givingWashington no pretext to intervenemilitarily inVietnam.During
this early period, the DRV leadership felt it was best to wait on events in the
South and focus on building the socialist economy in the North.

That all changed in 1963–64. Convinced by the domestic and inter-
national situation that imperialism and capitalism were on the defensive
worldwide, increasing numbers of VWP members, including members of
the Politburo, demanded that Hanoi seize this “opportune moment” and
adopt a more “forward” strategy in the South. If the DRV was ever to
become a “vanguard” for national liberation movements across the Third
World, these galvanized Party members believed, then it had to get over its
fear of provoking US intervention and act decisively in the South.

That attitude was both cause and consequence of the growing influence
inHanoi of a hard-line, radical clique obsessedwithmoving to direct action
to confront imperialism and reactionary capitalism in Indochina.
Emboldened by circumstances, members of that clique proceeded to seize
the reins of power fromHo and other moderates in a bloodless palace coup
during the Ninth Plenum of the VWP Central Committee of
December 1963. Whereas Ho and his associates had conducted their for-
eign policy largely based on pragmatic considerations, seeking to avoid
confrontation with the United States, the men who controlled decision-
making in the aftermath of the Plenum were committed ideologues with
strong internationalist proclivities whowere hell-bent on leaving theirmark
on the world. The interests of the wider socialist world and of “oppressed
masses” in the rest of Asia, Africa, and Latin America were as important to
them as the liberation and reunification of their own nation.19

18 Lee, “Rise of Third World Diplomacy,” 53.
19 See “Nghi quyet cua Hoi nghi lan thu chin Ban Chap hanh Trung uong Dang Lao dong Viet

Nam:Ve tinh hinh the gio va nhiem vu quoc te cuaDang ta, thang 12 nam 1963” [Resolution
of the Ninth Plenum of the Central Committee of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party: On the
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Le Duan, the brains behind the coup who replaced Ho as paramount
leader, personified this new consensus. From the moment Ho acquiesced
in the Geneva accords, Le Duan maintained that was a mistake, that
Saigon and especially Washington would never honor the terms of those
accords, and that only war could solve the Party’s predicaments in
Indochina. Vindicated by circumstances, Le Duan would shape DRV
foreign policy on the basis of rigid ideological considerations starting in
1964. As he and his chief lieutenants were fond of Chinese revolutionary
prescriptions, they became strong proponents of revolutionary militancy
in South Vietnam for the sake of socialist solidarity and in the name of
proletarian internationalism. Those lieutenants included VWP
Organization Committee head Le Duc Tho, PAVN General Nguyen Chi
Thanh, and DRV Deputy Prime Minister Pham Hung. All were members
of the Politburo. As southern veterans of the IndochinaWar and hardened
revolutionaries, they firmly believed in the merits of Marxism-Leninism –

its Maoist Chinese variant to be specific – as a blueprint for revolutionary
success. Inspired by the Russian, Chinese, and Cuban examples, they
sought nothing less than total victory over their enemies to augur a new
era in their nation’s – and the world’s – history.20

For Hanoi’s new sheriffs, the Vietnamese revolution constituted more
than a component in a global movement opposing the United States and
capitalist imperialism: it was a potential model for all others similarly
engaged in national liberation struggles, much as their allies in Moscow,
Beijing, and Havana were for them. The VWP, according to Le Duc Tho,
was a “vanguard unit of the working class and capable of leading the
revolution throughout the country to complete victory, thereby making
worthwhile contributions to the revolutionary cause of the working class
and the laboring people throughout the world.”21 Tho, like Le Duan,

World Situation and the International Tasks of Our Party, December 1963], in Dang Cong
san Viet Nam, Van kien Dang – Toan tap, Tap 24: 1963 [Party Documents – Collected
Works – Volume 24: 1963] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Chinh tri quoc gia, 2003), 716–800. For
an English version of this document, see Le Duan, Some Questions Concerning the
International Tasks of Our Party: Speech at the Ninth Plenum of the Third Central
Committee of the Viet Nam Workers’s Party (Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1964).

20 See Pierre Asselin,Hanoi’s Road to the VietnamWar, 1954–1965 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2013), 169–173.

21 Le Duc Tho, “Let Us Strengthen the Ideological Struggle to Consolidate the Party,” in
Tuyen huan (March 1964), reproduced in “Let Us Strengthen the Ideological Struggle to
Consolidate the Party,”April 1964, Folder 03, Box 25, Douglas Pike Collection: Unit 06 –
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech
University, 26.
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believed that defeating the Americans and their lackeys was necessary not
only to achieve Vietnamese liberation and reunification, but also to pro-
tect and advance the cause of all “peace-loving” peoples. Hanoi’s war
against the United States and its reactionary allies in Saigon was “a part of
the world revolution,” waged in “the cause of revolutionary forces
worldwide.”22 Under Le Duan’s regime, the diplomatic campaign initi-
ated in 1954 to enlist foreign support for the DRV and the Vietnamese
revolution developed into an ideologically drivenmission to spearhead the
struggle against imperialism and reactionary tendencies across the globe.

Though they remained devoted Marxist-Leninists at heart, Le Duan and
his chief lieutenants publicly proffered their commitment to nationalism and
anti-imperialism because it suited their purposes, especially as they con-
cerned the DRV’s diplomatic endeavors. Relative to the previous regime
under Ho, Le Duan’s was significantly more dogmatic and doctrinaire.
Unlike Ho, whose hard-line comrades within the Party always questioned
his commitment to Marxism-Leninism and deemed him too much of
a nationalist, Le Duan’s communist and internationalist credentials were
impeccable.23 That is, whereas Ho had had a nasty habit of prioritizing
national unity over class struggle, Le Duan always knew to subsume the
former under the latter. Here was a true believer in the infallibility of
communism and the purposive nature of History. Here was also an individ-
ual who considered nationalism a mere tool, a means, to the achievement of
national liberation under the Party’s own brand of governance, and not an
actualmotive force of or genuine raison d’être for theVietnamese revolution.

The onset of the American War in spring 1965 solidified the resolve of
Le Duan and other DRV leaders to make their revolution a vanguard for
Third World liberation movements. As their country became a crucible
and violent expression of the global ColdWar, the Vietnamese revolution
gained widespread notoriety. According to political scientist Tuong Vu,
DRV leaders embraced their situation because it “vindicated their beliefs
about the fundamental cleavage in international politics between

22 Tim hieu lich su Dang Cong san Viet Nam qua cac Dai hoi va Hoi nghi Truong uong,
1930–2002 [Understanding the History of the Communist Party of Vietnam through Its
Congresses and Plenums, 1930–2002] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Lao dong, 2003), 422;
Stein Tønnesson, “Tracking Multi-Directional Dominoes,” in Odd Arne Westad et al.,
eds., 77 Conversations Between Chinese and Foreign Leaders on the Wars in Indochina,
1964–1977 (Washington, DC: Cold War International History Project Working Paper
No. 22, 1998), 33–34.

23 See Sophie Quinn-Judge, Ho Chi Minh: The Missing Years 1919–1941 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2003).

126 Pierre Asselin

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009004824.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009004824.006


capitalism and communism, between revolutionaries and counterrevolu-
tionaries.” Beyond that, it “allowed them to proudly display their revolu-
tionary credentials” as well as to work on “realizing their radical
ambitions.”24 As an expression of the Cold War, the American War was
welcomed by radical leaders of the Vietnamese communist movement and
Le Duan in particular. By one account, following the onset of the
American War, Le Duan became “intoxicated” with the prospect of
“winning everything” on every front.25

DRV leaders marketed their “anti-American resistance” as a “just
struggle” and manifestation of the global fight against imperialism for
“peace and justice.” On one side of the struggle, as Le Duan put it in
a characteristic formulation, was “the most stubborn aggressive imperial-
ism with the most powerful economic and military potential”; on the
otherwere “the forces of national independence, democracy and socialism
of which the Vietnamese people are the shock force in the region.”26

Sustaining the fight against the United States was the “moral obligation”
of the Vietnamese on behalf of the national liberation movement and of
oppressed masses everywhere, Hanoi stressed in both its domestic and
foreign propaganda. Bringing about Vietnamese reunification under com-
munist aegis was, for its part, the DRV’s and the VWP’s duty on behalf of
“the international Communist movement” and in “the spirit of proletar-
ian internationalism.”27

Devout Marxist-Leninists as they were, Le Duan and other Vietnamese
communist leaders cleverly downplayed ideology and their communist
credentials in propaganda and other forms of engagement targeting non-
socialist states. Their travails against the United States and its southern
“puppets” were, they affirmed, purely nationalist endeavors. The
Vietnamese were heirs to a long, glorious, and heroic tradition of resistance
to foreign aggression, their propaganda claimed, and the fight against the
United States was but a continuation of that tradition.28 The Vietnamese
resistance maintained close ties with the Soviet Union and China, Hanoi

24 Tuong Vu, Vietnam’s Communist Revolution: The Power and Limits of Ideology
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 92.

25 Robert S. McNamara, James Blight, and Robert Brigham, Argument without End: In
Search of Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy (New York: Public Affairs, 1999), 183.
Emphasis is in the original.

26 Le Duan, “Forward to the Future” in Le Duan, Selected Writings (Hanoi: Foreign
Languages Publishing House, 1977), 529.

27 Quoted in Tuong Vu, Vietnam’s Communist Revolution, 95.
28 On this theme see PatriciaM. Pelley, Postcolonial Vietnam:NewHistories of theNational

Past (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002).
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acknowledged, but that was only because circumstances warranted such
ties. Everyone engaged in the struggle against American “imperialists,”
from top decision maker to common foot soldier, was a nationalist at
heart whose sole aspiration was to live to see the day when the nation
was fully “liberated” from the clutches of foreign “invaders” and their
“reactionary,” treacherous local clients. All else was inconsequential.

In repeating that line and marketing their war against the United States
on such terms, Le Duan’s regime sought not only towin over world opinion
but also to encourage other “oppressed masses” to take up arms and fight,
to demonstrate that seemingly minor actors could play important roles in
the Cold War and contribute to the world revolution and the demise of
imperialism. Its conscious effort to inspire others to fight imperialism even
as it attempted to rally them in support of its cause bore dividends. Its
“determined stance in the face of American technological might,” historian
Michael Latham has written, “became an appealing symbol of determined
resistance and the power of popular revolutionary war.”29

Following American intervention, Hanoi developed intimate ties with
numerous foreign governments and movements, in the socialist world and
beyond, which provided much-needed political, moral, and material sup-
port. China, the Soviet Union, and other communist states supplied indis-
pensable military hardware and other aid. Limited in their ability to provide
such assistance, Third World governments aided Hanoi by heralding its
troops and southern insurgents belonging to the National Front for the
Liberation of Southern Vietnam (NLF, or Viet Cong, in Western parlance)
as heroes fighting for the cause of national liberation worldwide. Such
rhetorical and moral support proved instrumental in publicizing the “just
struggle” of the Vietnamese and increasing the pressure on American policy-
makers to desist in Indochina. Even as the United States subjected the North
to sustained bombings, foreign delegations – includingmany from theUnited
States – visited the DRV and, while there or upon their return home, publicly
expressed their support and admiration for the resistance of the “brave”
Vietnamese. They also widely and openly condemned the American military
intervention and the bombing of “innocent civilians” in the North, fueling
anti-war sentiment across the world and in the United States.30

29 Michael E. Latham, “TheColdWar in the ThirdWorld, 1963–1975,” inMelvyn P. Leffler
and Odd ArneWestad, eds., The Cambridge History of the ColdWar – Volume II: Crises
and Détente (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 276.

30 See Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, Radicals on the Road: Internationalism, Orientalism, and
Feminism during the Vietnam Era (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013) and James
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The importance of Vietnam to this global revolutionary movement was
impossible to miss in January 1966, when Fidel Castro hosted the
Tricontinental Conference in Havana to promote national liberation
and communism in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Some 600 partici-
pants representing more than eighty sovereign governments, national
liberation movements, and other organizations attended the thirteen-day
event, but Vietnam and its struggle against American militarism occupied
a prominent place in deliberations. In a stirring “message to the
Tricontinental,” Che Guevara, an architect of the Cuban revolution and
world’s most famous itinerant revolutionary, noted that “every people
that liberates itself is a step in the battle for the liberation of one’s own
people.” Vietnam, he said, “teaches us this with its permanent lesson in
heroism, its tragic daily lesson of struggle and death in order to gain the
final victory.” In that country, “the soldiers of imperialism encounter the
discomforts of those who, accustomed to the standard of living that
the United States boasts, have to confront a hostile land; the insecurity
of those who cannotmovewithout feeling that they are stepping on enemy
territory; death for those who go outside of fortified compounds; the
permanent hostility of the entire population.” “How close and bright
would the future appear,” Che famously concluded, “if two, three,
many Vietnams flowered on the face of the globe, with their quota of
death and their immense tragedies, with their daily heroism, with their
repeated blows against imperialism, forcing it to disperse its forces under
the lash of the growing hatred of the peoples of the world!”31

Themeeting inHavana spawned the Organization of Solidarity with the
Peoples ofAfrica,Asia, andLatinAmerica (commonly knownby its Spanish
acronym OSPAAAL), which staunchly supported Hanoi and the NLF’s
anti-American war. Che’s message, published a year later under the title
“Create Two, Three . . .Many Vietnams, That Is the Watchword,” became
a rallying cry for revolutionary organizations andmovements all around the
world, increasing Vietnam’s international profile and the notoriety of its
anti-American resistance. Even French President Charles de Gaulle jumped
on that bandwagon through a much-publicized speech in Phnom Penh, the
Cambodian capital, in September 1966. Attempting to curry favor with
former French colonies largely sympathetic to Hanoi, he condemned US

W. Clinton, The Loyal Opposition: Americans in North Vietnam, 1965–1972 (Niwot:
University Press of Colorado, 1995).

31 Reproduced in David Deutschmann, ed., Che Guevara Reader: Writings on Politics &
Revolution (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 2003), 360–362.
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military intervention in SoutheastAsia and called forWashington to end the
war at once. In doing so, de Gaulle also reaffirmed his intent to distance his
government from the United States, a desire most blatantly expressed
through his decision to dramatically curtail French involvement in the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) earlier that year.32

Through propaganda and manipulation of foreign journalists, dignitar-
ies, and other personalities, the DRV molded world opinion to suit the
interests of its armed struggle. Thanks toHanoi’s own fastidiousness and to
the loud voices of its allies and friends, media outlets from across the world
closely followed the situation in Vietnam, paying particular attention to the
activities and behavior of American forces. The International War Crimes
Tribunal, also known as the Russell Tribunal after its founder – the phil-
osopher and delegate to the Tricontinental Conference, Bertrand Russell –
proved meaningful in that respect. Its ideologically motivated investigation
into the nature of the American war in Indochina found the United States
guilty of genocide against the region’s peoples. For good measure, Hanoi
created a special government agency, the American War Crimes
Investigative Commission, tasked with compiling numbers and producing
detailed, though quite exaggerated, reports on “illegal,” “immoral,” and
“criminal”American activities in Vietnam. As developments in Vietnam or
related to the war there regularly made front-page news everywhere, audi-
ences around the world became captivated by the conflict. DRV authorities
made sure those reports found their way into the hands of anti-war activists
and leaders, including members of the Russell Tribunal.

This ostensible globalization of the Vietnamese revolution dramatically
increased Hanoi’s stakes in the Vietnam War. Just as success stood to
rouse others struggling against reactionary enemies, defeat might spell the
doomof theworld revolution and deject national liberation fighters across
the Third World. But Le Duan and his chief lieutenants would not be
deterred. That is, the small size of their country, its low level of economic
development, and the daunting political challenges it faced did not pre-
clude them from accomplishing remarkable feats and meeting their obli-
gations to the international community. Egypt, Yugoslavia, Albania,
Algeria, and, most notably, Cuba had each demonstrated that small states
were capable of impacting the world, influencing the international system,
and transcending or otherwise challenging Cold War bipolarity.33

32 Pierre Journoud, De Gaulle et le Vietnam (Paris: Tallandier, 2011), 244–245.
33 On the impact of such states on the ColdWar international system see Jeffrey James Byrne,

Mecca of Revolution: Algeria, Decolonization, and the Third World Order (New York:
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Hanoi’s stubborn refusal to abandon its goals following the onset of the
American War, its resilience, and even the mere fact that it and the NLF
were not losing badly challenged conventional thinking on American
military might and the merits of guerrilla warfare. Despite their techno-
logical superiority and abundant wealth, the Americans were incapable of
defeating Vietnam’s “peasant armies” and halting their march to inde-
pendence. The Vietminh and Algeria’s own NLF deserved praise and
respect for defeating the French in their respective anti-colonial struggles
afterWorldWar II; but Hanoi’s willingness to take on the United States in
the Vietnam War and its successes were nothing short of remarkable.

Le Duan sought to deal the United States a coup de grâce with the Tet
Offensive of January 1968. Consisting of surprise, concerted attacks on all
major southern cities and towns, the campaign aimed to precipitate
a general uprising of the southern masses demanding the withdrawal of
American forces and abdication of the regime in Saigon. Le Duan had long
hoped for such an uprising in the South, which he thought would leave
Washington no choice but to abandon Vietnam unconditionally.34 As it
turned out, internationalist concerns also figured prominently in his cal-
culations. Le Duan confided in his Chinese counterparts that his regime
accepted the possibility of “enormous bloodletting” to achieve total vic-
tory over the Saigon regime and the Americans because that would not
only contain American neo-imperialism in Indochina but inspire other
peoples in Asia, Africa, and Latin America to free themselves from the
oppression induced by Western capitalism.35 “We have to establish
a world front that will be built first by some core countries and later
enlarged to include African and Latin American countries,” Le Duan
told Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai.36

The Tet Offensive and follow-up campaigns produced none of the
results expected by Hanoi leaders. They were, in fact, a complete disaster,
costing the lives of more than 40,000 North Vietnamese and Viet Cong
combatants.37 However, support for the war in the United States had

Oxford University Press, 2016) and Piero Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions: Havana,
Washington, and Africa, 1959–1976 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2003).

34 William J. Duiker, “Victory by Other Means: The Foreign Policy of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam,” in Marc Jason Gilbert, ed., Why the North Won the Vietnam
War (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2002), 67.

35 See Stein Tønnesson, “Tracking Multi-Directional Dominoes,” 33–34.
36 Quoted ibid., 35.
37 On casualties suffered by communist forces see Tran Van Tra, “Tet: The 1968 General

Offensive and General Uprising,” in Jayne S. Werner and Luu Doan Huynh, eds., The
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begun to fray, and images of American forces seemingly on the defensive
only served to encourage emerging doubts. By March, events in Vietnam
led Lyndon Johnson to withdraw from the presidential election and set in
motion a series of highly public protests that would divide the United
States and further erode popular will to continue the war in Southeast
Asia. Hanoi snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. That is, what looked
to be a severe setback for its cause became a major triumph. That triumph
was a testament to the effectiveness of Hanoi’s diplomatic struggle, a fruit
of its longstanding commitment to cultivating harmonious relations with
noncommunist state and nonstate actors and exploiting anti-war senti-
ment in the West, including the United States.

In the aftermath of the offensive, in April, Hanoi opened peace talks
with Washington. Despite what the gesture suggested, Vietnamese com-
munist policymakers did not intend to negotiate seriously. Committed as
ever to military victory, they used the talks merely to pander to world
opinion, as well as to probe the intentions of American decision makers.
Losses suffered by communist forces in the Tet campaign had been heavy,
Le Duan recognized, but achieving unmitigated triumph over the United
States remained essential to win “everything” in Vietnam, on the one
hand, and contribute to the eradication of capitalism around the world,
on the other. As long as capitalism existed, Hanoi’s thinking went, peace
in Vietnam and elsewhere would be threatened and “peace-loving”
peoples would never be truly safe. Just as the Soviet Union’s victory in
the “Great Patriotic War against Fascist Aggression” had contributed to
the demise of fascism as a viable political ideology, Vietnam’s victory over
the United States would herald the demise of capitalism.38 By official VWP
account, American policymakers were “neo-fascists” bent since 1954 on
depriving the Vietnamese people of peace and freedom by keeping the
country divided.39 In defeating the United States, Hanoi would discredit
the ideology Washington held so dear. It would also by extension

VietnamWar: Vietnamese and American Perspectives (Armonk, NY:M.E. Sharpe, 1993),
37–65; Van Tien Dung, Buoc ngoat lon cua cuoc khang chien chong My [The Great
Turning Point of the Anti-AmericanWar] (Hanoi: Nha xuat ban Su that, 1989), 183–234;
and Ronald H. Spector, After Tet: The Bloodiest Year in Vietnam (New York: Free Press,
1993).

38 Quoted in S. Ivanshin and I. Osotov, “Vietnam: A Victory of Historic Significance” in
Vietnam: Internationalism in Action (Moscow: Novosti Press Agency Publishing House,
1973), 17.

39 American Imperialism’s Intervention in Vietnam (Hanoi: Foreign Languages Publishing
House, 1955), 17–18.
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demonstrate the superiority of socialism and of socialist modernity over
the capitalist, bourgeois reactionary system.

Moreover, sustaining the war effort until the United States was defeated
would vindicate the forward strategy embraced by the VWP leadership
since 1964 and, more broadly, the policy of active, aggressive struggle
favored by orthodox Marxist-Leninists. Most overtly championed by
Mao and other “radicals” in Beijing, that policy had run contrary to the
policy of peaceful coexistence and peaceful resolution of East-West disputes
sanctioned by Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev during the 20th Congress
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in 1956. American
actions during the Chinese Civil War and then the Korean War reinforced
Beijing’s view that defiance was the only realistic way of dealing with the
United States. “War is the highest form of struggle for resolving contradic-
tions,”Mao said, and starting in 1962 Beijing actively encouragedHanoi to
stand firm against American provocations, prepare to fight, and forego
a diplomatic solution, as Moscow advocated.40 By continuing the war
effort, the Vietnamese could demonstrate their commitment to national
liberation and avoid the mistakes made by their foreign comrades over
Korea in 1953, when Pyongyang and Beijing had accepted a ceasefire and
consented to the continued, permanent division of the peninsula. Victory in
Vietnam could show the Third World that complete liberation by force of
arms was not impossible and that it could be achieved even when the
Americans themselves stood in the way. Besides, a determined stance
against American imperialism in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive would
restore revolutionary momentum and facilitate continued mobilization of
public opinion at home and abroad.

Le Duan and other core leaders made no secret of their contempt for the
Soviet “revisionist” line advocating negotiated solutions to East-West con-
flicts, and of their partiality to Chinese revolutionary prescriptions.
Moscow resented Hanoi’s insubordination, its assertion of an independent
and defiant policy more in line with China’s own stance in the global Cold
War, affirmed by its decision to forego a diplomatic solution and rely on
armed struggle to bring about national reunification. Soviet leaders inferred
from that decision that Hanoi had aligned itself with Beijing in the Sino-
Soviet dispute then wreaking havoc in the socialist camp. Though they
refused to take a public stance in the Sino-Soviet split, DRVdecisionmakers
subscribed to Chinese revolutionary theses because they genuinely believed
they constituted the best way of meeting core strategic objectives,

40 Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung (New York: Bantam Books, 1968), 32.
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domestically and internationally. Besides, the Vietnamese had their own
ideas on the merits of revolutionary violence. “Only through the use of
revolutionary violence of the masses to break the counter-revolutionary
violence of the exploitative governing classes is it possible to conquer power
for the people and to build a new society,”VWP theoretician TruongChinh
advised.41 Violent revolution was the “only just path” to victory, just as
using violence against class enemies represented a “universal law.”42 In
continuing to pursue final triumph over the United States, Hanoi demon-
strated that violent struggle was most suitable given its own circumstances
at the time and silenced detractors of its strategy.

Thus, through the post-1968 period, Hanoi steadfastly adhered to its
revolutionary strategy predicated on armed struggle and defeat of the
American “imperialists” despite what its participation in peace talks
suggested. Over the next seven years, Le Duan and his regime met the
bulk of their objectives, domestically and internationally. They defeated
the United States and its allies and reunified Vietnam under their govern-
ance. That success roused Third World revolutionaries, particularly in
sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. The culmination of wars for
national liberation in Angola and Mozambique in the mid-1970s – just
as Saigon fell to communist-led armies – and the support proffered to
rebels there by the Soviet Union and Cuba, among others, were to no
insignificant degree prompted by the triumph of the Vietnamese revolu-
tion and attendant American retrenchment from the Third World. In
Latin America, leftist insurgents emboldened by events in Indochina and
benefiting from Vietnamese moral and – in at least one instance –material
support found new life and made meaningful gains in their struggles
against right-wing dictatorships beholden to Washington.43 The
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) drew both lessons and strength
from the experiences of the Vietnamese, and in fact came to see itself as
closely intertwined with them in a common struggle against Western
imperialism.44

41 Truong Chinh, Écrits, 1946–1975 [Selected Writings, 1946–1975] (Hanoi: Éditions en
langues étrangères, 1977), 642.

42 Ibid., 644.
43 Merle Pribbenow, “Vietnam Covertly Supplied Weapons to Revolutionaries in Algeria

and Latin America.”
44 Paul Thomas Chamberlin, The Global Offensive: The United States, the Palestine

Liberation Organization, and the Making of the Post-Cold War Order (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 14–32.
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Hanoi’s anti-American resistance even had major ramifications in the
West, where it produced great tumult. It contributed to a growing malaise
there, variously dividing populations, driving awedge between people and
their governments, exacerbating socioeconomic tensions. It prompted
mass protest movements from Paris to Chicago and facilitated the advent
of anti-establishment radical organizations from West Germany to
Canada. Most notably, the Vietnam War contributed to the emergence
of a vigorous and raucous countercultural movement that seriously chal-
lenged and contested traditional sources of authority and, in some coun-
tries, brought about the collapse of governments or, at a minimum,
a reassessment of the parameters governing executive power. According
to historian Jeremi Suri, the countercultural movement was so disruptive
in the West that it encouraged constructive engagement of the Eastern
bloc by its leaders. Détente between the Soviet Union and the United
States, rapprochement between Beijing and Washington, and Ostpolitik
in Europe were each to varying degrees prompted by domestic challenges
facing Western governments. Ultimately, East-West détente did not just
reduce Cold War tensions; it indirectly helped build momentum in the
Third World for national liberation causes.45

In the eyes of its most ardent critics, the American war in Vietnam
epitomized all that was wrong with the West: the disconnect between
rulers and ruled, the disregard for the rights of others, the greed of
capitalist entrepreneurs, and the abuse of power by government leaders.
How else to account for the decision of American and other leaders to
send so many young men halfway around the world to contain a “peasant
insurgency,” to stand in the way of “good” and “valiant” “freedom
fighters” merely seeking their country’s reunification and independence?
To many critics, the refusal of Western leaders to do more to curtail the
war in Vietnam was symptomatic of a growing generational gap, of the
widely contrasting values of young people with those who had authority
over them, the “over 30” generation. Opposing the war was for estranged
youths a way to manifest their frustration with the status quo. It served as
a vehicle to articulate myriad grievances and show that the existing system
was not working, at least for them and other “oppressed” demographics
at home and abroad. In time, opposition to the war, to the governments
that abetted it, and toWestern sources of authority broadly defined served
as a rallying point for activists supporting a broad range of reformist and

45 See Jeremi Suri, Power and Protest: Global Revolution and the Rise of Détente
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005).
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radical causes. It even facilitated the creation of transnational terrorist
networks that brought together French-Canadian separatists, African
American extremists, German radicals, Italian paramilitaries, Japanese
communist militants, and Palestinian nationalists. While the Vietnam
War was not the main reason these elements came together, it galvanized
them like no other outside event.

conclusion

Historian Huynh Kim Khanh maintained in an influential work that from
its onset the Vietnamese revolution was both “a national liberation move-
ment, governed by traditional Vietnamese patriotism” and “an affiliate of
the international Communist movement, profoundly affected by the vicis-
situdes of the Comintern.”46 To be sure, the Vietnamese revolution was
never just a movement for national emancipation conducted under the
auspices of dedicated rebels who were nationalists, first and foremost.
Whether of moderate or hard-line persuasion, those rebels and particu-
larly their leaders proved to be devout Marxist-Leninists and dedicated
internationalists committed to class struggle and world revolution, just as
they were to national liberation.

The internationalism espoused by Hanoi’s communist leaders was
imbued with a clear ideological hue emphasizing the necessity of
a socialist revolution to successfully resist and overcome American capit-
alist imperialism. In hindsight, a syncretic adaptation of Marxism-
Leninism conditioned the thinking and behavior of Hanoi decision
makers in the period 1954–75. That adaptation mixed a concern, an
obsession really, with national liberation and Vietnamese reunification
under communist aegis, on the one hand, with an aspiration to inspire and
act as a vanguard for revolutionary movements across the Third World,
on the other. According to Tuong Vu, the struggle waged by Hanoi after
1954 was “at heart, a communist revolution.” Leaders there were inter-
nationalists “no less than their comrades in the Soviet Union and China.”
For Le Duan and his acolytes, “a successful proletarian revolution in
Vietnam was a step forward for world revolution, which was to occur
country by country, region by region.”47

46 Huynh Kim Khanh, Vietnamese Communism, 1925–1945 (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1982), 99.

47 Tuong Vu, Vietnam’s Communist Revolution, 7.
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Hanoi’s leaders behaved as patriotic internationalists during the
period from 1954 to 1975. They were not communists in the classical
sense; nor were they mere nationalists, as is often assumed by American
historians of the Vietnam War. They sought to co-opt all ethnic groups,
not just ethnic Vietnamese, for the sake of freeing and reunifying their
country. That made them patriots. They also cared deeply about the fate
of revolutionary and other progressive movements elsewhere. In fact,
they considered it their duty to contribute to the global revolutionary
process, to the final triumph of communism, by rousing opponents of
capitalism, imperialism, and neocolonialism everywhere. And that made
them internationalists. Thus, as Vietnamese communist authorities com-
mitted themselves to defeating their enemies in Vietnam to preserve their
country’s territorial integrity and secure its complete sovereignty, they
sought to contribute to the worldwide struggle against imperialism and
capitalism with a view to becoming a model, an exemplar, of the
possibilities of national liberation and socialist as well as Third World
solidarity. National liberation was for them, and for Le Duan in par-
ticular, a means to even greater, nobler ends: liberation of all oppressed
masses, social advancement of the underprivileged, and the demise of
imperialism and global capitalism. And in that respect, Vietnam’s revo-
lutionary struggle shared an affinity with the Third World and the
ideology of tiers-mondisme informing the decision-making of its more
prominent leaders.

The pursuit of class struggle, a hallmark of committed Marxist-
Leninist parties, was as central in Hanoi’s strategic thinking as southern
liberation itself. However, the DRV knew better than to publicly mention
or discuss that aspect of their revolutionary agenda because they under-
stood it would alienate actual and potential supporters of their struggle
outside the socialist camp, and in the Third and Western worlds, espe-
cially. In the immediate aftermath of the Geneva accords and partition of
the country into two distinct regrouping zones, Vietnamese communist
leaders set out to complete the land reform program they had initiated
during the last year of the war against France and, shortly thereafter,
nationalized industry and collectivized agriculture. Class struggle mat-
tered to them, as it did to devout communists everywhere. And it is that
commitment to class struggle, reaffirmed after the fall of Saigon through
efforts to transform southern society and its economy along socialist lines,
that set the DRV apart from non-aligned Third World states and faithful
adherents to tiers-mondisme. While one could argue that the synthesis of
Marxism-Leninism with tiers-mondisme effectively constituted Maoism
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(stressing anti-imperialism, the centrality of peasants in revolutionary
processes, small-scale industry, rural collectivization, and permanent
revolution), the syncretic ideology espoused by the Vietnamese in the
post-1954 period proved far more complex. Most notably, that ideology
comprised a diplomatic, internationalist component entirely absent from
Maoism.

Noncommunist Third World states and sympathetic Western constitu-
encies proved useful if not indispensable allies in Hanoi’s fight against
a common enemy (imperialism) in pursuit of a common goal (liberation)
to a singular end (communism). Le Duan believed that his people, having
gained international notoriety for their contributions to decolonization
through their war against France and their dramatic triumph at Dien Bien
Phu, were in an ideal position to lead the charge against American imperi-
alism, and inspire others to do the same. It was arguably Le Duan’s
greatest aspiration to make all of this culminate on his watch.

In hindsight, DRV leaders supported the ThirdWorldist project only to
the extent that it served their own purposes and its adherents supported
their war effort against the United States. Between 1954 and 1975 they
variously identified publicly as nationalists, non-aligned, supporters of
national liberation, members of the Afro-Asian bloc, and neutralists.
Ultimately, they only consistently and genuinely embraced Marxism-
Leninism as they understood and defined that ideology. They respected
other Third World regimes and movements, to be sure, but not to the
extent they did those similarly committed to socialist transformation and
unity, such as Cuba. In Hanoi’s own understanding, “true” Third World
states, that is, genuine believers in the merits and full potential of tiers-
mondisme, were those that looked to Marxism-Leninism as a blueprint
for achieving complete liberation, economic development, political stabil-
ity, and social harmony. As a militantly anti-imperial and avowedly
Marxist state, the DRV positioned itself perfectly to shape and inspire
the Tricontinental movement.

DRV leaders deserve credit for meeting their goals at home and abroad.
They succeeded not only in reunifying their country under their own
governance, but also in inspiring and emboldening “progressive” move-
ments and individuals elsewhere. Their war against the United States
profoundly impacted the Cold War system and left an indelible mark on
the world. It did not herald the end of capitalism, but it did electrify
national liberation fighters in the Third World. Clearly, that all came at
a cost, an exorbitant cost, which the Vietnamese masses, not the men in
Hanoi, assumed.
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