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	A Brief Overview of Vietnam's Long Struggle

	The Vietnam War is most commonly framed within the context of French colonialism and the country's eventual gravitation toward communism. Yet the roots of Vietnamese conflict run far deeper than this relatively recent history suggests. A genuine understanding of the war demands that one examine the full arc of Vietnamese history from its earliest days.

	Vietnam's origins stretch back to approximately 2500 BCE, when the region was governed by local rulers presiding over expansive communities built around the cultivation of rice paddies. For centuries, the Vietnamese people lived in reasonable tranquility — until roughly 111 BCE, when their powerful northern neighbor, China, moved to absorb Vietnam as a subordinate territory under its control.

	The Nam Viet Kingdom fell to Chinese forces in the north, and Vietnam would spend more than a thousand years in the shadow of its dominant neighbor. Throughout this prolonged period of subjugation, the Vietnamese alternated between reluctant compliance and fierce outbursts of resistance against Chinese authority.

	Among the most celebrated of these uprisings was one that erupted in 40 CE, led by two sisters who would become enduring symbols of Vietnamese resistance. Known as the Trung sisters — Trung Trac and Trung Nhi — they occupy a near-mythological place in Vietnamese national memory. The elder, Trung Trac, was the widow of a rebel named Thi Sach, who had been put to death by Chinese authorities for conspiring against their rule. Rather than accept her grief quietly, Trung Trac channeled her loss into action.

	As the historical record tells it, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi organized and commanded a sweeping uprising in northern Vietnam, storming key Chinese strongholds and compelling the occupying forces to retreat. Their success, however, proved temporary. By 43 CE, China had dispatched sufficient reinforcements to crush the rebellion decisively.

	Legend holds that the Trung sisters, finding themselves encircled by enemy soldiers, chose death by drowning over the humiliation of surrender. Alternate accounts claim they were captured and beheaded.

	Their revolt was far from the last challenge China would face on Vietnamese soil. Chinese dominion over Vietnam remained punctuated by persistent efforts on the part of Vietnamese patriots to reclaim their freedom throughout the centuries that followed.

	These home-grown insurrections against Chinese rule would later find their echoes in Vietnamese resistance to French and Japanese colonialism. Eventually, in 939 CE, Vietnam broke free from Chinese control, and in the years that followed, it successfully repelled successive Chinese attempts to reassert dominance.

	During the intervening period, Vietnam fractured into two distinct political entities. The south was governed by a military aristocracy operating within a feudal framework held together by familial networks. The north, by contrast, maintained a separate governing structure rooted in Confucian philosophy and remained far more closely aligned with Chinese culture. This ideological divide between northern and southern Vietnam — which would become so consequential in the twentieth-century communist conflict — had its origins in divisions that predated the modern era by several centuries. Even before the French arrived in the nineteenth century, Vietnam had already evolved into two separate kingdoms with distinct identities.

	It was Napoleon III — the nephew of the legendary French conqueror Napoleon Bonaparte — who drove the push to claim Vietnamese territory for France. Napoleon III had come to power as France's president, beginning a term intended to run from 1848 to 1852. The French constitution at the time barred a sitting president from seeking reelection. Rather than accept this limitation, Napoleon III orchestrated a successful coup in December 1851 and installed himself as France's emperor.

	True to his famous uncle's expansionist legacy, Napoleon III wasted no time in extending France's colonial reach. In the summer of 1857, French forces launched an invasion of the agriculturally abundant southern regions of Vietnam. Despite being vastly outmatched in terms of weaponry, Vietnamese fighters put up resistance so tenacious that it was not until the summer of 1862 that France finally subdued the south, establishing a colonial foothold centered on the southern city of Saigon.

	In the spring of 1882, France completed its conquest of Vietnam by attacking the northern city of Hanoi, thereby bringing the northern and central regions under French authority as well. Over the following decade, France extended its imperial ambitions further still, incorporating the neighboring country of Laos into what it designated the "Indochinese Union," formally established in 1887.

	France then set about reshaping Vietnam in its own administrative image, imposing a Western-style bureaucratic apparatus on the country. The exclusion of native Vietnamese from any meaningful roles within this system, however, bred deep and widespread resentment — a bitterness that would eventually ignite future resistance and upheaval.

	
Chapter 2: The Rise of Local Resistance

	After several decades of living under French domination, the Vietnamese people began cultivating an intellectual opposition to their colonial rulers. Many of these early nationalist figures had grown up in the north during the final decades of the nineteenth century, coming of age entirely under French authority. By the dawn of the twentieth century, they had started to organize their own forms of resistance. Recognizing that armed confrontation against the well-equipped French military was unlikely to succeed, this opposition movement cloaked itself in the language of reform.

	Drawing inspiration from Japan's remarkable transformation during the Meiji Restoration of the 1800s, Vietnamese reformers sought to harness the tools of Western progress for their own purposes — hoping to engineer a comparable national revival that might ultimately allow them to escape French control.

	An early sign of this movement's momentum appeared in 1904, with the anonymous publication of a document titled "The Civilization of New Learning." Its author outlined what they saw as the reasons for Vietnam's developmental stagnation and presented a vision of what genuine modernization would require. The author argued that Vietnamese civilization had grown inert and complacent, and that it needed the kind of dynamism and innovation that seemed to animate Western societies. The prescription was expressed in a memorably simple formula: "the more ideas, the more competition; the more competition, the more ideas."

	This compact but resonant insight stirred many Vietnamese intellectuals and leaders, galvanizing them to push Vietnam out of its feudal inertia toward a more vigorous and forward-looking national identity. By the 1920s, what had begun as an intellectual current had grown into a full-blown national movement, with a new generation of young reformers calling for fundamental changes to Vietnamese society.

	French colonial authorities attempted to suppress political activism through arrests and deportations, yet found themselves caught in a paradox of their own making: the very education system they had installed continued to produce precisely the dissenters they sought to silence. Vietnamese graduates of French-style universities found their professional horizons severely limited — they could accept subordinate positions in the colonial administration or throw their energies into demanding systemic change. Many chose the latter path without hesitation.

	Colonial officials oscillated between periods of repression and relative permissiveness. A relaxation of restrictions in 1925 contributed to a flourishing of print culture toward the end of the decade, generating a wealth of pamphlets, essays, and books produced by Vietnam's reform community.

	This body of literature frequently engaged with the ideas of major Western philosophers, including Friedrich Nietzsche, Baruch Spinoza, Immanuel Kant, and Karl Marx. It was Marx's thought, and the communist doctrine it underpinned, that resonated most deeply within Vietnamese intellectual circles. In 1925, the future communist leader Ho Chi Minh established the Vietnamese Revolutionary Youth League, which became a cornerstone of communist organizing efforts in the region.

	Ho Chi Minh had been born in the early 1890s and had come of age during the era of French colonial rule. As a young man he traveled widely
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