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			The Vietnam War (1955-1975)

			Key information

			
					When: 1 November 1955 to 30 April 1975.

					Where: Vietnam.

					Context: an ideological and military conflict between Communist North Vietnam (the Democratic Republic of Vietnam) and nationalist South Vietnam (the Republic of Vietnam), which was backed by the US armed forces, after the end of the First Indochina War (1946-1954).

					Participants: the Communist North Vietnamese army and the Viet Cong against the South Vietnamese and American armies.

					Key protagonists:	Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969), Vietnamese Communist leader and prime minister of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (1945-1955), considered the father of North Vietnam.

	Ngô Đình Diệm (1901-1963), Vietnamese anti-Communist politician and president of the Republic of Vietnam (1955-1963).

	Nguyên Van Thiêu (1923-2001), South Vietnamese army general and president of the Republic of Vietnam (1967-1975).

	Lyndon B. Johnson (1908-1973), American politician and US president (1963-1969).




					Death toll:	Two million Vietnamese, including 1.3 million soldiers.

	60 000 American soldiers.




			

			Introduction

			The Vietnam War was one of the key events of the Cold War (1947-1991), as well as the longest and most destructive conflict in the history of US-Vietnamese relations.

			After the First Indochina War against the French colonisers between 1946 and 1954, Vietnam was split into two territories, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the north and the Republic of Vietnam in the south. This division led to a military and political conflict which devastated the Vietnamese population during the 20 years of war that followed. When US forces entered the conflict in 1964, the discord between these two ideologically opposed populations only intensified, resulting in profound national trauma. Constant battles and bombing campaigns left the country drained and powerless to manage the vast quantities of toxic waste which continue to pose health risks to its inhabitants even today.

			The Vietnam War had unprecedented consequences not only on American policy, but also on the American population, who witnessed the horrors of an all-out war against enemies who were sometimes impossible to detect or even figments of the US imagination. The conflict is etched into the memory of American veterans as a human disaster, and the damage inflicted on the Vietnamese population has yet to heal.

		


		
			Political and social context

			French colonialism in Indochina

			Vietnam was a French colony from 1883 to 1954. It was made up of three states, Tonkin, Cochinchina and Annam, and from 1887 onwards was part of the Indochinese Union, which also comprised Laos and Cambodia. The country was partly run by the French colonisers, who developed an increasing number of tea, coffee, rice, pepper and rubber plantations and mined coal, zinc and tin for the profit of mainland France. The country’s indigenous inhabitants did not have the same rights as its European minority: even though the Code de l’indigénat (“Code of the Indigenate”) and the system of forced acculturation were not applied, unlike in France’s African colonies, the native Vietnamese formed a diverse proletariat who worked in the country’s rice fields, factories and mines.

			
				
					The Code de l’indigénat

					The Code de l’indigénat was a piece of legislation introduced in French colonies in 1887. It divided the population into two categories: French citizens from France and French subjects (Africans, Algerians, Malagasy, Antilleans, and so on), who were deprived of most of their freedoms and political rights. Their civil rights were limited to the right to follow their religion and traditional customs. The code’s discriminatory measures included forced labour, the requisitioning of indigenous inhabitants’ property and head taxes on the reservations, among others.

					Acculturation in the colonies was based on assimilation or coexistence: indigenous inhabitants were forced to learn about the colonisers’ culture through secular and religious schools, and their traditions were denigrated in favour of Western customs. The colonial administration rejected traditional thinking and ways of life, and imposed a system and lifestyle modelled on those of Europe.

				

			

			The native Vietnamese faced difficult working conditions, and corporal punishment and pay deductions were common occurrences. The mistreatment of workers created a breeding ground for nationalist and Communist movements such as the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV), which was founded in 1930 by Nguyễn Sinh Cung (1890-1969), who later assumed the name Ho Chi Minh.
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			Ho Chi Minh in 1921.

			The CPV was initially part of the French Communist Party, but in May 1931 joined the Communist International and adopted the name Indochinese Communist Party (ICP). The ICP was responsible for the first calls for independence, which became more vociferous in 1941 when Ho Chi Minh founded the Viet Minh, which brought together the ICP and several nationalist groups. The Viet Minh paved the way for anti-French and then anti-Japanese resistance, as Indochina was occupied by Japanese forces between March and September 1945.

			The movement became particularly active from early 1945 onwards thanks to material support from the USA, which had decided to drive the French out of Indochina following the Yalta Conference (4-11 February 1945) and the Potsdam Conference (17 July-2 August 1945). However, after the fall of the Vichy regime and the liberation of France, the country’s new provisional government, led by General Charles de Gaulle (1890-1970), directed new efforts at its colony in Indochina, and British and Japanese troops left the territory. 

			However, the Viet Minh and other independence movements were trying to gain control of Vietnam, and Ho Chi Minh called for a general insurrection on 13 and 19 August 1945. His party subsequently took control of all Hanoi’s public services, and by 20 August, Tonkin (North Vietnam) was entirely controlled by revolutionary committees.

			In response to attacks on French citizens, France sent armed troops to the region. Negotiations with the Viet Minh led to the signature of the Ho-Sainteny agreement on 6 March 1946, in which France recognised Vietnam as a free, but not independent, state. However, France proved unwilling to respect its colony’s new status, and decided to reopen hostilities and take control of the territory by force. This resulted in open war between France and Vietnam.

			The First Indochina War (1946-1954)

			After Japanese troops withdrew from Indochina, France wanted to regain control of its Asian colonies, particularly Vietnam. At that time, the country was controlled by the Viet Minh, who wanted to turn it into an independent Communist republic.

			The war began on 23 November 1946 with the bombing of the major industrial city of Haiphong, which was taken back from the Communists after a series of destructive raids. The Viet Minh retaliated by executing French soldiers in Hanoi on 19 December. As a result, the simmering tensions between Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh and the French colonial troops, who wanted to preserve mainland France’s grip on Vietnam, developed into a full-blown war that would last for eight years.

			Although the French army was modern and disciplined, it proved unable to counter the surprise attacks and guerrilla tactics favoured by the Vietnamese. Before long, the fighting intensified and other countries entered the conflict. China, which was now a Communist nation following the victory of Mao Zedong’s (1893-1976) forces in its civil war, provided military support to the Viet Minh forces, while the USA began backing France in 1950, around the time of the outbreak of the Korean War (1950-1953). In particular, American aerial support allowed France to regain the upper hand on the ground until 1951, after which a change of command in the French Far East Expeditionary Corps and the condemnation of the conflict by numerous French socialist and Communist intellectuals, who saw it as too costly and morally unjustifiable, slowed the French momentum.

			France’s plan was to concentrate the Viet Minh in a single location. To this end, Operation Castor aimed to capture Điện Biên Phủ, a city situated in a basin near the borders with Laos and China which allowed for both aerial and ground manoeuvres. The French army aimed to corner the Vietnamese forces, but ended up closing in on itself so that it was the colonial army that was trapped. Fighting lasted from March to 7 May 1954, when the French troops surrendered, signalling the resounding failure of the Điện Biên Phủ offensive. The French government then began negotiations, and a peace treaty was signed in Geneva on 20 and 21 July 1954. The terms of this agreement included the independence of Laos and Cambodia and the partition of Vietnam.

			The Battle of Điện Biên Phủ put an end to French involvement in Indochina and led to the Geneva Accords, which partitioned Vietnam into two separate nations to the north and south of the 17th parallel, made provisions for elections to be held in all the states of Indochina by July 1956, stipulated the withdrawal of all French troops from the country within 300 days, and obliged the Viet Minh to leave Laos and Cambodia. The inhabitants of Vietnam then had to choose between the north and the south.

			As a result of this partition, North Vietnam became a democratic socialist republic headed by the new president Ho Chi Minh, who wanted to unify the country under his leadership. To this end, he sought to recommence armed struggle in order to bring South Vietnam under his control and rescue the 10 000 to 15 000 Communist Party members living there.

			South Vietnam enjoyed the economic and military backing of the USA, and was led by Ngô Đình Diệm, who established a nationalist, anti-Communist dictatorship in 1956. This constituted a rejection of the Geneva Accords, which stipulated that free elections were to be held in the country.

			Opposition soon emerged to Diệm’s imperialistic, pro-American policy. This included groups such as the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, which was founded in December 1960, was led by Nguyễn Hữu Thọ, and comprised a mixture of Catholics, Buddhists and Communists. It had its own army, made up primarily of soldiers from both halves of the country and peasants who had been trained to fight. The group was called the Viet Cong by its enemies, namely the South Vietnamese regular army and the American troops, and this is the name under which it is best-known in the English-speaking world today.

			In 1955, the Viet Cong decided to overthrow Diệm, and was supported by North Vietnam, Mao’s Communist China, and the USSR. As a result of the system of alliances with the USA, the clash between the Viet Cong and Diệm’s troops led to the outbreak of a simmering, nameless conflict that later became known as the Vietnam War. The war lasted for 20 years and resulted in the reunification of Vietnam in 1975, but its consequences were disastrous for the country.

		


		
			Key protagonists

			Ho Chi Minh
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			Photograph of Ho Chi Minh, taken in around 1946.

			Nguyễn Sinh Cung, as he was originally known, was born in French Indochina to a father who was a Confucian scholar and grew up in a culturally rich environment, attending both French and Annamite schools. In accordance with Confucian tradition, at the age of ten he was given a new name, Nguyễn Tất Thành (“Nguyễn the Accomplished”). He was open to reformist ideas, which suggested that conditions in Indochina could gradually improve under French leadership, and began to reflect on the political situation in his country.

			As a sailor, he travelled around the world, before moving to Paris in 1919 and becoming part of a network of intellectuals who reflected on the question of colonialism. It is at this point that he began to be influenced by Communist thought. He contributed to a journal, Le Paria (“The Pariah”), which advocated on behalf of colonised populations, and began using the name Nguyễn Ái Quốc (“Nguyễn the Patriot”).

			In 1923, he left France for Moscow and, having been won over by Marxism-Leninism, worked for the Third International, where he received his first political training. As part of a mission for the Comintern in Canton in 1925, he founded a school which trained young Vietnamese revolutionaries and prepared them to operate in organised cells in their homeland. Under threat of arrest, he fled to Hong Kong, where he founded the Vietnamese Communist Party in 1930. It was renamed the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) the following year.

			From 1933 to 1938, he worked in Moscow but lost his position with the Comintern, although he emerged unscathed from Stalin’s Great Purge. He subsequently travelled to China, before returning to Indochina in 1941. He settled in the north of the country, where he lived in a cave and endured difficult conditions as a member of the underground resistance. As the influence of Communism in Vietnam continued to grow, he began to write more and founded the Viet Minh in collaboration with assorted nationalist groups. It was at this time that he adopted the name Ho Chi Minh, which means “Ho who has been enlightened”.

			After trying to establish contact with American forces in China, he was imprisoned and transferred from prison to prison for a period of two years. Once he was released, he got in touch with the American army, who supported him in anti-Japanese resistance activities. 

			In August 1945, when Japan surrendered, the Viet Minh seized power in Vietnam. On 2 September, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the country’s independence in front of an enthusiastic crowd in Hanoi.

			However, this euphoria was short-lived: the Viet Minh only controlled half the country, and France wanted to regain its hold over its former colony. This led to the First Indochina War, which ravaged the country from 1946 to 1954. The Geneva Conference put an end to the conflict and resulted in partial victory for the Communists: while Ho Chi Minh was now recognised as the leader of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the north of the country, Vietnam was divided into two separate nations, with an anti-Communist regime governing the south.

			When Ho Chi Minh died on 2 September 1969, the Second Indochina War (better known as the Vietnam War) between the Soviet- and Chinese-backed North Vietnam and the US-supported South Vietnam was well underway. It did not end until six years after his death, and resulted in the reunification of the country.

			After his death, Ho Chi Minh was venerated by Vietnamese Communists, who considered him to be the father of the nation. His body was displayed in an opulent mausoleum in Hanoi, and the former capital of South Vietnam, Saigon, was renamed Ho Chi Minh City in homage to him.

			Ngô Đình Diệm
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			Ngô Đình Diệm in 1957.

			Ngô Đình Diệm was the son of a Catholic mandarin (a government official under the Chinese Empire), and also served as a mandarin under the emperor Bảo Đại (1913-1997) during the interwar period, before being appointed interior minister in 1933. He headed a commission tasked with reforming the country, but was left frustrated when France rejected his proposals for legislative reforms and resigned after three months. He even accused the emperor of being an instrument of French colonial policy.

			He was a staunch anti-Communist and opted to go into self-imposed exile in the USA in 1945 rather than join Ho Chi Minh’s new Communist government in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. However, shortly after the Geneva Conference in 1954, Bảo Đại summoned him

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Nguyễn Văn Thiệu 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lyndon B. Johnson

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

OEBPS/Images/9782808006743_Fig.3-Ngo-Dinh-Diem.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9782808006743_title.jpg
THE VIETNAM
WAR

The Failure of Containment
in Southeast Asia

Written by Myléne Théliol
Translated by Rebecca Neal

=S 50MINUTES .com





OEBPS/Images/EN-_History.jpg
50MINUTES.com

BECOME AN EXPERT
IN HISTORY

IS THECRY
oot

»

George Washington

www.50minutes.com





OEBPS/Images/9782808006743_Fig.2-Ho-Chi-Minh-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9782808006743_Fig.1-Ho-Chi-Minh.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9782808006743_coverMarketing.jpg
THE VIETNAM
WAR

The Failure of Containment
in Southeast Asia






