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This interdisciplinary research investigates the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam’s (DRV) Chinese-inspired mass mobilization and land reform policies to 

explore the rise of the communist revolution in Vietnam and the country’s violent 

transformation from colonialism to communism, from 1945 to 1960. I situate this 

post-WWII period of transformation in North Vietnam within the context of 

decolonization and the global Cold War and argue that land reform was the 

communist-led DRV’s most important domestic policy during the First and Second 

Indochina Wars against France and the United States.  

Drawing on Vietnamese, English, French, and Chinese sources, including 

interviews and previously untapped archival documents, the dissertation demonstrates 

that the mobilization of the masses to implement land reform was an orchestrated class 

campaign to mobilize popular support against colonial French rule. This support 

contributed to the 1954 defeat of French forces at Dien Bien Phu, which essentially led 

to the division of Vietnam into two opposing polities—Democratic of (North) 

Vietnam and Republic of (South) Vietnam. Moreover, land reform legitimized and 

consolidated socio-political power for the DRV by abolishing established, village-

level bureaucratic and social-cultural power structures that could block the Party-

state’s transformation of the state, society, economy, and culture. Those tasks paved 

the way for full-scale modernization, following the Sino-Soviet model, on agricultural 



 

collectivization and industrialization. The Party-state was then able to assume control 

over the population by subjugating it to the repressive authority of the state, setting the 

foundation to militarily outlast the United States in the Second Indochina War. Thus, 

land reform was the Party-state’s most important domestic policy during this 

transitional period as it allowed the Party-state to decolonize, to consolidate power, 

and to transition Vietnam into an authoritarian socialist state. These achievements, 

however, resulted in hundreds of thousands of people being falsely and summarily 

prosecuted, tortured, ostracized, or executed.  

Ultimately, this dissertation rectifies the imbalances in the traditional Western-

centric literature of the wars in Vietnam by emphasizing the centrality of non-Western 

actors—Vietnamese and Chinese—and illuminating the significance of domestic 

policies such as class mobilization and land reform in nation-building and in 

determining the trajectories of national and international affairs and the outcome of 

conflicts. Consequently, it presents a better understanding of the Party-state, its 

decision-making and rule. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

On Monday, September 8, 2014, the Vietnam National Museum of History in 

Hà Nội opened an exhibition titled “Land Reform 1946-1957” [Cải Cách Ruộng Đất, 

1946-57]. For the first time, the taboo on any public discussion of this painful episode 

in Vietnamese history was lifted.1 The opening ceremony began at 9:30 a.m. in front 

of the museum’s entrance. Representatives of the government, the Vietnamese 

Communist Party, and the museum gave speeches. Patriotic songs were sung and 

dances performed. Inside the museum, the exhibition consisted of approximately 150 

documents, pictures, and images of wealthy landlords, impoverished peasants and 

depictions of life before and after the land reform. This exhibition accentuated the land 

reform’s supposed success in redistributing land and improving the lives of peasants. 

According to the museum’s director, the exhibit was crafted to focus on the benefits of 

the reform and not on the widespread suffering that it caused. 

Attendance at the museum was overwhelming and media coverage was 

extensive, especially on the internet.2 Some observers applauded the decision to stage 

the exhibit; however, many questioned its narrow and uncritical focus on the land 

reform program’s success. Discussion of the subject spilled beyond the official 

narrative, with many people inside Vietnam as well as in the Vietnamese diaspora 

beginning to talk more candidly about the program’s failings and damaging effects. 

 
1 Vietnamese words, including common names such as Việt Minh, Hồ Chí Minh, Nguyễn Thị Năm, 
Thái Nguyên, Sài Gòn, and Hà Nội, are rendered here in the Vietnamese alphabet. 
2 Trinh Nguyễn, “Lần đầu triển lãm về cải cách ruộng đất,” Thanh Niên Online, September 9, 2014, 
http://www.thanhnien.com.vn/van-hoa-nghe-thuat/lan-dau-trien-lam-ve-cai-cach-ruong-dat-
452033.html (accessed October 12, 2014). 
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Consequently, on September 12, 2014, just five days after its grand opening, the 

exhibit was closed indefinitely even though it was scheduled to remain open until the 

end of the year. Electrical failure was said to be the reason for shutting down the 

exhibit.  

This dissertation investigates the communist-led Democratic Republic of 

(North) Vietnam’s (DRV) agrarian policies between 1945 and 1960, with special 

attention to the Chinese-inspired land reform program, to explore the transformation 

of North Vietnam from colonialism to socialism. Land reform, implemented from 

1953 to 1956, was a Party-state-sanctioned agrarian program that instigated the 

peasant revolution in the Vietnamese countryside by unleashing the powers of the 

peasantry to overthrow the traditional feudal elite and landowning class. It was a tale 

about the arrival of a savior, the Party-state, who through the work of its implementing 

cadres, mobilized and converted poor and landless peasants into political activists to 

carry out violent class struggle. The targets of the class struggle were the wealthy 

landlord class, depicted as evil exploiters who had oppressed the Vietnamese people 

for generations. As a consequence, land and property were confiscated from the rich 

and distributed among peasants, thus giving them economic and political power, and 

the countryside was liberated and revitalized.  

Since the land reform’s completion more than sixty years ago, the Party-state 

has continued to promulgate this tale as the official historical narrative about land 

reform and its achievements. However, contrary to this narrative and the official 

language of the policy, I argue that land reform was less an economic issue that 

entailed changing laws, regulations, or customs pertaining to land ownership to benefit 
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the peasants, and more a political strategy that orchestrated class antagonism to 

mobilize popular support to help the Party-state achieve its political objectives. This 

included using land reform to garner the support to defeat French colonial rule and to 

legitimize and consolidate the social, economic, and political power of the Party-state 

by breaking the power of the traditional Vietnamese village elite. This meant 

abolishing established bureaucratic and social-cultural power structures at the village 

level and replacing them with a new class of leaders and power structures that could 

enable the Party-state to transform and control the state, society, economy, and 

culture. These tasks paved the way for agricultural collectivization and 

industrialization following the Sino-Soviet model. Through this transformation, the 

Party-state was able to revolutionize social relations among the rural population, then 

control over and subjugate that population to the repressive authority of the state, 

which became an essential factor in the war against the Republic of (South) Vietnam 

(RVN) and the United States in the Second Indochina War. Thus, land reform was the 

Party-state’s most important domestic policy during this transitional period as it 

allowed the Party-state to decolonize, to consolidate power, and to transition Vietnam 

into an authoritarian socialist state.  

These achievements through land reform caused hundreds of thousands of 

people to be falsely prosecuted, tortured, ostracized or executed. In the end, land 

reform caused widespread despair and affected the economic, political, social, and 

psychological well-being of almost every person in rural North Vietnam. The Party-

state finally had to admit errors in the implementation of the program. However, 

despite the distress created by the land reform, the falsifications and the violence sown 
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over the Vietnamese countryside in the course of its application were nonetheless 

consequences that the Party-state willfully accepted and promoted as necessary to 

realize its objectives. Consequently, in the minds of many Vietnamese, the land reform 

remains a “sky-shaking and earth-shattering” act of violence against the Vietnamese 

people by their government. For the Party-state, land reform continues to be a scar that 

must be erased or covered with alternative narratives, which was most apparent with 

the opening and abrupt closing of the land reform exhibit. 

 

Analytical framework 

To demonstrate my argument, I frame my study of the land reform program 

temporally from 1945 to 1960, contextually within post-World War II decolonization 

and the global Cold War, and geographically in the northern half of Vietnam. 

Although it was carried out in only three years, the rationale for situating the land 

reform program within the 15 years from 1945 to 1960 is to show how major historical 

developments influenced the program’s development, application, and consequences, 

and vice versa. Such contextualization will allow for a fuller understanding of the land 

reform’s historical significance, especially in relation to how the goals of 

decolonizing, revolutionizing, and modernizing the country were understood and 

achieved by the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP) 3  and the DRV. Such 

 
3 The Vietnamese Communist Party was founded in February 1930 but then, at the request of the 
Comintern, changed its name to the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP, 1930–1945); it was 
subsequently renamed the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP, 1951–1976) and, since 1976, has been 
known as the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP). From here on, I will use the ICP, Vietnamese 
Workers’ Party, VWP, Party, DRV, and Party-state to denote the ruling communist political entity in 
North Vietnam during this period. Việt Minh, or the League for the Independence of Vietnam, was a 
communist-led collaborative nationalist resistance movement against French colonial rule, within which 
the VWP played the dominant role. During the land reform, the VWP turned against many non-
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contextualization will also be conducive to a better understanding of the Party-state, its 

decision-making and rule.  

The development and materialization of the land reform program did not 

happen in a vacuum but rather within four successive phases: resistance (1945 to 

1952), rent reduction and land reform (1953 to 1956), the “correction of errors” 

campaign (1956 to 1957), and the collectivization of agriculture (1958 to 1960). This 

dissertation is structured in relation to these four phases, concentrating on the second 

phase.  

The dissertation begins with the first phase, focusing on agrarian policies 

developed and implemented from 1945 to 1952, a period that began with the 

Indochinese Communist Party gaining political power and establishing the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam in the fall of 1945 to its military struggle against French forces 

from 1946 to 1952. The reason for focusing on this period is to understand how the 

Party-state perceived its relationship with the peasants and with the landlords in 

wartime. It explores how that perception affected the development of its agrarian 

policies, from the implementation of moderate approaches to more radical practices 

against the landowning class.  

By examining the Party-state’s rhetoric and its implementation, I demonstrate 

that moderation prevailed early in the war because at that time the Party-state was 

institutionally weak, economically limited, and geographically restricted. It therefore 

needed a united front that spanned all social classes to fund the continuation of the 

 
communist components within the Việt Minh as well as others who had ties with rival political parties, 
such as the Đại Việt [Nationalist Party of Greater Vietnam] and Quốc Dân Đảng [Vietnamese 
Nationalist Party]. From here on, the term will be used with the understanding that the Vietnamese 
communist party played the dominant role in all aspects of decision making. 
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war. However, when the war turned in its favor in 1949 and 1950, following the 

official recognition of the Soviet Union and China and then the inflow of their 

financial, military, and advisory aid, the landlords became expendable. The Party-state 

betrayed them to gain the support of the peasant majority and which would provide the 

human and material resources to fight the French. This shift marked a turning point in 

the development of the Party-state’s agrarian policies, toward the adoption of a 

Chinese-modelled land reform program based on class struggle and violence.   

The second phase, from 1953 to 1956, was a revolutionizing phase. The 

masses were mobilized to implement rent reduction and land reform to achieve the 

Party-state’s objectives of garnering peasant support to defeat the French and 

overthrow the traditional elites and landowning class to consolidate its political control 

over the Vietnamese countryside. Rent reduction and land reform were two 

comparable and related but separate mobilization campaigns. The former was 

designed to be the preparatory stage for land reform, weakening the rich and 

landowning class through rent reduction. The latter involved radical mobilization of 

the masses to carry out class struggle and to expropriate and redistribute the land and 

property of the rich and landlord class. Thus, in theory, land reform campaigns must 

be carried out only in areas that had already undergone rent reduction. 

This three years period saw the implementation of eight waves of rent 

reduction and six waves of land reform, including an experimental wave for each 

campaign. In my examination of the waves of implementation, I paid particular 

attention to two historical events in 1954, the battle of Điện Biên Phủ and especially 

the Geneva Conference, with the objective of answering three questions: 1) What was 



7 

the impact of the implementation of rent reduction and land reform on the victory at 

Điện Biên Phủ? 2) What impact did the terms of the Geneva Agreements have on the 

development and implementation of rent reduction and land reform campaigns? 3) 

What does the decision to implement rent reduction and land reform, within the 

context of battle at Điện Biên Phủ and the Geneva Agreements, reveal about the Party-

state?  

By examining the waves of implementation in relation to the battle of Điện 

Biên Phủ and the Geneva Agreements, I demonstrate that the waves, especially the 

first four waves of rent reduction and the experimental wave of land reform, played a 

significant role in mobilizing the human and material resources that enabled the Party-

state to defeat French forces at Điện Biên Phủ. However, rent reduction and land 

reform continued after the victory at Điện Biên Phủ, which began with a limited class 

struggle that eventually became more violent in the fall of 1955. The escalation toward 

more violent implementation of rent reduction and land reform arose from the Party-

state’s belief that it must complete land reform and through that consolidate its power 

in northern Vietnam prior to the implementation of possible general elections to unify 

Vietnam in July 1956, as provisioned in the Geneva Agreements. Land reform, the 

Party-state believed, would give it control over the northern population, which was 

larger than the population under the RVN, thus giving it an advantage in any elections 

that were to be held. Thus, the terms of the Geneva Agreements were crucial in how 

leaders of the Party-state conducted the remaining rent reduction and land reform 

campaigns.  
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Assessing the decisions on implementing rent reduction and land reform in the 

battle of Điện Biên Phủ and the Geneva Agreements reveals Party-state to be a 

political entity that had the determination and willingness to do most anything to 

defeat French colonialism and unify the country under its rule. This included grafting 

an unsuitable agrarian revolutionary model from China and onto Vietnam while 

inflicting class violence upon the Vietnamese people, including those most loyal to it, 

to consolidate its power and bring Vietnam from colonialism to socialism.  

The clearest example of this is in the indoctrination of class consciousness, 

instilling class antagonism and conflict, and especially through the ritualistic trial and 

execution of the landlord Nguyễn Thị Năm during the rent reduction’s experimental 

campaign. The choice to execute Nguyễn Thị Năm, a patriotic landlord with a long 

history of supporting the Party-state and its resistance against the French, set the tone 

for radical mass mobilization for the implementation of rent reduction and land 

reform. This choice, however, foreshadowed the intensification of violence that came 

in the later waves of rent reduction and land reform. It showed that in the Party-state’s 

struggle to win wars and gain power, everyone is susceptible to the same fate, 

regardless of their contributions. Consequently, countless people were persecuted, 

ostracized, tortured, and killed.  

In the third phase, a short period between 1956 and 1957, the Party-state 

implemented its “correction of errors” campaign, aimed at rectifying the “errors” that 

had been committed in the course of rent reduction and land reform. Contradictory, the 

campaign tried to amend the very negative consequences that Party-state had 

previously tolerated, if not encouraged, with acts like admitting errors and readjusting 
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people’s class status. However, by examining the causes of the errors that led to the 

rectification campaign, I demonstrate that the main purposes of the campaign were to 

temporarily assuage rising internal discontentment with the land reform and to 

accommodate the effects of liberalization movements from other communist states 

that were beginning to threaten Vietnam’s political stability. Hence, the campaign was 

not a genuine act aimed at correcting the damage and trauma that the Party-state had 

caused—damage and trauma that, according to many surviving witnesses, still divide 

the village.  

Comically, about one year after the land reform ended and while the correction 

of errors campaign was still being carried out, the Party-state demanded that the 

peasants turn over their newly won land to collective farms, ending Vietnam’s private 

landholding system to kick-start the transition to socialism, whereby land and property 

passed to the ownership of the Party-state. This decision betrayed the “land to the 

tiller” promise the Party-state had promoted throughout the developmental and 

implemenation stages of land reform.  

Ultimately, the Party-state’s land reform succeeded in the transfer of land. 

However, land reform was not an economic program that was intended to serve the 

interests of the peasantry, but rather to allow the Party-state to decolonize, to 

consolidate power, and to transition Vietnam into an authoritarian socialist state. 

Despite the correction of errors campaign, the consequences of the land reform 

program, particularly class labels and the negative social and economic effects that 

accompanied them, poisoned rural societies for generations. More importantly, land 

reform altered the Vietnamese countryside by reconstructing the village agrarian 
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regime and revolutionizing social relations among the rural population by fomenting 

the fear, distrust, and paranoia that became crucial components in the subjugation of 

the population to the Party-state’s repressive authority—a subjugation that continues 

today.  

 

Chapters 

This dissertation has eight chapters. The first addresses the development of 

land policies during the resistance years (1945-1952), focusing on the political context 

and steps that led to the restructuring of the agrarian regime. Chapter two examines the 

processes and rationales that led the VWP to experiment with waging mass class-

struggle to win control of the countryside. This chapter explores the significance of the 

recommendation of Luo Guibo, the Chinese general adviser in Vietnam, to construct 

the framework for mobilizing the masses to carry out land reform. The third chapter 

examines the process of indoctrinating cadres and the masses, instilling class 

consciousness, and instigating class struggle. By examining the vast sources on 

mobilization, the chapter traces the role of the Party, the cadres, and the masses and 

how it altered the relationship between the Party-state and its citizens. Land reform, 

through the rigorous physical and psychological process of mass mobilization, has 

allowed the Party-state to exert control over the population. Chapter four explores the 

life, trial, and execution of Nguyễn Thị Năm, the first person executed in mass 

mobilization to implement rent reduction, to understand the detailed process of 

infiltrating into the village and mobilizing the masses [phát động quần chúng] and the 

Party-state’s will in order to bring the northern countryside under its control. It 
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examines the trial’s importance in relation to the push toward implementing radical 

land reform, and specifically Hồ Chí Minh’s involvement.   

The fifth chapter surveys the waves of rent reduction and land reform (August 

1953-July 1954), before the signing of the Geneva Agreements. This chapter centers 

on the development of the Land Reform Law in December 1953 and the degree to 

which the mobilization of the masses contributed to the DRV’s victory at Diện Biên 

Phủ. Chapter six investigates the domestic causes and consequences of the Geneva 

Agreements in the DRV, with special attention to the Agreements’ effect on the 

DRV’s rush to complete land reform (July 1954-July 1956). Chapter seven reviews the 

waves of mass mobilizations between May 1954 and July 1956, the rising internal 

discontentment, the effects of liberalization from the Soviet Union and China, and the 

rectification of errors campaign to explore the causes of the errors and the nature of 

the DRV as a political entity. The eighth chapter explores the rise of Lê Duẩn 

following the social and political turmoils caused by the land reform, his revolutionary 

vision to unify the country, and the steps taken to transition Vietnam toward socialism. 

 

Sources 

This dissertation is based on archival and library research, in-depth interviews, 

internal party documents, and other materials on land reform. Archival and library 

documents were collected from the Vietnam National Archive III, the Vietnam 

National Library, provincial archives and libraries in Thái Nguyên, Phú Thọ, Thanh 

Hóa, Nghệ An, Nam Định, Bắc Ninh, and Thái Bình. Included are more than0,000 

pages of party documents concerning the land reform, many of which are still 
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classified. They include official and unofficial administrative documents, records, 

photographs, maps, graphs and charts, lists, and other valuable artifacts. The files 

range in length from a single page to several hundreds of pages, some have missing 

pages and others are not paginated. Among these documents are a proposal from 

Chinese advisors to Vietnamese leadership on how to mobilize class antagonism to 

transform rural society, directives and decrees from Hồ Chí Minh and other high-

ranking officials guiding various phases of implementation, reports from local cadres 

to party leaders informing the latter of conditions at the village level, and letters and 

speeches by Hồ Chí Minh encouraging cadres to continue implementing class 

struggle. These documents are most important in revealing Party assessments and 

decisions on social, economic, and political issues. 

Files were chosen from a list of items, identified by call number and a title, 

from which requests for access could be selected. None of this catalog information, 

however, has been entered into a computerized database; thus, requests for documents 

were tedious in that they had to include the file number and its corresponding title 

exactly as it appears in the list. Even more problematic, documents requested are 

based solely on the titles since these institutions do not provide synopses of the 

documents themselves. It is almost by chance if the requested source is later deemed 

relevant. The complications of this system make it difficult to cite documents using 

any standard format. Therefore, to be as consistent as possible with these archives’ 

filing method, the references in this dissertation contain the call number, title, author, 

intended recipient, place, and date to specify exactly which document is being 

discussed. 



13 

I conducted library research at the National Library in Hà Nội (Thư Viện Quốc 

Gia Hà Nội, or TVQGHN), Hà Nội Library (Thư Viện Hà Nội), and provincial 

libraries in Thái Nguyên, Phú Thọ, Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Nam Định, and Thái Bình. 

From these repositories, I collected more than 500 Party-directed published 

newspapers, periodicals, magazines, books, pamphlets, research publications, maps, 

graphs, and charts on land reform. Among them are internal manuals to train and 

guide cadres on how to implement land reform and stories, poems, and songs to 

inspire class antagonism and mobilize the peasants against the landowning class. 

These are valuable in showing how the key steps of mobilizing the masses were 

achieved. 

The third body of sources consists of information from Văn Kiện Đảng [The 

Complete Collection of Party Documents]. Selected and compiled at the direction of 

the Party, these documents originated from many government agencies and 

institutions. The compilation includes documents from VCP’s architects, from national 

Party congresses, the Politburo, the Party midterm meetings, the Central Committee 

plenums, the Standing Committee, the Standing committee of the Politburo, and the 

works and speeches of Hồ Chí Minh and Party leaders. In both quality and quantity, 

the volumes covering the years 1945 to 1960 contain the most valuable selection of 

documents on land reform (including collectivization). Selected, reviewed, and edited 

before they were published, these documents have their limitations but are nonetheless 

useful when they are read in relation to other sources about the land reform. 

This research also relied on more than forty in-depth interviews and 

conversations implementing cadres and villagers to have a more thorough 
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understanding of the land reform program and its effects from firsthand 

interpretations. To do this, a set of questions was developed to elicit interviewees' 

experiences of the reform policies, paying attention to the process of mass 

mobilization. Furthermore, these questions led to information about the lifestyle and 

mood in the village. The questions tended to center on the interviewees’ experiences 

from 1953 to 1956 when land reform was implemented. 

Interviews and conversations were conducted in Hà Nội, Hà Đông, Thái 

Nguyên, Thanh Hoá, Thái Bình, Ninh Binh, Bắc Ninh, Hải Dương, and Hưng Yên 

because these provinces were directly affected by the land reform program. These 

interviews and conversations were conducted with equal numbers of male and female 

informants. The research complied with human safety guidelines. The informants were 

chosen based on referrals from acquaintances. The referrers often facilitated the initial 

introductions to ease the transactions between the informants and interviewer. 

Informants were fully informed of the research objectives and their roles and rights as 

participants through both verbal and written notification and consent in the 

Vietnamese language. Only those who agreed to participate after being fully informed 

of the objectives were interviewed. I often stayed in an informant’s home for an 

average of two to three days to establish rapport. 

Due to the taboo nature of this research topic in Vietnam, the data were 

recorded entirely by note-taking—during or after the interview—to prevent 

unintended risks and discomfort to the informants. The informant’s identities were 

concealed using pseudonyms, in accordance with rules for the protection of human 
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subjects. Interviews and conversations are cited as follows: informant’s pseudonym, 

place of interview, and date of interview. 

Wherever possible, this dissertation provides Vietnamese names and words 

following modern Vietnamese orthography. Translation, particularly of literary 

sources, is always a challenge; thus, poems and proverbs are footnoted with the 

original Vietnamese text. Explanations of the terms used are found in the glossary. I 

take full responsibility for any unintentional mistakes in the translation. 

 

Historiographical Overview  

Although the reform transformed Vietnamese rural society, the historiography 

on the topic has been very limited. A principal reason for this is the persistent efforts 

of the Vietnamese government to silence public discourse and restrict research into the 

topic, thereby making it very difficult for researchers to gain access to reliable primary 

source materials. As a result, most standard interpretations of the land reform have 

relied on sources, paradigms, and explanations put forward by the VWP. This 

limitation has forced many researchers to become mere mouthpieces for the VWP’s 

messages. At the same time, dissidents are reduced to asking sensationalist questions 

such as whether the violence of the land reform might better be characterized as a 

“bloodbath.” 

In reality, land reform was much more complex. The varied processes by 

which it was carried out had a multitude of causes and effects. It was not until the Đổi 

Mới [Renovation] in 1986 that the Communist government tacitly began to permit 

greater personal and public freedom, thereby creating a somewhat more open political 
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and academic environment. Rigid criteria for accessing and releasing internal 

documents relaxed and many valuable sources were declassified. Libraries, archives, 

and ethnographic sites were made more accessible to researchers. As a result, the 

study of the Vietnamese experience, including the land reform, during the Vietnam 

War has made significant progress.4 

The loosening of censorship enabled wider publication of historical fiction and 

memoirs on subjects related to the land reform. Nonetheless, most of the influential 

historiography on the subject was produced before the Đổi Mới era, driven by the 

polarized atmosphere created by the Vietnam War. This has divided the 

historiographical debate and the understanding of the land reform, into two opposing 

camps. One camp argues that the land reform was part of the class struggle, a tragic 

bloodbath that caused the death and suffering of hundreds of thousands of North 

Vietnamese; the other camp promotes a narrative that is more consistent with the 

official VWP account and that disputes the “bloodbath” interpretation by insisting on 

the land reform’s general success in redistributing land and improving the 

socioeconomic status of poor peasants. These scholars argue that the “bloodbath” is a 

myth perpetuated by the US government and its South Vietnam ally to legitimize the 

Vietnam War. The debates between the two camps centered on the discourses of the 

land reform campaign from 1953 to 1957, the extent of China’s influence on 
 

4 See, for example, Kim Ninh’s A World Transformed: The Politics of Culture in Revolutionary 
Vietnam, 1945-1965 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,2002), Lien-Hang Nguyen’s Hanoi’s 
War: An International History of the War for Peace (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2012), Pierre Asselin’s Bitter Peace: Washington, Hanoi, and the Making of the Paris Agreement 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002) and Hà Nội’s Road to the Vietnam War: 1954-
1965 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), and Ken MacLean’s The Government of 
Mistrust: Illegibility and Bureaucratic Power in Socialist Vietnam (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2013).  
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Vietnam’s reform policies, the economic effects of the war, and most importantly the 

number of victims. 

The bloodbath argument was popular from the late 1950s to the early 1970s, 

perhaps in light of the escalation of the Vietnam War and US involvement in it. 

During this period, many scholars wrote about the social and political development of 

North Vietnam, with special attention to the land reform and its consequences. These 

years saw the publication of Bernard B. Fall’s The Việt Minh Regime (1956) and The 

Two Vietnams (1963), J. Price Gittinger’s “Communist Land Policy in North 

Vietnam” (1959), Gerard Tongas’s L’Enfer Communiste au Nord Vietnam (1960), P. 

J. Honey’s North Vietnam Today (1962) and Communism in North Vietnam (1963), 

Hoang Văn Chí’s From Colonialism to Communism (1963), George Carver’s “The 

Faceless Viet Cong” (1966), Joseph Buttinger’s Vietnam: A Dragon Embattled (1967) 

and Vietnam at War (1967), Stephen T. Hosmer’s Viet Cong Repression and Its 

Implications for the Future (1970), Anita Lauve Nutt’s On the Question of Communist 

Reprisals in Vietnam (1970), Daniel E. Teodoru’s “The Bloodbath Hypothesis: The 

Maoist Pattern in North Vietnam's Radical Land Reform,” (1973) and Robert F. 

Turner’s Vietnamese Communism: Its Origins and Development (1975). These works 

emphasized the brutality of the reform program and rely on accounts from intellectuals 

who had lived under the North Vietnamese government.  

Gerard Tongas, for example, was disillusioned with the DRV and described it 

as a sour, depressing, and totalitarian state. In his account of the land reform, Tongas 

provided one of the earliest estimates of the death toll, guessing that as many as 

100,000 people might have perished. However, he also seemed to reject Hồ Chí 
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Minh’s connection to it by blaming Hồ Chí Minh’s hardline lieutenants, including 

Trường Chinh, Võ Nguyên Giáp, Hoàng Quốc Việt, and others, for the revolutionary 

violence.5  Bernard B. Fall stressed the Machiavellian and violent character of the 

regime. Fall wrote in The Two Vietnams that “the best-educated guesses on the subject 

are that probably close to 50,000 North Vietnamese were executed in connection with 

the land reform and that at least twice as many were arrested and sent to forced labor 

camps.” However, unlike Tongas, Fall attributed the violence of the regime directly to 

Hồ Chí Minh and suggested the totalitarian nature of the VWP, highlighting its 

attempts to appear democratic while executing those perceived as internal rivals.6  

Hoàng Văn Chí, who—having joined the Việt Minh7—witnessed the land 

reform program firsthand and lost two family members to it, has a most unique 

perspective. In his influential From Colonialism to Communism, Hoàng Văn Chí 

offered a thorough description of the land reform program, especially its horrific 

sociopolitical consequences.8 Hoàng Văn Chí estimated that more than 600,000 people 

 
5 Nguyễn Công Luận, Nationalists in the Vietnam Wars: Memoirs of a Victim Turned Soldier 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 583; Gerard Tongas, J'ai vécu dans l'enfer communiste 
au Nord Viêt-Nam (Paris: Les Nouvelles Éditions Debresse, 1960).  
6 Bernard B. Fall, The Two Vietnams (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1963), pp. 135–152, 156. 
7 A broad-based nationalist front created by the Indochinese Communist Party in 1941 that dominated 
the struggle against the return of French colonial domination from September 1945. Following the 
overthrow of the French by the Japanese and then the Japanese by the Allies, the Việt Minh was able to 
ride a wave of popular discontent to power. With the advent of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in 
August-September 1945, the Việt Minh continued to exist as a political party. 
8 It is worth noting that the author of this work was a Western-educated son of a wealthy landowning 
family in the Thanh Hóa province—a region that, along with Thái Nguyên and Phú Thọ, experienced 
the VWP’s experimental phase of land reform. Hoàng Văn Chí considered himself a Vietnamese 
nationalist. He lived through much of the period that he wrote about, first as a non-Communist member 
of the Việt Minh resistance against French colonial power, then as an unwilling participant in the land 
reform program. Suspicious of theViệt Minh’s leadership and policies, he—along with other 
Vietnamese—fled to South Vietnam in April 1955 and joined Ngô Đình Diệm’s government. 
Displeased with the leadership of Ngô Đình Diệm, he requested reassignment to the Vietnamese 
Embassy in New Delhi, India. It was there that he obtained a US$2,000 grant from the Congress of 
Cultural Freedom in France to produce his work on land reform in Vietnam. Given this background, it 
might be expected that his narration and analysis of the land reform come with personal anecdotes and 
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were executed, or five percent of North Vietnam’s population of 13 million. He also 

emphasized the direct and considerable Chinese influence on the campaign. Yet unlike 

Tongas and Fall, he appeared ambivalent about Hồ Chí Minh, at times referring to him 

as incorruptible while in other places offering plenty of evidence of his duplicity. 

Regarding the latter, Hoàng Văn Chí wrote considerably on Hồ Chí Minh’s constant 

betrayal of other nationalists.10 Because of his own experience, Hoàng Văn Chí’s 

depiction of the land reform and the conditions in North Vietnam is possibly the most 

extensive; however, some scholars, including Gareth Porter and Edwin Moise, have 

criticized his subjectivity and the lack of evidence to support his arguments.  

These accounts added to the strong and growing anti-Communist sentiment of 

the time. Both the United States and the Sài Gòn governments used these 

interpretations and estimations to muster public support for continuing the war against 

North Vietnam. In South Vietnam, the accounts—especially Hoàng Văn Chi’s, once 

translated into Vietnamese in 1964—intensified public fears of the terrible 

consequences of a VWP takeover. Interestingly, Hoàng Văn Chi’s account was the 

best known and indeed the only comprehensive documentation of the land reform 

during the North-South conflict. Hoàng Văn Chí’s account was based on his own 

experience and on stories he had heard from many others who had fled to the south. 

His account was therefore a revealing and critical portrayal of the land reform. In the 

United States, President Richard Nixon nearly doubled Hoàng Văn Chi’s figure of 

600,000 deaths to one million—claiming that half had been murdered and the other 

 
probably anti-communist sentiment. Hoàng Văn Chí, From Colonialism to Nationalism (New York: 
Frederic A. Praeger, 1964), pp. 135–202.  
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half had died in reeducation camps—to reinforce the justification for continued US 

involvement in the war.9 

The other widely publicized account of land reform was the 1956 film Chúng 

Tôi Muốn Sống [We Want to Live], produced by Bùi Diễm, later South Vietnam’s 

ambassador to the United States (1967-1972). It is not clear why there are not more 

surviving accounts of the land reform given the hundreds of thousands of people who 

must have lived through the land reform campaign before fleeing south, across the 

17th Parallel, during the one year of “free movement” stipulated by the 1954 Geneva 

Agreements. It is possible that most of the people who left North Vietnam at this time 

might have heard about or seen elements of the land reform without having personally 

endured mobilization, class denunciation, and the other excesses that came during the 

summer of 1955. Indeed, before the signing of the Geneva Agreements, most land 

reforms were carried out in the highland regions under the direct control of the DRV 

government. Following the signing of the Agreements, the DRV was bound by Article 

14c, which prohibited either government from taking “any reprisals or discrimination 

against persons or organizations on account of their activities during the hostilities and 

to guarantee their democratic liberties.”10 As a result, and in combination with the fear 

that an intensification of mass mobilization for class struggle would push more people 

to the south, the DRV leadership began downplaying the land reform propaganda 

while keeping the campaign away from coastal areas such as Hải Phòng, Thái Bình, 

 
9 New York Times, July 28, 1972.  
10 Hiệp định Geneve 1954 và các tài liệu liên hệ [The 1954 Geneva Agreements and Related 
Documents] (Sài Gòn: [publisher not identified],1968), p. 6. 
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and Nam Định, where there was danger of mass emigration.11 Mass mobilization and 

rent- reduction campaigns during this 300-day period were therefore confined to the 

provinces of Thái Nguyên, Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Bắc Giang, Cao Bằng, Lạng Sơn, 

Bắc Cạn, Vĩnh Phúc, Yên Bái, Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh, Ninh Bình, and Hòa 

Bình.12 

To counter the bloodbath image and especially Hoàng Văn Chí and Nixon’s 

claims, in 1972 Gareth Porter published The Myth of the Bloodbath: North Vietnam’s 

Land Reform Reconsidered, which challenged the idea of mass killings. Porter 

dismissed the studies of Hoàng Văn Chí, Fall, and others as careless scholarship that 

relied on “inadequate” secondary sources and accused Hoàng Văn Chí of colluding 

with the US Central Intelligence Agency. He rightly criticized those scholars for not 

sufficiently addressing the need for some sort of land reform in Vietnam and for not 

emphasizing the program’s success in redistributing the land to poor peasants. Porter 

concluded that the program was generally humane and nonviolent, with only about 

1,500 people being executed and another 1,500 sentenced to life imprisonment. His 

calculations were consistent with the estimation of eight hundred to 2,500 deaths 

suggested by the available official Vietnamese documentation.13 Porter’s assessment 

of the land reform, however, was based on the same “inadequate” sources that he 

accused other historians of using—in his case, North Vietnamese newspaper reports 
 

11 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 5 tháng 9 năm 1954 về việc đấu tranh chống Pháp và bọn Ngô Đình 
Diệm dụ dỗ và bắt ếp một số đồng bào ta vào miền Nam,” [Directive by the Politburo on September 5, 
1954 Concerning the Struggle against France and Ngô Đình Diệm’s Attempt to Entice and Coerce 
People to Move South], Văn Kiện Đản Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954 (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2001), pp. 
263-270. 
12 Alec G. Holcombe, “Socialist Transformation in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam” (Ph.D. 
dissertation (University of California at Berkeley, 2014), pp. 178–180.  
13 Gareth Porter, The Myth of the Bloodbath: North Vietnam’s Land Reform Reconsidered (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1972), pp. 18, 55–57. 
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and government publications. Nonetheless, his refutation of the earlier literature was 

accepted by many anti-war activists, especially the historian and political scientist 

George M. Kahin.14  

Much of the data on land reform and the argument used by Gareth Porter and 

others in this camp to explain the errors committed were taken from Trần Phương’s 

1968 edited volume, Cách mạng ruộng đất ở Vietnam [Land Revolution in Vietnam]. 

Trần Phương was a professor of economics who joined the VWP in his youth and was 

trained in China at the height of the land reform campaign. From 1982 to 1985, he 

served as Vietnam’s vice premier. Commissioned by the North Vietnam government 

in the mid-1960s, Cách mạng ruộng đất ở Vietnam became the standard narrative on 

the history of the Party’s land policy, covering the period under French colonialism to 

the end of the land reform. Its value lies mainly in its vast amount of statistical data. 

However, the explanations for the land reform policy, its achievements, and its 

shortcomings remained extremely partial, merely reiterating the Party line. For 

example, concerning errors committed, Trần Phương simply placed the responsibility 

on leftist deviations at the lower level, arguing that VWP leaders did not discover the 

errors until the end of the program.15  Thus, he absolved the top Party leaders of 

responsibility for the violence. Though flawed and biased, his book remains a standard 

reference for many scholars on land reform.  

 
14 During the Vietnam War, Gareth Porter was a graduate student of George MacTurnin Kahin, a 
leading critic of US involvement in the war. Porter was an active antiwar activist during the Vietnam 
War, serving as Sài Gòn Bureau Chief for Dispatch News Service International from 1970 to 1971 and 
later as co-director of the Indochina Resource Center, an antiwar research and education organization 
based in Washington, D.C. 
15 Trần Phương, Cách mạng ruộng đất ở Vietnam [Land Revolution in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: Khoa học xã 
hội, 1968), pp. 194-199.  
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In his 1983 book Land Reform in China and North Vietnam: Consolidating the 

Revolution at the Village Level, Edwin E. Moise emphasized the comparative nature 

of the land reform programs in China and Vietnam. He argued that although the land 

tenure conditions between the two countries were significantly different, the same 

laws and regulations were applied. However, Moise concluded that the Vietnamese 

land reform program was more chaotic and less successful than the Chinese version 

because Communist China had a longer history of transforming villages. Contradicting 

Hoàng Văn Chí and many Vietnamese observers, including top-ranking officials 

within the VWP who blamed the application of the Chinese model for its failure in 

Vietnam, Moise did not conclude that any errors could be traced back to the Chinese 

model. Rather, he asserted that the VWP’s desire to create its own reform movement, 

ignoring the Chinese program guidelines, was to blame. Moreover, Moise argued that 

Vietnamese peasants did not have a large desire for land reform and, thus, had to be 

“deluged with accounts of real and imaginary landlord crimes.”16  

Moise also stated that both central policymakers and village cadres operated 

not from specific information or clear-cut instructions, but through spontaneous 

reactions to imperfect data. In other words, there was miscommunication, lack of 

awareness, and misinterpretation of purposes between DRV leaders and land reform 

 
16 Edwin E. Moise, Land Reform in China and North Vietnam: Consolidating the Revolution at the 
Village Level (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1983), p. 213. The gist of Moise’s 
argument was first published in a 1976 article titled “Land Reform and Land Reform Errors in North 
Vietnam.” A well-researched study of the land reform that was produced around the same time is 
Christine Pelzer White’s Ph.D. dissertation “Agrarian Reform and National Liberation in the 
Vietnamese Revolution, 1920–1957,” which she extended from her 1970 article “Land Reform in North 
Vietnam.”  
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cadres.17 Relying on the “errors and deviations” paradigm put forward by the VWP 

leaders and in Trần Phương’s examination of the land reform, Moise suggested that 

the Party did not advocate the widespread killing and that the radicalization of the 

campaign resulted from the undisciplined reform cadres who acted on their own and 

against the wishes of the Party. In this way, he contextualized the program within the 

Resistance War, arguing that it was impossible for policymakers to be cautious or 

present alternative plans. According to Moise, excesses and errors were inevitable, 

with many innocent people being punished for imaginary crimes.  

His argument, however, did not consider the 1950–1952 Party reorganization 

campaign [chỉnh đảng] or the 1953 political consolidation of the army campaign 

[chỉnh quân], whereby the Party, under the guidance of Chinese advisers, carried out 

sweeping campaigns of criticism [phê bình] and self-criticism [tự phê bình] to purify 

both the Party and the army. These purification campaigns were meant to reeducate 

[cải tạo] and channel the thoughts of officers and soldiers along the Party line to 

prepare for the land reform that the Party planned to carry out in the winter of 1952–

1953.18 During these campaigns and throughout the land reform period, party officials, 

soldiers, and reform cadres were regularly provided with directives, orders, lessons, 

 
17 A more recent examination of this issue is Phạm Quang Minh’s “Caught in the Middle: Local Cadres 
in Hải Dương Province,” in Beyond Hà Nội: Local Government in Vietnam, edited by Benedict J. 
Kerkvliet and David G. Marr (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2004). The author argues 
that a large gap existed between the central government and local cadres in the realization of party 
policy because local cadres faced conflicts with local villagers when trying to carry out central policies 
while also representing their communities. 
18 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars: 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 2000), 40–41. According to Zhai, on February 7, 1953, the Chinese lead adviser in Vietnam, Luo 
Guibo, “sent a report to the CCP leadership, proposing that the PAVN conduct a political consolidation 
campaign to make its officers and soldiers aware of the distinction between the peasant and the 
landlord.” Luo Guibo’s proposal was approved and then drafted in a document titled “A Preliminary 
Proposal Regarding the Political Consolidation of the Army,” which outlined the purposes, 
requirements, and methods of the campaign.  
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songs, poems, and stories to foster class consciousness and instill in them a hatred for 

the landowner class. Considering the propaganda effects of these campaigns, it is thus 

difficult to conclude that the excesses and errors committed during land reform 

stemmed simply from miscommunication and misinterpretation. Rather, these 

campaigns, as well as the training and guidance materials that were given to reform 

cadres, should be examined thoroughly to understand their effects on the 

implementation of the land reform campaign.19 

Moise argued that North Vietnamese leaders did not draw on the Chinese 

experience to avoid mistakes; instead, they recklessly implemented their plan and 

made several serious errors. The result was the mistaken classification and witch-hunts 

of village-level Party members and political activists, many of whom were 

erroneously branded as landowners or counterrevolutionaries. Concerning the death 

toll, Moise disagreed with Porter’s estimate, asserting that Porter had misunderstood 

the data. At the same time, however, contrasting the high estimates made by Hoàng 

Văn Chí and Fall, Moise placed the number of deaths between three thousand and 

fifteen thousand.20 Still, although Moise’s study on the Chinese reform program used a 

range of sources in several languages, his study of Vietnam relied on only sixteen 

Vietnamese sources—especially Trần Phương’s—all of which were Party-

 
19 This was one of the hundreds of “learn from experience” guides and pamphlets that were mass-
produced and distributed to land reform cadres. They include: Bếp đỏ lửa [The Flaming Red Stove], 
Giai cấp công nhân đối với cải cách ruộng đất [The Working Class and Land Reform], Vạch khổ 
[Determining Misery], Phóng tay phát động quần chúng [Resolutely Mobilize the Mass], Sắc lệnh 
thành lập tòa án nhân dân đặc biệt [Directive on Establishing the Special People’s Court], Căm thù địa 
chủ [The Hatred of Landlords], Đảng dân chủ Vietnam với vấn đề Cải Cách Ruộng Đất [The 
Vietnamese Democratic Party and the Issue of Land Reform], Ánh sáng đang về [The Light Is 
Returning], Thơ ca phát động [Mobilization Poetry], Nên vợ nên chồng [Becoming Wife and Husband], 
Nhận ruộng [Receiving Land]. 
20 Moise, Land Reform in China and North Vietnam, pp. 217–218. 



26 

sponsored. 21  Thus, although Moise seems to have presented a less pro-DRV 

interpretation of the Vietnamese land reform than Porter, his arguments often favored 

the explanation that best suited the imperatives of the anti-war movement. He even 

cited the justification offered by Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP leaders, which blamed the 

errors committed during land reform on policies not being correctly implemented. 

Nonetheless, for more than three decades, Moise’s interpretation was considered the 

authoritative explanation of the land reform.  

The vantage points from which these scholarly assessments of the land reform 

program were developed and interpreted demonstrate how war experiences and 

political conditions influenced and motivated each author’s assessment. Although the 

scholars all made valiant efforts with close readings of the publications available to 

them at the time, their efforts were constrained by the inability to consult archival and 

library sources as well as firsthand ethnographic accounts. These limitations hindered 

other authors’ ability to verify their data and support their arguments to recognize the 

sociopolitical complexities of the land reform movement and its lived experience. 

Hence, their assessments of the land reform, even though they do discuss issues 

related to the campaign, are overly concerned with the number of dead.  

The problem with this fixation on death statistics, however, is what constitutes 

a bloodbath. This is a sensitive question, but one that is embedded in the 

historiography and arises in any discussion of Vietnam’s land reform. Those who 

place emphasize the violence of the campaign tend to cite the highest possible death 

 
21 In an exchange at the 2013 Vietnam Center and Archive Conference in Washington D.C. on 
September 27, 2013, Moise acknowledges the limitation of his sources and argument, particularly the 
violent and costly nature of the campaign, and suggests further research to better understand North 
Vietnam’s land reform.  
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figure, while others making the counterargument tend to cite the lowest. The actual 

number is undoubtedly important, as it helps to quantify the violence, yet without 

reliable evidence, the focus on an unsubstantiated number can distract readers and 

detract from other relevant discussions about the land reform. In fact, more than two 

thousand document files and three hundred booklets on the land reform are housed in 

the Vietnam National Archive III and the Vietnam National Library. These 

repositories contain many formerly classified internal Party discussions, debates, 

decisions, data, and guidelines. Without a careful study of this information, it is 

difficult—even irresponsible—for anyone to make a definite claim.  

By concentrating on the death toll, the discussion has failed to examine land 

reform from other points of view. They do not examine land reform in relation to how 

those policies were formulated, influenced, and changed by sociopolitical conditions 

during the anti-colonial war against France, the Battle of Diện Biên Phủ, the Geneva 

Agreements, de-Stalinization, and especially North Vietnam’s diplomatic relationships 

with both China and the Soviet Union. They do not consider agrarian policies (rent 

and interest debt reduction campaigns) implemented earlier in the war to establish the 

foundation for land reform; the reorganization campaigns; events during 

implementation of the land reform campaign, including the insistence on participation 

in emulation campaigns; the indoctrination in class antagonism; or the changing 

effects of social and cultural dynamics, collectivization, and domestic conditions, 

particularly at the local level, on the land reform policies and vice versa. Most 

important here are the sociopolitical complexities that shaped the land reform 

campaign, and how they influenced the personal experiences of the campaign’s 
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perpetrators, beneficiaries, and victims. Without considering these factors, it is 

impossible to evaluate the totality of the land reform experience.  

The 1986 Đổi Mới policy and recent access to land reform archival files have 

enabled Vietnamese and international scholars to undertake more critical 

reexaminations and representations of the land reform program. Related Vietnamese 

fiction and memoirs include Dương Thu Hương’s Những thiên đường mù [Paradise of 

the Blind], Tạ Duy Anh’s “Bước qua lời nguyền” [“The Broken Curse”], Lê Minh 

Khuê’s “Bi kịch nhỏ” [“A Small Tragedy”], Ngô Ngọc Bội’s Ác mộng [Nightmare], 

Đào Thắng’s Dòng sông mía [The Sugar Cane River], Bùi Tín’s Hoa xuyên tuyết 

[Snowdrops] and Mặt thật [True Face], Vũ Thư Hiên’s Đêm giữa ban ngày [Darkness 

in the Daytime], Trần Dần’s Ghi 1954–1960 [Notes 1954–1960], Võ Văn Trực’s 

Chuyện làng ngày ấy [Village Story] and Cọng rêu dưới đáy ao [Patch of Moss on a 

Pond’s Bottom], To Hoai’s Ba người khác [Three Others], Hoàng Minh Tường’s Thời 

của thánh thần [The Time of the Gods], and Trần Chiến’s Trần Huy Liệu: Cõi Người 

[Trần Huy Liệu: The Human Realm], Trần Thế Nhân’s Ngày long trời đêm lở đất 

[Trembling Sky by Day, Splitting Earth by Night], and—most recently—Trần Đĩnh’s 

Đèn cù [Turning Lamp].  

Recent scholarship that examines the reform campaign using primary materials 

from Vietnamese archives, libraries, and interviews includes Nguyễn Duy Tiến’s book 

Quá Trình Giải Quyết Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Thái Nguyên Từ Sau Cách Mạng Tháng 8 

Năm 1945 Đết Hết Cải Cách Ruộng Đất [The Process of Implementing the Right to 

Own Land for Peasants in Thai Nguyen (1945–1957)] (2000); Phạm Quang Minh’s 

PhD dissertation, “Zwischen Theorie und Praxis: Agrarpolitik in Vietnam seit 1945” 
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[Between Theory and Practice: Agrarian Politics in Vietnam since 1945] (2003) and 

article “Caught in the Middle: Local Cadres in Hải Dương Province” (2004); Lê Thị 

Quỳnh Nga’s PhD dissertation “Quá Trình thực hiện chủ trương Cải Cách Ruộng Đất 

của Đảng ở tỉnh Thanh Hóa (1945–1957)” [The Process of Realizing the Party’s Land 

Reform Policy in Thanh Hóa (1945–1957)] (2014); Nguyễn Thị Khuyên’s Master’s 

thesis “Quá Trình thực hiện chủ trương Cải Cách Ruộng Đất của Đảng ở tỉnh Bắc 

Ninh từ năm 1954 đến 1957” [The Process of Realizing the Party’s Land Reform 

Policy in Bắc Ninh from 19544 to 1957] (2010); and, most recently, Alec Gordon 

Holcombe’s 2014 doctoral dissertation, “Socialist Transformation in the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam.”22  

The first four works are by Vietnamese scholars in Vietnam. As their titles 

suggest, each work concentrated on the land reform in a single province. Nguyễn Duy 

Tiến’s works contain relevant information on the province of Thái Nguyên, the DRV’s 

secret headquarters region where the land reform’s experimental phase was 

implemented from April to August 1953. Phạm Quang Minh’s works are extremely 

well researched and the most erudite, using previously classified and never-before-

seen archival materials, including documents from the Communist Party Central 

Committee Archive. His works examine the “top-down” and “bottom-up” perspectives 

concerning the relationship between the local Communist Party cadres and how the 

Party leadership dealt with problems related to these cadres, specifically in Hải Dương 
 

22 Other works that have addressed the land reform and its effects include Qiang Zhai’s China and the 
Vietnam Wars, 1950–1975, William Duiker’s Ho Chi Minh (New York: Theia, 2000), Kim Ninh’s A 
World Transformed: The Politics of Culture in Revolutionary Vietnam, Lien-Hang Nguyen’s Hanoi 
War: An International History of the War for Peace in Vietnam, and Ken MacLean’s The Government 
of Mistrust: Illegibility and Bureaucratic Power in Socialist Vietnam. Except for Qiang Zhai, who used 
Chinese archival sources, the other assessments of the land reform have relied on secondary sources.  
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Province during the land reform (the 1950s), collectivization (1950s-1980s), and de-

collectivization (1980s onwards). Unfortunately, his dissertation is in German and has 

yet to be translated into English or Vietnamese. Nguyễn Thị Khuyên and Lê Thị 

Quỳnh Nga focus on the provinces of Bắc Ninh and Thanh Hóa, respectively. Like 

Phạm Quang Minh, both use sources from provincial and national archives.  

To date, the most complete and important study of the land reform (1953–

1956) is Alec Holcombe’s 2014 dissertation, “Socialist Transformation in the 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam.” Using archival documents that he spent over a year 

studying at the Vietnam National Archive III, Holcombe tests the validity of the 

VWP’s official narrative for carrying out the land reform campaign and especially its 

explanation of the errors. The evidence that he found showed that the VWP leadership 

based its reform program on Maoist models and planned and implemented the 

program with the direct assistance of Chinese advisers. As such, thousands of hastily 

trained cadres were sent into the countryside to instigate class struggle, preside over 

public trials against class enemies, and redistribute confiscated land and belongings to 

the poor. Such activities led to errors [sai lầm] that the VWP leaders dismissed as 

unfortunate accidents due to “leftist deviations” [tả khuynh] by the performing cadres. 

Holcombe, however, rejects this finding, arguing—with convincing evidence— “that 

the land reform unfolded as planned by the Party leaders.”  

Freer discourse and greater access to information have allowed for more 

meticulous, complex, and thorough interpretations of North Vietnam’s land reform 

program. As such, these explanations expose the naivete that gave rise to a commonly 

accepted theory concerning the existence of a radical faction within the VWP. The 
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theory, posited by scholars such as William Duiker, David Marr, and Lien-Hang 

Nguyen, suggested that during the First Indochina War—and especially during the 

land reform period—VWP general secretary Trường Chinh led a radical faction to 

exclude Hồ Chí Minh from all real power in order to push forward the adoption of 

harsher land reform policies. 23  Applying this supposition, the theory conveniently 

placed the blame for the land reform’s excesses and errors on Trường Chinh, Hoàng 

Quốc Việt, Lê Văn Lương, and Hồ Viết Thắng, while absolving Hồ Chí Minh, Phạm 

Văn Đồng, and even Võ Nguyên Giáp.  

By freeing Hồ Chí Minh of any major involvement in the campaign, scholars 

who advance this theory play into the common pattern created and promoted by the 

current regime, of the constant need to craft and maintain a mythical image of Hồ Chí 

Minh. Hence, any association of Hồ Chí Minh with the violence, injustice, and 

tensions of the land reform is rejected. This was the ideal image that Hồ Chí Minh and 

the VWP have tried to maintain since drafting the land reform program. However, new 

evidence has proven otherwise. Hồ Chí Minh was active in the planning and execution 

of the program, whether by secretly traveling to Beijing and Moscow to discuss the 

program with Mao Zedong and obtain Joseph Stalin’s approval or penning a vitriolic 

essay to persecute a known patriotic landowner.  

By discussing, at length, the “bloodbath” debates that have for more than sixty 

years precluded the possibility of understanding the land reform program, I would 

suggest the need to examine land reform not from the perspective of its results, but 

 
23 Alec Holcombe, “Socialist Transformation in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,” pp. 21–23.  
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rather from that of its processes and the military and political context that it was 

situated in.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

ANTI-COLONIALISM AND AGRARIAN POLICIES  
BETWEEN 1945 AND 1952  

 
 
 

The Democratic Republic of Vietnam's land reform in North Vietnam was an 

economic, social, and political reform program imposed from the top down, to 

reconstruct Vietnam's social organization to consolidate the Communist Party's 

economic and political power. Manipulating the sociopolitical circumstances of the 

time, the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP), the predecessor of the VWP, put into 

practice agrarian policies that lasted approximately 15 years, from 1945 to 1960. 

These policies fell into four successive phases: resistance (1945 to 1952), rent 

reduction and land reform (1953 to 1956), the “correction of errors” campaign (1956 

to 1957), and the collectivization of agriculture (1958 to 1960). This chapter addresses 

the agrarian policy developments during the resistance years between 1945 and 1952, 

focusing on the Party-state’s policy rhetoric as it put forward the initial steps that led 

to the restructuring of the agrarian regime in Vietnam, specifically northern Vietnam. 

The chapter also examines the actual effects of the policies implemented during this 

period. The objective of this chapter is to reveal the different factors and reasonings 

that led to the Party-state’s policy shift, especially moving away from moderate 

approaches and toward radical agrarian policies despite the effectiveness of the former 

approach. 

 

Land Policies during the United Front Resistance (1945-1949) 
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 Soon after capturing political control of North Vietnam in the fall of 1945, the 

ICP established the revolutionary government known as the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam and began rapidly spreading its domestic policies throughout regions under 

its immediate control. The most urgent domestic dilemma facing the ICP was the 

widespread famine that killed an estimated 400,000 to 2 million people in 1944-

1945.24 Alleviating the famine became the most pressing economic objective in 1945, 

leading to calls for an increase in production. Initially, the ICP pushed for the 

confiscation of lands belonging to French colonialists and Vietnamese “traitors,” [Việt 

gian] who were landlords deemed to have gained their wealth and fortune by 

collaborating with the colonial regime.25 These lands, along with confiscated village-

owned communal lands [công điền], were nationalized, liquidated, and redistributed 

among poor and landless peasants. 

 On September 3, 1945, Hồ Chí Minh, president of the DRV, issued a decree 

[sắc lệnh] encouraging the population to increase agricultural productivity.26 That was 

followed by a decree on October 26, 1945, abolishing the head tax and excise taxes, 

and reducing the land tax by 20%, with a complete tax exemption for flooded areas. 

Several other taxes were subsequently introduced to finance the DRV government and 

the resistance effort against the French. On November 20, 1945, a government 

directive forced all landlords [điền chủ] to reduce their rents on land by 25%, cancel 

 
24‘Những nhiệm vụ cấp bách của nhà nước Vietnam Dân Chủ Cộng Hoà’ [The urgent tasks of the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam states]. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, pp. 1-3; There are no exact data regarding the 
number of deaths from starvation. Some estimates have been as low as 400,000, while Hồ Chí Minh 
estimated 2 million in his declaration of independence from France in 1945.  
25 Trần Phương, ed., Cách mạng ruộng đất ở Vietnam [The land revolution in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXB 
Khoa Học Xã Hội, 1968), pp. 167-170. 
26 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), p. 56. 



35 

all secondary rents [tô phụ], and postpone all debts owed by tenants that predated the 

1945 August Revolution [Cách Mạng Tháng Tám].27 

 To start taking command of the rural areas and enforcing its regulations, on 

November 22, 1945, the DRV issued decree 63/SL,28 defining steps to establish local 

administrative organizations (Administrative Committees [Ủy Ban Hành Chính], 

People’s Councils [Hội Đồng Nhân Dân], and People’s Committees [Ủy Ban Nhân 

Dân]) throughout the country. 29  These administrative organizations acted as the 

executive arms of the ICP, regulating policies and mediating conflicts between the 

landlords and peasants. However, restricted by unfavorable military and political 

conditions, during this period the agrarian policies were enforced only in ICP-

controlled areas, especially in the vicinity of Interzone IV (Thanh Hoá (24) and Nghệ 

An (27) provinces) and Interzone Việt Bắc (Phú Thọ (10) and Thái Nguyên (12) 

provinces), the ICP’s stronghold in the northern uplands.30 

 
27 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 19. 
28 The “SL” is the abbreviation denote for “sắc lệnh,” which is “decree” in Vietnamese.  It goes together 
with the regulation number to help differentiate from other forms of administrative regulations such as 
directives, circulars, communiqués, etc. 
29 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 20. 
30 An Interzone [liên khu] is a military-administrative grouping of several zones, which were composed 
of many provinces. The DRV/ICP created six interzones during the war against France. The first four 
interzones located in the northern region of Vietnam. Interzone I [Việt Bắc] was located in the northeast 
region of the DRV and consisted of Cao Bằng, Bắc Kạn, Lạng Sơn, Thái Nguyên, Hà Giang, Tuyên 
Quang, Lào Cai, Yên Bái, Sơn La, Lai Châu, Bắc Giang, Bắc Ninh, Phúc Yên, Vĩnh Yên, Phú Thọ, 
Quảng Yên, Hải Ninh, Hồng Gai Special Zone, and Mai Đà District of Hòa Bình. Interzone IV [liên 
khu 4] was located in the northern half of the Annam region and consisted of Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà 
Tĩnh, Quảng Bình, Quảng Trị, and Thừa Thiên. These were the two regions in which the VWP had the 
most extensive control over the population during the First Indochina War. 
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Map 1.1: Democratic Republic of North Vietnam Map 

Note: Interzone Việt Bắc (red), Interzone 3 (pink), Interzone 4 (yellow), Zone Tây Bắc 

(blue) 

 

 By June 1946, according to an ICP resolution, the condition of the 

impoverished rural conditions had somewhat improved. The area of cultivated land 

had increased by 130%, making a more equitable distribution of food supplies and 

allocation of land among the peasants possible, thereby reviving production.31 This 

brought significant relief to the peasants, both from the famine itself and from the 

landlords’ control.  

 However, class tensions and dissent also arose from these improvements, due 

to many problems committed by extremist cadres. Their inability to comprehend 

 
31 ‘Nghị quyết của toàn kỳ đại biểu khoách đại’ [Resolution by the Annual Extended Delegation], June 
21-26, 1946. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, p. 75. 
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social differentiation and class structure often led to unwarranted discrimination, and 

the indictment of intellectuals, capitalists, and wealthy bourgeois as reactionaries. 

These problems often occurred even when most landlords and rich peasants, according 

to the Party’s assessment, had “sided with the nationalist movement against foreign 

aggression.” Many fighters who joined the nationalist resistance against the French 

had rural backgrounds or came from the rural gentry and landowning families.32 The 

cadres nonetheless "followed the tail of the poor and middle [class] peasants" and 

intimidated, arrested, and terrorized them. Consequently, instead of uniting the 

masses, the cadres sowed resentment, discontent, and fear, alienating the landlords and 

rich peasants from the revolution, even leading to some anti-government protests.33 

 The severity of this problem, together with the difficulties of trying to establish 

political control amid the French return to Hà Nội and of its own relocation to the 

mountainous Việt Bắc, inevitably forced the ICP to set aside its anti-feudal objectives 

until conditions were more favorable.34 Constrained by these developments and the 

need to maximize their support among all social classes to bolster the resistance, the 

ICP launched a campaign to unite the people and bring them closer to the Party-state.  

 In a report titled, "Our Policy," General Secretary of the Party, Trường Chinh 

accused the French of using divisive tactics to undermine Vietnamese class unity. He 

called for a national united front [mặt trận thống nhất] to unite all Vietnamese 

 
32 It is important to note that the Việt Minh organization was a coalition of nationalist groups; many 
fighters joined for the nationalist cause of liberating Vietnam from French colonialism, not necessarily 
to establish a socialist state. That is why from 1945-1951, the ICP formally removed its name from all 
public mediums, fearing that its communist associations would deter the support of other nationalists.  
33 ‘Nghị quyết của toàn kỳ đại biểu khoách đại’ [Resolution by the Annual Extended Delegation], June 
21-26, 1946. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, p. 75, pp. 84-5. 
34 The anti-feudal objectives were embodied in the slogan “land-to-the-tiller” in the Party’s declaration 
in 1930. 
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regardless of race, class, religion, or political affiliation. As embodied in the slogan 

"Trung, Nam, Bắc một nhà," literally "Central, South, North, one house," social 

classes and political groups in different regions were urged to set aside their 

differences, to compromise, and to help each other in the interests of national unity. 

Thus, the ICP encouraged landlords and tenants to "concede" to each other's interests 

and to continue cultivating their land.35 It insisted that tenants and peasants honor the 

landowner’s constitutional rights of private ownership by paying rent and taking care 

of crops.36 

 This was the ICP’s temporary strategy, aimed at retaining the support of the 

rich peasants and landlords for the resistance, both because of their political influence 

at the local level, and because they contributed much of the wealth needed to sustain 

the Việt Minh army and government during the early years of the resistance. However, 

as Trường Chinh argued, this unifying tactic of “internal détente to deal with the 

external” was necessarily opportunistic, done to achieve greater political purposes. 

Once the political objectives of winning the war and gaining the political upper hand 

in Vietnam were met, the issue of class solidarity would cease to be relevant, and thus 

class struggle would proceed to consolidate power at the rural level.37 

Thus, despite the enactment of land policies as early as the summer and 

autumn of 1945, these strategies had a very limited practical effect. Because of its 

weak political position, the ICP leadership was more preoccupied with other domestic 

 
35 ‘Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương về kháng chiến kiến quốc’ [Directive by the Central Executive 
Committee on Resistance and State Formation], November 22, 1945. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, p. 32.  
36 ‘Tuyên ngôn, chương trình của Vietnam Độc Lập Đồng Minh’ [Declaration, program of the League 
for the Independence of Vietnam], October 25, 1941. QHNCHXHCNVN, vol. 1, pp. 3-7.  
37 ‘Chính sách của chúng ta’ [Our Policy], Trường Chinh’s report. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, pp. 434-443. 
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and international events to establish its political legitimacy. Also, there was only a 

limited area of cultivation under permanent occupation. Aside from the provinces of 

Nghệ An and Thanh Hoá, other areas under the DRV control, particularly the Việt Bắc 

region, had very few large landlords. The final and most important reason was the 

essential need to gain the cooperation of and maintain the maximum support from both 

the rich and the poor. For both political and economic reasons, the ICP understood that 

the landlords and rich peasants were useful in the rural areas, especially in terms of 

providing the surplus production on which the ICP depended.38 Thus, it could not risk 

disrupting farming patterns or alienating rural social classes by attempting to radically 

change rural society through mobilizing the peasants against the landlords. 

Hence, the pace and scope of their land policies from 1945 to 1947 were 

limited to ameliorating the poverty of the peasants, via rent and interest rate 

reductions, progressive taxation and wage controls, and turning uncultivated land into 

farmland to increase production. Only land that was communal or owned by French 

nationals or Vietnamese traitors—but not lands owned by supporters of the 

resistance—was confiscated and redistributed. These strategies were "conservatively" 

employed, to appease the interests of the rich and poor, and thereby allow the ICP-led 

DRV the necessary economic and manpower support needed to consolidate its 

political position throughout the rural areas and to sustain the war. It also needed time 

 
38 Andrew Vickerman, The Fate of the Peasantry: Premature “Transition to Socialism” in the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (New Haven: Yale University Southeast Asian Studies, 1986), pp. 45-
46. 
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to raise class-consciousness among the peasantry and to indoctrinate its cadres with 

the essential experience and practical skills that had to precede major land reform.39 

 In 1948, the Vietnamese nationalist movement took a crucial radical shift, which 

resulted from converging developments in late 1947 and early 1948. These 

developments included changes in international politics, in French-Vietnamese 

relations, and the relationship between the communist leadership and its political 

adversaries within the nationalist resistance movement.   

 The international political landscape, three years removed from the end of the 

Second World War, had begun to form two competing ideological and political blocs. 

The ICP sided with the communist revolutionary developments led by the Soviet 

Union and China.40 As a result, the resistance in Vietnam shifted beyond the sole 

cause of national independence toward the goal of building a socialist regime. As 

argued at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference in 1948, the revolution “cannot but be 

influenced by the worldwide revolution. To advance, it has to search within the global 

revolutionary movement for new alliances and new experiences”41 Domestically, this 

apparent ideological shift led to serious rifts within the nationalist coalition and 

marked the beginning of the end of the national united front period and cooperation 

 
39 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị cán bộ trung ương’ [Resolution by the Central Committee Conference], July 
31-August 1, 1946. ĐCSVN, vol. 8, pp. 104-5.  
40 The Soviet Union had taken a moderate line toward the problems in Vietnam and did not give much 
political support to the Vietnamese resistance until 1948 and 1949. Only after China had recognized the 
DRV did the Soviet Union do so, in 1950. 
41 'Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ' [We fight for independence and democracy], report read 
at the Fifth Cadres' Conference from 8-16 Aug. 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 200; World revolution is the 
Marxist concept of overthrowing capitalism in all countries, via the organization of the working class.  
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with bourgeois nationalists.42 Militarily, the resistance against the French had turned 

into a protracted struggle, as negotiations between the French and ICP leaders failed to 

reach a mutually acceptable solution.43 Demographically, 90% of the population in 

Vietnam were farmers, making agriculture the largest and most important sector of the 

economy. Given such large numbers, mobilizing the peasantry to join the resistance 

movement became a necessity. 

 To achieve this, the ICP had to keep its main promise to the peasants—land. 

However, until 1948, aside from the Nghệ An and Thanh Hoá provinces and a few 

other parts of the mountainous Việt Bắc area, the revolutionary government had yet to 

attract widespread peasant support, due to the limited cultivable area under its 

occupation, and its restraint in enforcing land policies.44 As a result, policies such as 

the 25% reduction in land rent issued in 1945 yielded only a modest increase in 

economic output, leading to a shortage of food, clothing, and weapons required to 

support the revolution and to stabilize DRV control over the population. Such 

economic deficiencies led to the flow of French goods into the DRV domain, 

disrupting the economy and undermining the DRV’s political and military influence.45 

Those effects brought a significant change to the ICP’s land policy. Instead of 

adhering to its 1941 guidelines, which required channeling all energy into resisting 

 
42 Tường Vũ, “‘It’s Time for the Indochinese Revolution to Show Its True Colours’: The Radical Turn 
of Vietnamese Politics in 1948”, in Journal of Southeast Asian Studies (United Kingdom: The National 
Univesity of Singapore, 2009), pp. 519-542. 
43‘Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We fight for Independence and Democracy], report read 
at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 184. 
44 In reality, the region under DRV control had very few large landlords, and those who did own land 
generally did not have large amounts.  
45 ‘Chỉ thị gửi các khu ủy về việc tịch thu ruộng đất, tài sản của bọn Việt gian phản quốc’ [Directive 
send to Area Commissar Regarding Confiscation of Land and Property Belonging to Traitors and 
Treason] Vol. 9, p. 61; ‘Chỉ thị của trung ương phát động phong trào thi đua ái quốc’ [Directive by the 
Central Committee on Mobilizing the Patriotic Movement], March 27, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 79. 
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imperialism before carrying out land reform, the ICP began to shift toward 

simultaneously carrying out both anti-imperialist [phản đế (quốc)] and anti-feudalist 

[phản phong (kiến)] resistance. It advocated the gradual abolition of the landowning 

class, which is classified as "exploitative feudal remnants," and to improve the 

livelihood of the peasants to win the loyalty of a large proportion of the population to 

the government and its resistance movement.46 To do so, at the Second Plenum of the 

ICP Central Committee of January 15-17, 1948, the ICP redefined 17 main goals of its 

land policy. Overall, the statement upheld the land rent measures initiated in the 

November 20, 1945, directive, emphasizing the need for their full implementation in 

areas where this had yet to be done. It also ordered that property belonging to enemies 

and traitors be temporarily allocated to poor cultivators.47 

This general statement of objectives was followed by five guidelines issued at 

the Fourth Cadres’ Conference, regarding the use of land and property belonging to 

Vietnamese traitors and French nationals.48 That conference was followed by the Fifth 

Cadres’ Conference, August 8-16, 1948, in which the Party defined anti-imperialism 

and anti-feudalism as the twin goals of its new democratic revolution. Here again, land 

reform was considered vital for winning full support for the nationalist struggle.49 

However, the ICP also realized that it could not completely jeopardize the great unity 

 
46 ‘Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We Fight for Independence and Democracy], report 
read at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 199. 
47 ‘Nghị quyết hội nghị trung ương mở rộng’ [The resolution of the expanded Central Committee 
Plenum], January 15-17, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 31-32; Edwin E. Moise, Land Reform in China and 
North Vietnam: Consolidating the revolution at the village level (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1983), p. 156. 
48 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), pp. 58-59. 
49 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 56. 
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[đại đoàn kết] simply by stripping the landlords who had supported the independence 

movement of their lands and redistributing them to the poor.50 Hence, to keep the 

promise of giving land to the peasants without antagonizing the wealthier rural classes, 

the ICP advocated collaboration and solidarity with notables [thân sĩ] and intellectuals 

[trí thức] in the landowner and bourgeois classes, believing that these classes “still 

have the ability to resist the French, the ability to revolt.”51 In reality, these abilities 

came from the landlords’ economic and political influence over the rural masses. 

Regardless of how much the ICP wanted to incite a class struggle by blaming the 

landlords for all the peasants’ miseries, it could not deny that the relationship between 

most landlords and peasants was respectful.  

For those reasons, the ICP temporarily resorted to a strategy of restraint. It 

gradually curtailed the landlords' influence, modifying the land system through rent 

and interest rate reductions and cooperative reorganization in the rural areas, while 

calling for national unity among all social classes.52 As argued at the Fifth Cadres’ 

Conference, “there is no class struggle among the political parties and classes in the 

united front, but only sincere cooperation; everyone places the national interest above 

all.”53  

 
50 “Đại đoàn kết” or the Great Unity, which has its roots in classical Chinese philosophy, refers to a 
utopian vision of the world in which everyone and everything is at peace. It has been invoked many 
times in modern Chinese history. In Chinese Marxism, it was associated with the state of world 
communism. 
51 Edwin E. Moise, Land Reform in China and North Vietnam: Consolidating the Revolution at the 
Village Level (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1983), p. 156; ‘Chúng ta chiến đấu 
cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We Fight for Independence and Democracy], report read at the Fifth Cadres’ 
Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 209-210. 
52 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), p. 60. 
53 ‘Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We fight for Independence and Democracy], report 
read at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 213. 
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To maintain this unity, the ICP leadership resisted the internal urging by Party 

members for the ICP reemerge into the public sphere. Instead, ICP leaders decided 

that it was most advantageous to continue leading the resistance behind the united 

front as it had since 1945. The purpose was to avoid “making the already skeptical 

bourgeoisie, landlords, Catholics, become frightened,” and to prevent opposition 

political parties from interfering with its goal of maintaining national unity.54 Hence, 

by means of national unity via the Việt Minh front, the ICP continued to establish and 

integrate organizations, unions, associations, and parties like the Socialist Party and 

Democratic Party into the resistance. This approach thus enabled the communists to 

use the nationalist façade to unite different parties and classes in the interest of the 

resistance.55 At the same time, it was able to defuse any opposition, while continuing 

to strengthen and expand its political grip on the population.56 Thus, leadership of the 

ICP declared that the ICP would only reemerge when both the domestic and the world 

situation had changed in its favor, or when the “resistance is completely successful”; 

only then would it be able to “rely on new conditions to push the [more radical] land 

reform forward.”57 

For the time being, the ICP continued encouraging its officials to explain the 

necessity of making concessions to all rural social classes and convincing them to 

compromise with each other to avoid class conflicts that could harm the political 

interests of the nation. As stated at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference, “the working class of 
 

54‘Tình hình và nhiệm vụ mới’ [Party’s situation and new tasks]. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 316-317.  
55 ‘Công tác dân vận và công tác mặt trận dân tộc thống nhất’ [People’s mobilization task and the 
National United Front task]. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 260. 
56 ‘Tình hình và nhiệm vụ mới’ [Party’s situation and new tasks]. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 276-320.  
57 Ibid., p. 317; ‘Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We Fight for Independence and 
Democracy], report read at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, p. 
317.   
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Indochina must rely on the middle class, poor, and landless peasants uniting with the 

rich peasants, and convince the landlords to resist French imperialists.”58 However, to 

prepare for carrying out rent and interest rate reductions, the ICP leadership also began 

the task of investigating rural conditions [điều tra nông thôn].  

On February 18, 1948, the Party's Central Standing Committee [Ban Thường 

Vụ Trung Ương Đảng] issued a directive ordering each party zone committee [khu ủy] 

to enforce the government's land resolutions and to confiscate the property and land of 

Vietnamese traitors. Every committee was required to compile a list of traitors' names, 

survey their land and property, and prosecute them. However, the directive stressed 

that legal action against traitors was meant only to set an example; it should not go to 

extremes that could cause confusion in the capitalist and landowner classes or lead to 

fear that it might be the first step toward the confiscation of their property and land. 

Thus, the indictment of traitors was to be based on evidence of treasonous acts. Mere 

opportunists were to be granted clemency, while their innocent wives and children 

were to be allowed adequate means to live.59 

On May 19, 1948, in a directive concerning mobilization, the Party Central 

Committee determined that its cadres at the provincial and district levels [cấp khu] had 

not enforced the government’s directive on investigating rural conditions.60 Hence, on 

November 23, 1948, the Party issued two successive directives on investigating rural 

conditions and provided both survey templates and instructions on how to investigate, 
 

58 ‘Chúng ta chiến đấu cho độc lập và dân chủ’ [We Fight for Independence and Democracy], report 
read at the Fifth Cadres’ Conference from August 8-16, 1948. ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 223. 
59 ‘Chỉ thị gửi các khu uỷ về việc tịch thu ruộng đất, tài sản của bọn Việt gian phản quốc’ [Directive 
sent to area commissars regarding the confiscation of land and property of treasonous traitors]. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 9, pp. 60-61.  
60 ‘Chỉ thị về vấn đề vận động nông dân’ [Directive on the issue of mobilizing the peasants]. ĐCSVN, 
vol. 9, pp. 140-141. 
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report, and analyze conditions in the countryside. The survey focused on gathering 

information on the commune's population, and its economic, political, and military 

situations. However, the investigation still focused on the problems of land 

distribution and social class.61 The purpose of investigating rural conditions was to 

gather information to help the ICP and its cadres to understand the situation of the 

peasantry, to mobilize the peasants more effectively, and to implement its land 

policies.62  

The reports, assessments, and regulations demonstrate an incredible level of 

communication between the ICP leadership and local officials, particularly during the 

campaign to investigate rural conditions. Through the rigorous effort to investigate 

rural conditions and the number of reports that were sent to the central government, it 

could be conjectured that by 1949 and 1950 the leadership of the ICP had begun to 

acquire a much clearer understanding of northern Vietnam’s rural political, cultural 

and economic situation.63 At the very least, they would have garnered a sufficient 

understanding to influence the direction of land policies in the years to come.  

At the Sixth Cadres’ Conference convened January 14-18, 1949, Trường Chinh 

encouraged thorough implementation of the land reform policy that the Party had 

defined at the 1948 Fifth Cadres’ Conference. He urged the government to mobilize 

the peasants to demand rent reduction, especially from members of the landowner 

class who were also party members or supporters of the resistance, so that they could 
 

61 ‘Chỉ thị về việc điều tra nông thôn của Ban Thường Vụ Trưng ương Đảng’ [The Party Central 
Standing Committee’s directive on investigations of rural conditions], November 23, 1948. ĐCSVN, 
vol. 9, pp. 405-421 
62 Ibid., pp. 417-421.  
63 Ibid., pp. 405-416. (Thi hành đúng thì trung ương nắm rất rõ tình hình chính tri, xã hội và kinh tế của 
dân chúng ở những làng xã, nhưng nếu không thì vấn đề phải đặc ra là chính quyền có hiệu lực hay 
không?)  
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be used as inspirational examples for other landlords. 64  The conference issued a 

resolution to "speed up the [1948] campaign for the investigation of rural conditions to 

prepare…for a secured land reform program" by permitting that such investigation 

could be implemented whenever the conditions were suitable.65  

The resolution continued to promote the 25% rent reduction, the equitable 

redistribution of communal land, the increase of production, the establishment of 

cooperative (farming) [hợp tá xã], and the restructuring of agricultural practices.66 In a 

bid to strengthen the economy and resolve the problem of uncultivated lands, 

including plantations by French nationals and those deemed Vietnamese traitors [Việt 

gian], the ICP issued a decree in February 1949, ordering the confiscation of those 

lands, and their temporary allocation to the tillers. Abandoned land was also allocated 

to local peasants, pending the return of their owners returned to cultivate it 

themselves. 67  These orders were meant to be implemented throughout Vietnam, 

particularly in the north. However, in reality, they were only enforced in areas under 

permanent or temporary control of the DRV, which at that time, was limited to areas 

in provinces such as Thái Nguyên, Bắc Giang, and Phú Thọ in Interzone Việt Bắc and 

Thanh Hoá, Hà Tĩnh, and Nghệ An in Interzone IV. 

 
64 ‘Tích cực cầm cự và chuẩn bị tổng phản công’ [Zealously contend and prepare for general 
counterattack], Trường Chinh’s report at the Sixth Central Cadres’ Conference held from 14-18 Jan. 
1949. ĐCSVN, vol. 10, pp. 57-58. 
65 ‘Nghị quyết hội nghị cán bộ trung ương lần thứ sáu’ [Resolution by the Sixt Central Cadres’ 
Conference], January 14-18, 1949. ĐCSVN, vol. 10, p. 12. 
66 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 61. 
67 ‘Những nhiệm vụ kinh tế trong năm mới’ [New tasks for the new year] report at the Sixth Central 
Cadres’ Conference from 14-18 Jan. 1949. ĐCSVN, vol. 10, pp. 160-161; TTKHXH&NVQG Viện Sử 
Học. Vietnam Những sự Kiện Lịch Sử (1945-1975). NXB Giáo Dục, p. 62.; Lâm Quang Huyên, p. 60. 
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On July 1, 1949, the DRV issued decree 75/SL, dividing confiscated land and 

property belonging to convicted traitors into three categories, whereby cultivatable 

lands were allocated to the tillers.68 On July 14, 1949, the DRV ratified decree 78/SL, 

replacing the Ministry of Interior’s 1945 circular69 on rent reduction, and again calling 

for the implementation of the 25% land rent reduction and the cancellation of all debts 

and obligations imposed on the peasants before August 19, 1945. It oversaw the 

establishment of a Committee on Land Rent [Ủy ban Địa tô] in every province to 

evaluate complaints on rent reduction and defined specific administrative authority 

and responsibility for carrying out the decree.70 This decree was supplemented by an 

order on July 23, 1949, exempting DRV personnel from the rent reduction, if they 

rented out less than three mẫu71 of land.72 

On October 14, 1949, the Party Central Standing Committee issued a directive 

to enforce decree 78/SL, temporarily allocating French nationals’ and Vietnamese 

traitors’ lands to poor peasants. The purpose of this action was to make the poor 

peasants more supportive of the government. To carry out this policy and achieve its 

purpose, the Central Committee prescribed precise methods for administrative 

agencies at all levels to inform, explain, and promote government policy. The 

Temporary Allocation Council specified the time, location, tasks, and objectives for 

 
68 Sắc lệnh số 75/SL [Decree No. 75/SL]. April 22, 2010. 
<http://www.vietlaw.gov.vn/LAWNET/docView.do?docid=604&type=html>. 
69 A government circular is a written statement of government policy. It often provides information, 
guidance, rules, and/or background information on legislative and procedural matters. 
70 Sắc lệnh số 78/SL. [Decree No. 78/SL]. January 10, 2010. 
<http://www.thuvienphapluat.vn/archive/Sac-lenh/Sac-lenh-78-SL-an-dinh-giam-dia-to-25-muc-dia-to-
truoc-19-08-1945-vb36450t18.aspx>. 
71 Mẫu is a Vietnamese acre. One mẫu is equivalent to 3,600 square meters. 
72 Edwin E. Moise, Land Reform in China and North Vietnam: Consolidating the Revolution at the 
Village Level (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1983), p. 157.   
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the cadres to follow during the implementation. Cadres were organized to mobilize the 

peasant masses and enforce temporary land allocations and cooperative farming in 

rural areas under DRV control.73 During this process, the Party-state promoted the 

reorganization of local organizations. They aimed to restructure the local hierarchies 

and influences by removing those they categorized as landlords, rich peasants, and 

bullies [cường hào: cruel and abusive notables/landlords] and replacing them with 

individuals chosen from the poor and landless class. Trained by experienced cadres, 

the chosen individuals occupied influential administrative positions in the local 

government, thus becoming the extended hands of the Party-state. This enabled the 

Party-state to extend and maintain its authority in the countryside, especially in areas 

that they had just taken control.74  

What is revealing about the development of these policies between 1945 and 

1949 was that the ICP had to temporarily abandon its original policy of “land-to-the-

tiller.” Therefore, land policies consisted mainly of rent and interest rate reduction, 

progressive taxation and wage controls, redistribution of lands owned collectively by 

the village-commune or belonging to French nationals and Vietnamese traitors, as well 

as increasing agricultural production through the utilization of uncultivated land. 

These measures helped to mobilize the population against the French but did not lead 

to a significant attack on the rural rich class.  

There were several reasons for this abandonment, but fundamentally, the ICP 

realized that the war effort required the strong support of the peasant majority and the 

 
73 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương’ [Directive by the Party Central Standing Committee] on 
temporarily allocating the land of traitors to poor tillers, 14 Oct. 1949. ĐCSVN, vol. 10, pp. 299-303. 
74 ‘Thông tri của ban thường vụ trung ương’ [Notification by the Central Standing Committee] 
regarding reorganizing peasants’ organizations, 18 Nov. 1949. ĐCSVN, vol. 10, pp. 314-315. 
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cooperation of the landlords and rich peasants, who were essential for their economic, 

political, and social influence at the local level. The ICP could not break the united 

front by enforcing agrarian reform, which would require utilizing class struggle to 

confiscate land and wealth. It also understood that it lacked political control over rural 

areas, sufficient numbers of trained and educated cadres, and the requisite degree of 

class-consciousness among the peasantry to carry out major agrarian reforms. 

However, these circumstances began to change in late 1949 when policies began to 

focus more on understanding conditions in the countryside, restructuring local Party 

organizations, and training cadres with adequate experience to lay the groundwork for 

more radical agrarian policy beginning in 1950. 

 

Land Policies during the Counterattack Period (1950-1952) 

Until 1950, the ICP's land policies were modest, limited to demanding rent 

reduction and to investigating conditions in rural areas. The rationale for these policies 

was the need to appease all classes to gain the support of the masses and maintain a 

united national front in the anti-colonial struggle. Although the line of maintaining a 

broad united front was retained until 1953, the land program was redefined to become 

more radical and "leftist" [tả khuynh] because of changing international and national 

conditions. Among these changes were the victory of the Chinese Communist Party in 

1949 in China, which militarily secured the DRV's rear areas and eased the supply 

problem, and the Soviet Union's and China's full recognition of the DRV and approval 
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of its national liberation struggle in 1950. 75  Internally, the military situation in 

Vietnam turned in favor of the resistance forces, and the ICP re-emerged as the 

Vietnam Workers’ Party [Đảng Lao Động Vietnam] in 1951. Consequently, in 1950, 

more comprehensive and insistent land policies were formulated, and greater efforts 

were made to ensure their implementation.76 

The Central Standing Committee convened the Party’s Third National 

Conference from January 21 to February 3, 1950, to re-evaluate the Party’s resistance 

guidelines and policies. The Conference presented ten tasks for 1950 to shift the 

protracted resistance into a full-fledged counterattack. For the first time, class struggle 

was among the most important concerns that went hand in hand with the military 

struggle.77 On February 10, 1950, in a report titled "The Party's Land Policy and the 

Problem of Investigating Rural Conditions" at the Investigations of Rural Conditions 

Conference, Trường Chinh outlined a more radical land policy, calling for the 

realization of the slogan "người cày có ruộng" [land-to-the-tiller]. He argued that 50% 

of Vietnam's arable land was in the hands of indigenous landlords, 25% was in the 

hands of the colonists, and only the remaining 25% belonged to the peasant majority. 

The basis of these numbers was not clear, especially when the DRV did not have 

control over the country to survey the land and the population. Nonetheless, the 

Vietnamese communist leaders tended to issue numbers to illustrate an extreme 

disparity, and thus the need for action. In the case of agrarian reform policies, the 
 

75 ‘Nghị quyết của thường vụ trung ương’ [Resolution by the Central Standing Committee], February 4, 
1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, p. 222. 
76 History of the Communist Party of Vietnam. Hà Nội: Foreign Languages Publishing House, pp. 114-
115. 
77 ‘Hoàn thành nhiệm vụ chuẩn bị chuyển mạnh sang tổng phản công’ [(Complete the task of preparing 
for general counterattack) report at the Third National Conference]. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 19-104, 97. 
NXB Giáo Dục, p. 73. 
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numbers were often cherry-picked to demonstrate the discrepancy that led to the 

exploitation of land rent, shortages in agricultural production, and the shortage of 

arable farmland. 

Even though the ICP had implemented land initiatives since the 1945 August 

Revolution to alleviate this disparity, it maintained that those programs were largely 

unsuccessful. Trường Chinh advocated comprehensive reform of the land system to 

abolish the colonial land system and feudal arrangements in agriculture and to create 

farmland for tillers. Ultimately, the most important objective of these agrarian reforms 

was to give the military resistance against the French an advantage. However, he 

emphasized that these policies were only temporary. Instead, they had to “change and 

transform according to national and international conditions” and “according to the 

development of the resistance and its conditions.” Sometimes the policy was lenient; 

at other times, it must be swift and powerful.78 Accordingly, the land reform program 

was to follow three steps. First, lands belonging to colonialists and traitors were to be 

confiscated without compensation and redistributed among the poor peasants; land 

rent and interest rates were to be reduced; cooperative agriculture was to be 

developed. Second, the holdings of major landlords were to be confiscated and 

redistributed to the tillers, and those associated with the feudal system were to be 

eradicated. Lastly, the exploitive land rent system was to be destroyed [turning 

landlords into peasants], and the slogan “land-to-the-tillers” was to be carried out.79 

 
78 'Chính sách ruộng đất của đảng và vần đề điều tra nông thôn' [The Party's land policy and the issue of 
investigations the rural conditions], February 10. 1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 229-242.  
79 Ibid., p. 234. 
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At the time, Trường Chinh’s statement was just an ideological argument for a 

forthcoming progressive reform. He understood that, as a practical matter, it was not 

yet possible to implement immediately a radical land reform and fight the resistance 

war at the same time. Thus, hardline reforms were to be delayed to maintain a united 

front against the French. Therefore, there was no immediate change in the ICP’s 

policy. Instead, the focus was on preparing the condition for radical land reform by 

shifting toward investigating rural conditions and completing the first phase of 

reducing rent and interest rates. Thus, according to Trường Chinh, only when the war 

against the French had become successful would the Party-state fully turn toward anti-

feudalism and achieve its main objective of “eradicating the exploitive land rent 

regime by disposing of the big landlords’ exploitive regime.”80 

Consequently, a series of moderate decrees to implement provisional land 

redistributions and land rent reductions was ratified, providing modest land to the 

peasants while weakening the landlords’ economic position. Beginning on February 

13, 1950, Hồ Chí Minh ratified decree 25/SL, extending the effects of previous land 

redistribution measures by classifying all abandoned lands according to the political 

behavior of the owners. Lands belonging to Vietnamese traitors were confiscated, 

while the lands of absentee owners (those abandoned by owners who had fled to city 

centers, including French-occupied regions such as Hà Nội) were temporarily 

allocated to tillers, but could be returned if the political conduct of the owner during 

the resistance was deemed acceptable.81 On February 15, 1950, decree 26/SL was 

 
80 Ibid., pp. 235-242 
81 Sắc lệnh số 25/SL [Decree No. 25/SL] April 22, 2010. 
<http://laws.dongnai.gov.vn/1945_to_1950/1950/195002/195002130001>. 
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ratified to establish the Communal Committee on Rent Reduction [Ban Giảm Tô Xã]. 

The responsibility of this committee was to investigate and resolve conflicts between 

tenants and landlords over rent reduction.82 On April 5, 1950, the Central Committee 

issued a directive to Interzones Việt Bắc, III, and IV to investigate the situation in 

rural areas, to help the Party rectify past mistakes and formulate a more extensive land 

reform policy for the future.83 

In May, the DRV issued a decree expropriating all uncultivated and abandoned 

lands, temporarily allocating them to poor tillers, and exempting them from taxes for 

three years.84  On May 22, 1950, the DRV issued decree 88/SL, defining tenancy 

regulations [thể lệ lĩnh canh] to protect the farming rights of tenants, and prohibiting 

landlords from reclaiming the land without permission.85 It was followed by decree 

89/SL, regulating interest rate reduction, remission, and implementing a moratorium 

on previous debts.86 This was supplemented with yet another decree in October 1950, 

which postponed all debts incurred before the 1945 August Revolution; eradicating 

any debts in which the tenants had already paid interest equal to twice the amount of 

the original loan; and reduced the interest rate on debts borrowed before the issuing of 

the decree.87 

 
82 Sắc lệnh số 26/SL [Decree No. 26/SL] 22 April 2010. <http://www.thuvienphapluat.vn/archive/Sac-
lenh/Sac-lenh-26-SL-thanh-lap-Ban-giam-to-xa-vb36527t18.aspx>.  
83 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương’ [Resolutiion by the Central Standing Committee] regarding 
the task of land surveys, from April 5, 1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 309-310. 
84 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), p. 61. 
85 Sắc lệnh số 88/SL [Decree No. 88/SL] April 22, 2010. 
http://laws.dongnai.gov.vn/1945_to_1950/1950/195005/195005220010/print_default>. 
86 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 79. 
87 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), p. 61. 
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On July 17, 1950, the Central Standing Committee ordered the completion of 

rent reduction and the implementation of interest rate reduction. According to this 

directive, a large number of landlords, rich peasants, and Catholics had not reduced 

rent by government-mandated 25%. This was due to local administrative leaders' 

inability to incite the peasants to demand that the landlords reduce their rents. Hence, 

the Central Committee instructed its leaders to apply persuasion and the pressure of 

the masses to force the landlords into reducing rent. In relation to the interest rate 

reduction, the directive requested the implementation of decree 78/SL to reduce 

usurious interest rates, which required the elimination of old debts or high-interest 

rates that poor peasants were incapable of paying off. The directive detailed eight 

clauses, prescribing the steps toward completing rent and interest reduction.88 Also on 

this day, in a directive to all party administrators, the ICP ordered further training of 

cadres to investigate rural conditions and to prepare for more extensive land reforms.89 

To advance its preparations for the implementation of radical land reform, the 

Central Standing Committee applied the information gathered from the investigations 

into rural conditions and issued a directive stipulating the standards for class 

demarcation in rural Vietnam. The objective was to create a uniform definition of each 

class, to avoid potential confusion when implementing future reform policies. The 

standards for classifying socioeconomic classes in rural areas were based mainly on 

the source of income (i.e. means of agricultural production) available for each person 

 
88 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về việc hoàn thành giảm tô, thực hiện gaỉm tức’ [Resolution 
by the Central Standing Committee regarding completing rent reduction, and starting interest rate 
reduction], July 17, 1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 386-392.  
89 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về công tác điều tra nông thôn năm 1950’ [Directive by the 
Central Standing Committee on the task of investigating the rural areas in 1950], July 17, 1950. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 393-394. 
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and each family, including land, cattle, farm tools, and houses.90  Based on these 

criterions, the rural population was classified as follows: 

a) Landlord: the rural bourgeois who did not work himself, but lived 

on land rent, usury, hiring labor, entrepreneurship, and trade. 

b) Rich peasant: a peasant who owned land and farm implements, and 

tilled his own land, but also exploited others by hiring labor or 

leasing farmland to collect land rent and interest. 

c) Middle-class peasant: a peasant who had enough land to till to 

meet the needs of his family, and his farm implements, but lived 

solely by tilling his land without exploiting others. This category 

included peasants who did not own their land and rented their 

entire holding from the landlords. 

d) Poor peasant: a peasant who had very little land and few farm 

implements; to meet his needs, he needed to rent additional land 

from others or sell his labor. 

e) Landless peasant: a peasant without land or tools; he must sell his 

labor to live.91 

The directive stipulated that these standards of classification were not sufficient in 

themselves to classify the rural population, and thus suggested taking the opinions of 

local people into consideration.92 In reality, these standards of classification were so 

 
90 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về việc phân định thành phần các tầng lớp nhân dân ở nông 
thôn’ [Directive by the Central Standing Committee on social status demarcation in the rural areas], 
July 17, 1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 395-403.  
91 Ibid., p. 399. 
92 Ibid., p. 403, pp. 405-407. 
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complex and ill-defined that cadres were unable to apply them.93 This led to many 

false and mistaken classifications, where rich and middle-class peasants were 

mistakenly classified as landlords and treated with undue severity. This was especially 

the case when radical land reform was rigorously implemented from 1953 to 1956. 

By November 5, 1950, the ICP had begun to realize that errors were 

detrimental to its rural policy.94 However, it determined that these errors stemmed not 

from its standards of classification but rather from two bureaucratic causes, mainly at 

the local level. The first was the ICP leaders’ inability to popularize and manage its 

policy, and its officials’ extremism when executing it. The second cause was the 

inability of the cadres and local party members to comprehend the Party-state’s land, 

economic, and class policies in the countryside, and therefore failed to rally support 

for the resistance.95 Consequently, the Party Central Standing Committee issued a 

directive to rectify these errors by emphasizing reliance on the collaboration of all 

rural social classes to fight off imperialist aggression and traitors, and to strengthen the 

people’s democratic government.96 

 
93 Some arguments argued that these standards of classification were based on standards used by the 
Chinese during their land reform campaign; thus, making such standards inapplicable to North 
Vietnam's conditions. These arguments were based on the notion that the land reform in North Vietnam 
was heavily influenced by the land reform in China, particularly the pressure from Chinese leaders and 
advisors.  
94 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về vấn đề sửa chữa những sai lầm, khuyết điểm trong việc thi 
hành chính sách nông thôn của Đảng’ [Resolution by the Central Standing Committee on correcting the 
errors and shortcomings in the implementation of the Party’s rural land policy], November 5, 1950. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 517-541. 
95 Ibid., pp. 522-523; ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về việc sửa chữa quan niệm sai lệch về vấn 
đề kinh tế’ [Resolution by the Central Standing Committee regarding correcting erroneous ideas on 
economics], November 30, 1950. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 542-543. 
96 ‘Chỉ thị của ban thường vụ trung ương về vấn đề sửa chữa những sai lầm, khuyết điểm trong việc thi 
hành chính sách nông thôn của Đảng’ [Resolution by the Central Standing Committee on correcting the 
errors and, shortcomings in the implementation of the Party’s rural land policy], November 5, 1950. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 11, p. 524. 
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However, based on annual reports from the Interzones, the success of the land 

policies varied significantly, depending on the extent of geopolitical control the DRV 

had over an area. Areas under the DRV’s firm control, such as Phú Thọ, Thái Nguyên, 

Thái Bình, Ninh Bình, Nghệ An, and Thanh Hoá, yielded the most success in the 

execution and response to government policies, whereas reforms were much slower in 

areas in which the DRV did not have significant control.97 To address this matter, on 

November 17, 1950, the DRV issued three successive decrees (155/SL, 156/SL and 

157/SL) to establish Interzone Military Tribunals [toà án quân sự liên khu], Interzone 

People's Courts [toà án nhân dân liên khu], and People's Courts [toà án nhân dân] in 

order to consolidate control of temporarily occupied areas and enforce its land policies 

more effectively.98 Still, these tribunals and courts were established in areas under full 

or temporary control of the DRV, like provinces in Interzones Việt Bắc, III and IV. 

From February 11 to February 19, 1951, the ICP convened its Second National 

Party Congress in Tuyên Quang, publicly re-launching the communist party as the 

Vietnam Workers’ Party [VWP, Đảng Lao Động Vietnam] to legitimize and 

 
97 ‘Báo cáo tinh hình Liên khu Việt Bắc 1950’ [Report on the situation in Interzone Việt Bắc for 1950]. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 675-683; ‘Báo cáo tình hình Liên khu 3 năm 1950’ [Report on the situation in 
Interzone 3 for 1950]. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 684-692; ‘Báo cáo tình hình Hà Nội năm 1950’ [Report on 
the situation in Hà Nội for 1950]. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 693-704; ‘Báo cáo tình hình Liên khu 4 trong 
năm 1950’ [Report on the situation in Interzone 4 for 1950]. ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 705-710. ‘Báo cáo 
tình hình Liên Khu 5 trong năm 1950’ [Report on the situation in Interzone 5 for 1950]. ĐCSVN, vol. 
11, pp. 711-718; ‘Báo cáo tình hình Nam Bộ năm 1950’ [Report on the situation in Nam Bộ for 1950]. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 11, pp. 719-727. Văn Kiện Đảng, Tập 11, 1950, pp. 675, 684, 693, 705, 711, 719.  
98 Sắc lệnh số 155/SL [Decree No. 155/SL]. 22 April 2010. 
<http://www.thuvienphapluat.vn/archive/Sac-lenh/Sac-lenh-155-SL-to-chuc-toa-an-quan-su-lien-khu-
vb36633t18.aspx>; Sắc lệnh số 156/SL [Decree No. 156/SL]. 22 April 2010. 
<http://www.thuvienphapluat.vn/archive/Sac-lenh/Sac-lenh-156-SL-thiet-lap-Toa-an-nhan-dan-Lien-
khu-vb36631t18.aspx>; Sắc lệnh số 157/SL [Decree No. 157/SL]. April 22, 2010.  
<http://vbqppl.moj.gov.vn/vbpq/Lists/Vn%20bn%20php%20lut/View_Detail.aspx?ItemID=32> 
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strengthen the Party’s leadership of the resistance.99 At the conference, Trường Chinh 

read the “Vietnam Revolutionary Thesis” [Luận Cương Cách Mạng Vietnam], 

outlining the three objectives of the Vietnamese revolution: overthrow French 

imperialism, abolish the feudal and semi-feudal system, and construct the basis for 

socialism.100 He emphasized that the driving motives for revolution were the people 

and the workers, and the aim of this transition stage was to construct a regime based 

on a dictatorship of the people, thereby making land reform one of the major policies 

of the revolution.101 The landlords were singled out as the main object of land reform 

and class struggle despite being acknowledged that they still played a vital role in the 

1951 anti-imperialist struggle. 

Therefore, to raise the peasants’ standard of living and gain their support 

without infringing on the resistance's unity, the VWP's rural policy was limited yet 

again to the tasks of rent and interest rate reduction, and the temporary allocation of 

land.102 However, this unity among all social classes varied significantly depending on 

the prevailing economic and political conditions. The VWP understood that during 

this anti-imperialist period, Vietnam required the unity of the patriotic and democratic 

 
99 ‘Báo cáo chính trị tại đại hội đại biễu toàn quốc lần thứ II của Đảng’ [Political report from Party’s 
Second National Delegation Conference] a report by Hồ Chí Minh. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, p. 13, pp. 33-39; 
‘Hoàn thành giải phóng dân tộc, phát triển dân chủ nhân dân, tiến tới chủ nghĩa xã hội’ [Complete 
national liberation to develop a people’s democracy, to advance socialism] Vietnam revolutionary thesis 
presented by Trường Chinh at the Party’s Second National Delegation Conference. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, 
pp. 156-175.  
100 Ibid., pp. 40-175. 
101 Ibid., p. 81, p. 93. 
102 Ibid., pp.131-135; 'Mấy vấn đề cốt yếu của chính quyền dân chủ nhân dân Vietnam' [Several 
fundamental issues of the People's Democratic of Vietnam]. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, pp. 222-223; 'Chính 
cương Đảng Lao Động Vietnam' [Vietnam Worker's Party platform]. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, p. 440; A unity 
based largely on "reliance on the poor, landless, and middle class peasants, united with the rich 
peasants, to pull a large number of the landlords to the side of the resistance to defeat imperialist 
aggression, and gradually implement land reform, develop agriculture, construct cooperatives and push 
the people's national democratic revolution forward," and establish a dictatorship of the people's 
government.   
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members of all social classes. Thus, it continued advocating for provisional 

recognition of landlords’ allegiance and their rights of citizenship and private 

property. Only when conditions became more favorable to the anti-feudal resistance, 

would it lead the class struggle against the landlords, implement land reforms, and 

achieve the objective of cooperative farming.103 

For years, the communist leadership had repeatedly proclaimed the need to 

sustain class unity in its attempts to reassure the landlords and rich peasants that their 

positions were secure, while “buying” the support of poorer peasants’ with the 

promise of land rent and interest rate reductions. However, this stance changed in 

1951 when the VWP emerged before the public and announced its leadership of the 

national resistance.104 Emboldened by the victory of the Chinese Communist Party and 

the change in its military situation, the VWP leadership began aggressively laying the 

groundwork for the future implementation of the land reform. This was exemplified by 

decree 13/SL issued on May 1, 1951, and decree 40/SL issued on July 15, 1951, 

restructuring the taxation system by imposing a steeply graduated tax to weaken the 

elite economic structure by reducing the net income of landlords and rich peasants.  

This tax replaced the range of taxes on land, trade, slaughtering, forestry, and 

other activities. The tax was collected in the form of grain, and the rate was 

theoretically based on class categorization: 6-10% for poor peasants, 10-20% for 

 
103 ‘Mấy vấn đề cốt yếu của chính quyền dân chủ nhân dân Vietnam’ [Several fundamental issues of the 
People’s Democratic of Vietnam]. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, pp. 224, 244.  
104 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 92; ‘Chỉ thị của ban chấp hạnh trung ương về vấn đề Đảng ra công khai’ 
[Directive from Party Central Executive Committee on the issue of the Party coming out publicly], 
April 30, 1951. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, p.530.  
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middle-class peasants, and 30-50% for landlords.105 Although there were cases of 

understatement and outright tax evasion, the tax revenue significantly improved the 

DRV's budgetary situation and helped consolidate its economic position. Moreover, 

this tax system produced estimates of individual landholdings and agricultural yields, 

which would be needed for subsequent land reform campaigns. Theoretically, this tax 

system was be implemented nationwide; however, similar to other policies, it was 

most effective in areas that were under full control of the DRV and produced large 

amounts of grain, like Thanh Hoá, Nghệ An, and Hà Tĩnh. 

To begin consolidating its power, the VWP convened the First National 

Propaganda and Training Conference on August 21-30, 1951, to emphasize the vital 

function of political indoctrination and ideological leadership in the military. The aim 

was to give cadres and soldiers a firm ideological and political understanding and to 

enhance their awareness of the class and ethnic struggles required to construct a 

lasting and enduring ideological resistance mentality.106 On December 29, 1951, the 

Central Standing Committee issued a directive requiring local party committees to 

launch a purification campaign within the Party. Its purpose was to correct “mistakes” 

committed by cadres and party members to enhance their ideological standards and to 

 
105 Lâm Quang Huyên, Vấn Đề Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam [Land issues in Vietnam] (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2007), p. 95; Sắc Lệnh Số 13/SL [Decree No. 13/SL]. 23 April 2010. <http://luat.xalo.vn/phap-luat/Sac-
lenh/122677028/Sac-lenh-Ve-viec-cai-cach-che-do-dam-phu-bai-bo-cac-thu-dong-gop-cu-nhu-la-quy-
cong-luong-thue-dien-tho-v-v-bai-bo-viec-mua-thoc-dinh-gia-va-dat-ra-thue-nong-nghiep-mua-bang-
thoc-ke-tu-vu-thue-1951.html>; Sắc lệnh số 40/SL [Decree No. 40/SL]. 23 April 2010. 
<http://luat.xalo.vn/phap-luat/Sac-lenh/122720742/Sac-lenh-Ve-viec-ban-hanh-dieu-le-tam-thoi-thue-
nong-nghiep.html>. 
106Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 100. 
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reorganize the village-level branches of the VWP known as Party cells [chi bộ].107 The 

directive specified two tasks: 1) conduct short-term training to help cadres understand 

the situation; and 2) for party members in rural Party cells to conduct short-term re-

education and reorganization. 108  These steps toward political and ideological 

indoctrination marked the beginning of significant influence from the Chinese land 

reform experience and Chinese advisors in Vietnam.  

By 1952, the VWP had gained significant strength, with much more favorable 

international and domestic conditions, exemplified by its emergence in 1951. Though 

its land policy since 1945 had been constrained by the need to curry favor with the 

landowning class, it nonetheless had laid the foundation for reform and created 

significant changes in rural Vietnam's land and class relations with its temporary 

allocation of land policy, rent reduction policy, and new tax system. At this point, the 

tone on land reform became more aggressive, as the Party-state began to argue for a 

simultaneous undertaking of the anti-imperialist and anti-feudalist struggles.109  Its 

attitude changed from the united front policy and returned to the 1930 policy line of 

class struggle, which called for the confiscation of land from landlords and churches 

for redistribution among poor and landless peasants.110 

 
107 The “mistakes” are often not clearly defined by the documents, but they usually referred to 
bureaucratization, individualism, commandism, conservatism, and radicalism. 
108‘Chỉ thị của ban bí thư về cuộc vận động chấn chính Đảng’ [Directive by the Party Secretariat on 
rectification of the mobilization of the Party], 29 Dec. 1951. ĐCSVN, vol. 12, pp.627-629. 
109 ‘Hoàn thành giải phóng dân tộc, phát triển dân chủ nhân dân, tiến tới chủ nghĩa xã hội’ [Complete 
national liberation to develop a people’s democracy and advance to socialism] Vietnam revolutionary 
thesis presented by Trường Chinh at the Party’s Second National Delegation Conference. ĐCSVN, vol. 
12, pp. 118-119. 
110 ‘Chính sách ruộng đất của ta hiện nay và cuộc vận động giảm tô giảm tức’ [Our current policy on 
mobilizing rent and interest reduction]. ĐCSVN, vol. 13, pp. 119-122. The objective was still to “rely 
on the poor and landless peasants, closely united with the middle-class peasants, in collaboration with 
the rich peasants, to pull the landlords into the resistance, and fight off imperialist aggression and 
puppet Vietnamese traitors.” 
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In a marked escalation of tone, the VWP’s land policy for 1952 presented at 

the Third Central Committee Conference downright blamed "hữu khuynh" [rightism] 

for the improper application of its land policies. It contended that the failures were not 

because the "landlords refused to reduce rent and interest rates, but because cadres 

were not able to understand the importance of the land policies," and thus did not pay 

attention to the needs of the peasants. Furthermore, the Party blamed itself for not 

providing the leadership to vigorously support a speedy and aggressive 

implementation strategy; as a result, cadres had become too cautious to the landlords. 

Additionally, the leadership did not deal appropriately with exploitive rich peasants. 

For those reasons, it did not dare to mobilize the masses to struggle and demand the 

implementation of the policy.111 Thus, to accommodate this new tone, the VWP began 

prescribing aggressive strategies to enforce rent and interest rate reduction and to 

correct previous “errors” in the implementation of its policies. These strategies 

included rigorously promoting the VWP’s policy to both the peasants and the 

landlords, mobilizing the peasants to demand rent and interest rate reductions to 

weaken the landlords’ influence, and guaranteeing the landlords’ right to collect rent 

and interest to retain the landlords on the side of the resistance.112 

Furthermore, to consolidate power and respond to the rapid expansion of the 

Party, the VWP embarked upon a major internal Party rectification campaign [Chỉnh 

Đảng]. The purpose was to purge all elements from the VWP which could threaten 

later policies, to instill new class attitudes and educational attainment among cadres, 

 
111 Ibid., pp. 121-128. Đay là một sự thay đổi trong tư tưởng của Đảng về vấn đề tả khuynh và hữu 
khuynh.  
112 Ibid., pp. 122-123. 
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and to prepare for the implementation of more radical policies. This purification 

campaign was directed against commandism, individualism, subjectivism, 

bureaucratization, and corruption. In May 1952, the VWP leaders organized the first 

training session on Party purification, thus instituting their widest and most intensive 

campaign to reconstruct and reform its organization. From the lowest cadre to the 

highest party committee, from the arts to the military, everyone, everything, and every 

aspect of life were reeducated, criticized, self-criticized, corrected, and purified with 

communist ideologies and tactics. The goal was to engrave in every cadre, party 

member, soldier, and person the communist ideological foundation and commitment 

needed to advance the resistance and the regime’s policies, to strengthen its authority, 

and to prepare for land reform in the form of class struggle.113 

On August 15, 1952, in a supplementary directive, the Party’s Central 

Executive Committee made a significant change to its rural class strategy. Instead of 

continuing to “pull the landlords into the resistance,” the strategy shifted to “pull in or 

neutralize some landlords and expel imperialist and reactionary feudal large-

landlords.”114 Combining this with other rural regulations from 1951 to 1952, this 

could be seen as the first of three steps toward distributionalist reform, consisting of 

mobilizing the masses to overthrow the landowning class, expropriating lands and 

redistributing them to the peasantry, and consolidating economic and political 

authority at the rural level. 
 

113 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 112, 115; ‘Vấn đề chỉnh Đảng’ [The matter of Party rectification] a 
report by Lê Văn Lương at the Third Party Central Committee Conference in 1952. ĐCSVN, vol 13, pp. 
101-106. 
114 ‘Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương bổ sung chỉ thị 37 về chính sách ruộng đất của Đảng’ 
[Directive by the Central Executive Committee to supplement directive 37 on the Party’s land policy]. 
ĐCSVN, vol. 13, p. 221-240, 239. 
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Economic Effects 

A review of the DRV’s agrarian policies reveals that policies often conformed 

to the social, economic, and especially military and political developments of the years 

of resistance against the French. The initial objective was to increase agricultural 

production to alleviate the economic problems caused by the 1944-1945 famine, thus 

raising the standard of living for the population and gaining their allegiance. However, 

over time the objective to increase production shifted significantly toward supporting 

the war effort.  

To increase production, the DRV implemented a variety of policies and 

mobilizing techniques to improve farming techniques and technologies, to prevent 

natural disasters and epidemics, to reorganize the production structure, and to allocate 

land to the tillers. This involved mobilizing the population to participate in production 

activities; improving the irrigation system, especially in the highland region; utilizing 

green and human manure; extending the rice harvest from one season to two; and 

diversifying crops, like the introduction of growing lettuce, tomatoes, water spinach, 

and peanuts in mountainous areas. 

The consequence of these efforts led to an evident improvement in the size of 

cultivated land and yearly agricultural output, especially rice. Improved small-scale 

irrigation practices, for instance, helped transformed one-crop into two-crop land. 

Thus, highland provinces such as Bắc Cạn, Yên Bái, Tuyên Quang, Phú Thọ, and Thái 

Nguyên saw the rice acreage increased to 15,288 hectares in 1953, 210% more than 

the rice acreage in 1940. In Yên Bái Province, alone, the increase went from 600 mẫu 
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of rice acreage in 1951 to 1,800 mẫu in 1952 and then to 3,600 mẫu in 1953. As a 

result of these practices, the total rice output in Central and Northern Vietnam rose 

from 2,451,800 tons in 1942 to 2,757,700 tons in 1953, a difference of more than 

300,000 tons.115  

Moreover, concerning the issue of land, despite shifting toward more radical 

implementation of land reform policies in 1953, a statistical review of outcomes from 

the Party-state’s issued policies between 1945 and 1952 show those policies to have 

been effective even though they were moderately tailored to appease both the poor and 

the rich. The yields from rent reduction, interest reduction, as well as tax postponing 

or annulling old debts, and redistributing of land did relieve some of the economic 

stress on many peasants while improving their economic prospects.  

Rent reduction decrees such as decree 78/SL issued on July 14, 1949, were 

very effective. For example, by April 1952, 147,000 mẫu of cultivated land from 16 

provinces in Interzone Việt Bắc, Interzone 3, and Interzone 4 had undergone a 25% 

rent reduction, while Interzone 5 reduced rent on 250,604 mẫu of land. The number 

was even higher in the southern Mekong region. The number of landlords who carried 

out rent reduction was 146,277, benefiting 219,719 tenants. The harvests collected 

during this period yielded 4,262.2 tons of rice and 2,607.6 tons of potatoes.116  

   Table 1.1: Land Appropriated from August 1945 to 1957 in Northern Vietnam117 
Year Total (in hectare) % 
1945-1957 518,711 100 
1945-1949 113,306 21.8 

 
115 Đặng Phong, ed., Lịch sử kinh tế Vietnam, tập II [Vietnam Economic History, Volume I] (Hà Nội: 
Institute of Economics, 2002), pp. 302-307. 
116 Viện Kinh Tế Học, Kinh Tế Việt Nam từ Cách Mạng Tháng Tám Đến Kháng Chiến Thắng Lợi 
(1945-1954) (Hà Nội, NXB Khoa Học, 1966), p. 139. 
117 Ibid., p. 140. 
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1949-1953 189,434 36.5 
1953-to the start of land 
reform 

73,647 14.2 

1953-1956 142,333 27.5 
 

In terms of land distribution before the launching of land reform (Table 1.1 and 

1.2), through decree 75/SL issued on July 1, 1949, and several other decrees in 1950, 

the Party-state successfully transferred 302,740 of 518,711 available hectares of land 

in northern Vietnam to the peasants. This is the equivalent of 58.3% of available 

absentee, abandoned, donated, and village- or public-owned-land that the Party-state 

appropriated between 1945 and 1957. According to the VWP’s statistics tallied by the 

Central Land Reform Committee following the correction of errors campaign in 1957, 

the amount of farmland transferred to the peasants during this period exceeded the 

total area of land confiscated and then distributed during the official land reform that 

followed, which was 215,980 hectares. In the 3,035 communes that would undergo 

land reform in northern Vietnam, those categorized as landlords owned only 205,915 

hectares, approximately 40% of the total area they had before 1945.118 As a result, by 

the time the Party-state began to implement the official land reform in 1953, most of 

the moderate policies it implemented between 1945 and 1952 had successfully helped 

it appropriate and distribute nearly 60% of available farmland in northern Vietnam.  

   Table 1.2: Land Owned by Social Categories119  
Land belonging to Total (in hectare) 

 
118 Đặng Phong, ed., Lịch sử kinh tế Vietnam, tập II [Vietnam Economic History, Volume I] (Hà Nội: 
Institute of Economics, 2002), p. 313. Elsewhere in Interzone 5, the DRV distributed 8,420 hectares of 
land confiscated from Frenchmen and those categorized as Vietnamese traitors among 17,202 peasants. 
In the southern Mekong region, the DRV distributed 460,000 hectares of land appropriated from people 
identified as French colonists and traitors. 
119 Viện Kinh Tế Học, Kinh Tế Việt Nam từ Cách Mạng Tháng Tám Đến Kháng Chiến Thắng Lợi 
(1945-1954) (Hà Nội, NXB Khoa Học, 1966), pp. 140-141. 
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Colonial Frenchmen 19,034 
Vietnamese traitors 24,194 
Abandoned 29,753 
Public and semi-public-owned  239,815 
Landlords 190,504 
Church 15,411 
Total: 518,711 

 

Moreover, the rights to land ownership had also changed in favor of the 

laboring classes during this period (Table 1.3). Each peasant in central and northern 

Vietnam was decreed to be distributed 0.5 hectares of farmland, while peasants in 

southern Vietnam were given about one hectare each. Comparatively, those 

categorized as landlords, 3% of the population, owned 52.1% of the total cultivatable 

land in 1945. By 1953, the percentage of people categorized as landlords had 

decreased to 2.3%, while their ownership of available cultivatable land also decreased 

significantly to 18%. At the same time, the three largest categories of laboring 

farmers, including middle peasants, poor peasants, and landless peasants, had 

ownership rights to 70.7% of cultivatable land, marking a significant shift. 

   Table 1.3: Land Distribution  
Categories Population 

% before 
1945 

Land owned 
% before 
1945 

Population 
%  
in 1953 

Land 
owned % 
in 1953 

Landlords 3% 52.1% 2.3% 18% 
Rich peasants   1.6% 4.7% 
Middle peasants   36.5% 39% 
Poor peasants   43% 25.4% 
Landless peasants   13% 6.3% 
Other categories   6% 1% 
Public and semi-
public fields 

   4.3% 

Church land    1.3% 
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These numbers show that the DRV’s moderate policies from 1945 to 1952 had 

gradually balanced the distribution of farmland and economic opportunity among 

social classes without creating significant disturbances in the countryside. Peasants 

received more farmland to till and had their old debts either postponed or annulled, 

which vastly eased their economic stress while improving their potential to produce. 

The Party-state’s implementation of and the landowning class’s willing responses to 

agrarian policies during this period were economically, socially, and politically 

effective, without jeopardizing the national unity that had been crucial in the resistance 

effort against the French. This suggests that had the Party-state continued applying this 

moderate approach, the results would have been similar while maintaining the support 

of all social classes. 

Nonetheless, despite these positive outcomes, the Party-state abandoned its 

more moderate strategy in favor of a radical land reform that must have known would 

turn violent. This raises two questions that the following chapters explore. Why did 

the Party-state move toward radical and violent reform, especially in the form of 

activating class struggles? What does this tell us about the Party-state and its leaders? 

As presented in the second section of this chapter, the Party-state based this shift on 

how it recognizes itself and its position within the war against the French and the 

ultimate task of consolidating power, especially once it had gained the recognition and 

support of both the Soviet Union and China. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PLANNING MASS MOBILIZATION AND THE 
EXPERIMENTAL CAMPAIGN 

 
 
 

When discussing the First Indochina War, many supporters of the communist 

regime’s narrative believe in the convenient fiction that the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam was exactly as Hồ Chí Minh proclaimed it in August 1945. However, this 

was not the reality. From 1945 to 1954, the DRV existed only in pockets of territory in 

the highland regions near the border of China, Laos, and the provinces of Thanh Hóa, 

Nghê An, and Hà Tĩnh. The DRV, from 1945 to the early 1950s, was institutionally 

weak and geographically limited. The number and quality of its cadres were deficient, 

and the territory under its control was much more limited than it claimed. For these 

reasons, the Party had to set aside its desire for radical land reform and adopted more 

moderate reform policies to sustain the cooperation and financial support of the 

patriotic rich and landowning class to continue the war against France. 

It was not until late 1949, following the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) 

takeover of mainland China, that the military, economic, and political conditions 

began to change for the Vietnamese communists. More specifically, diplomatic, 

military, economic, and advisory recognition and help given by the Soviet Union and 

China in early 1950 gave the Party the backing it needed to shift the direction of the 

resistance war against France and move toward more radical implementation of land 

reform. The need to carry out land reform became even more important given that 

until this period, the DRV, as a proclaimed state, was at war against both the French 
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and the State of Vietnam (SVN) for sovereignty, allegiance, control of people, and 

expansion of territory. Hence, land reform was considered the approach that would 

enable the Party-state to compete for those aspects and consolidate power.   

Under these conditions, by autumn 1952 the Vietnam Workers Party believed 

that despite the success of its moderate agrarian policies, it had to do more than 

distribute land and satisfy the economic needs of poor and landless peasants. Instead, 

it had to have political control of the Vietnamese countryside to gain the Party-state 

the support of the peasants for the human and material resources necessary to win a 

decisive victory in the war against the French. Thus, a mass mobilization [phát động 

quần chúng] to carry out rent reduction [giảm tô] and land reform [cải cách ruộng đất] 

was thought to achieve both tasks. The objectives of this process were to instigate 

class struggle by inciting the poor and landless peasants to revolt against rich peasants 

and landlords. In that way the VWP would be able to confiscate and redistribute land 

and property to poor and landless peasants, thus winning their support. At the same 

time, the VWP would remove the old traditional elites, restructure local administrative 

organizations [chỉnh đốn tổ chức], and install new leadership under its direct control. 

All this was part of the VWP's program of state-building, acquiring sovereignty over 

personal, physical, and political space to expand the power and legitimacy of the 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam.   

On April 15, 1953, the VWP took its first step toward consolidating its power 

by launching the experimental mass mobilization campaign [đợt thí nghiệm] to reduce 

rent, thus initiating the process of waging mass class-struggle to win control of the 

countryside. The purpose of this campaign was to train cadres in how to rally the 
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masses, to gain experience, and to set an example before expanding mass mobilization 

to implementing rent reduction and land reform on a broader scope.  

This chapter examines the processes and rationales behind the VWP’s 

experimental campaign. It opens with a discussion of the difference between rent 

reduction campaigns and land reform campaigns. It then introduces Luo Guibo and the 

arrival of Chinese advisors in Vietnam. It examines Luo Guibo’s proposal on how to 

mobilize the masses. From there, it looks at the legal apparatus that enabled mass 

mobilization. It then explores the strategic reasons for the scale at which mobilization 

was implemented and examines the details of the campaign’s implementation. Finally, 

it looks at some contradictions in the Party’s assessment of the campaign. The chapter 

will conclude that the experimental campaign was just that; problems in 

implementation were meant to be observed and remedied to give both the VWP and its 

cadres experience before implementing nationwide land reform. However, in the 

larger context, the Party-state ignored the lessons learned and rushed headlong into 

mass mobilization, believing that it had to rush implementing rent reduction and land 

reform to defeat the French. 

 

Rent Reduction and Land Reform 

The objective of the DRV’s land reform was to use the Vietnamese people to 

overthrow the traditional elites and landowning class in the Vietnamese countryside. 

However, completing such a task demands the application of two related but separate 

mobilization campaigns: rent reduction and land reform. Both in theory and practice, 

rent reduction was designed to act as the precursor to land reform, laying the moderate 
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foundation for the more radical land reform. Thus, in theory, land reform campaigns 

were to be carried out only in areas that had already been subjected to rent reduction 

campaigns.  

Accordingly, between April 1953 and July 1956, the DRV mobilized the 

masses to implement eight waves of rent reduction and five waves of land reform.  

Rent reduction campaigns began in April 1953 with the experimental campaign and 

ended in the fall of 1955 with wave eight of rent reduction (Table 2.1). The land 

reform campaigns, however, did not begin until December 1953 with the experimental 

campaign, approximately nine months after the initiation of rent reduction. The fifth 

and final wave of land reform was completed in July 1956. In total, approximately 

1,875 communes underwent rent reduction and 3,314 communes underwent land 

reform. 

Both rent reduction and land reform underwent the mass mobilization in which 

the peasants, mostly poor and landless, were mobilized to stand up and overthrow the 

rich landowning class. As the milder of the two campaigns, the objective of rent 

reduction and therefore the reason for its implementation was preparatory, weakening 

the economic power of the landowning class by demanding that landlords reduce rents 

according to DRV-issued decrees. More importantly, rent reduction campaigns were 

used to investigate and identify social, economic, and political relations in the villages, 

differentiating the poor and landless peasants from those to be mobilized against. The 

latter included people the Party-state categorized as rich, landlords, traditional elites, 

village bullies, reactionaries, and traitors.  
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Through rent reduction, cadres, as well as poor and landless peasants, were 

indoctrinated with ideas about class, class differentiation, and the antagonism between 

the poor and rich; the rich were portrayed as exploiters who deserved to be eradicated. 

Moreover, through rent reduction, they experienced the class struggle, which involved 

selectively prosecuting and confiscating the lands and assets of people who had been 

singled out as the worst of the exploiters.   

Once rent reduction campaigns had weakened the power of the targets in the 

rich and landowning class, more radical land reform would follow, as the second and 

final mobilization wave of class struggle that would wipe out the remnants of the rich 

and landowning class. This involved intensifying class struggle with more aggressive 

and widespread prosecution, denunciations, imprisonments, and even executions. 

Following the removal of the rich and landowning class from their social, economic, 

and political position of power, the Party-state consolidated its power in the 

countryside by reorganizing local administrative organizations and installing into 

those organizations people of its own choosing to be the extension of its rule.   

  Table 2.1: Waves of Rent Reduction and Land Reform                                                                                                                                      
Rent 

Reduction 
Wave 
(RR) 

Date # of 
Communes 

Land Reform 
Wave (LR) 

Date # of 
Commune

s 

      
1 (Experi-

mental) 
April-
Aug. 
1953 

23   --- 

2 Aug.-
Oct. 1953 

163   --- 

3 Dec. 
1953-
Mar. 
1954 

226 Experimental Dec. 
1953-
Mar. 
1954 

6 
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4 Mar.-Jun. 
1954 

224 1 May 
1954-
Sept. 
1954 

53 

5 May 
1954-
Sept. 
1954 

197 2 Oct. 
1954-Jan. 

1956 

210 (269) 

6 Oct. 
1954-Jan. 

1955 

177 3 Feb. 
1955-Jun. 

1955 

466 (468) 

7 Feb.-
April, 
1955 

344 4 Jun. 
1955-
Dec. 
1955 

859 (900) 

8 June-
Sept. 
1955 

529 5 Dec. 
1955-

July 1956 

1732 

      
Total120  ~1875   ~3314 

 
Due to the objective that land reform must be implemented in areas that had 

already been subjected to rent reduction, the period from December 1953 to 

September 1955 saw the simultaneous implementation of both campaigns. Rent 

reduction campaigns continued to implemented in new areas while land reform 

campaigns were being carried out in areas that had already experienced rent reduction. 

However, because land reform had to be completed by summer 1956, the Party-state 

ended the implementation of rent reduction in September 1955 to concentrate on land 

reform. Thus, waves 4 and 5 of land reform were implemented in areas that had not 

previously undergone rent reduction.   

 

Luo Guibo and the Arrival of Chinese Advisors 

 
120 The overall total numbers for these campaigns are still indefinite due to the basis of scanty 
information.  



76 

On October 9, 1952, a seven-page document, written in Vietnamese and titled 

“Preliminary Comments on Mass Mobilization, 1953” [Ý kiến sơ bộ về vận động quần 

chúng năm, 1953], reached Hồ Chí Minh. Direct and purposeful, the document 

became the template for mobilizing the masses to implement rent reduction and land 

reform during the period between 1953 and 1956. 

The document that reached Hồ Chí Minh in early October had been signed on 

September 3, 1952 by “Quý”—short for La Quý Ba (Luo Guibo), head of the Chinese 

Political Advisory Group to the DRV from 1951 to 1954, and the first ambassador of 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in Vietnam from 1954 to 1957. 

Luo Guibo prepared "Preliminary Comments on Mass Mobilization, 1953" at a 

time when the DRV, led by the VWP, was in most need of the PRC's aid in the form 

of weapons, material resources, and political and military advisors. The DRV needed 

to consolidate power to gain the popular support that it needed to win the war against 

the French. Three years before, in 1949, the VWP under Hồ Chí Minh had been mired 

in a protracted guerilla war with the French. The Soviet Union, the beacon of 

international communism, had been more concerned with Europe than with 

revolutionary developments in Southeast Asia. Mao and the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) were preoccupied with the civil war against Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalist 

government. It was not until Mao Zedong proclaimed the founding of the PRC on 

October 1, 1949, that the revolutionary hopes of Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP were 

revitalized. In December 1949, Hồ Chí Minh dispatched two representatives, Lý Bích 
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Sơn and Nguyễn Đức Thủy, to Beijing with a request for Chinese assistance and 

diplomatic recognition.121 

Upon receiving Hồ Chí Minh’s request, the acting Chairman of the CCP 

Central Committee Liu Shaoqi [Lưu Thiếu Kỳ] convened a meeting of the CCP 

Politburo on December 24 to discuss the situation in Indochina. Four days later, Liu 

cabled Hồ Chí Minh on behalf of the CCP Central Committee stating that the PRC 

would agree to enter into diplomatic relations with the DRV and that the PRC 

government would send a team to Vietnam to assess the DRV's needs. By early 1950, 

China had opened communications with Vietnam. Liu Shaoqi, with the authorization 

given by Mao while on a visit to Moscow, named Luo Guibo as the liaison 

representative [người đại diện liên lạc] of the CCP Central Committee. With his 

experience as a guerrilla leader, Luo was tasked with overseeing a secret Chinese 

advisory mission and was sent to Vietnam on January 16, 1950.122 

Born on July 14, 1908, in Nankang County, Jiangxi Province, Luo Guibo 

joined the CCP in January 1927. Between 1927 and 1934, he was a military 

commander and a founding member of the Southern Jiangxi Soviet Revolutionary 

Base. From November 1930 to May 1931, he helped wage the counterstrike of the 

Chinese Workers' and Peasants' Red Army against the Nationalist government's First 

and Second Encirclement Campaigns in Jiangxi. Following the collapse of the 

Southern Jiangxi base, Luo made the Long March to Yan'an between October 1934 

and October 1935 and was among the estimated 8,000 survivors of the retreat. During 

 
121 Zhai Qiang, China & the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2000), p. 13. 
122 Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 
p. 120. 
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the military campaign against Japanese forces in central China known as the "Hundred 

Regiments Offensive," (August 20-December 5, 1940) Luo was the Southern Front 

Commander of Shanxi-Suiyuan Border Area. Prior to his appointment as the Chinese 

liaison representative in Hà Nội, Luo had been director-general of the General Office 

of the PRC’s Central Military Committee.123 

Luo’s mission as PRC liaison representative to the DRV included establishing 

contact with the Vietnamese Communists, investigating the situation in Vietnam and 

reporting his findings to Beijing so that Chinese leaders could decide whether or not to 

assist the Vietnamese Communists. Before the trip, Luo met the Vietnamese delegates 

in Beijing to familiarize himself with Vietnamese customs and practices. 

Accompanying Luo on the trip to Vietnam was a staff of eight, including a telegraph 

operator, secretaries, and guards. Luo and his team arrived in Vietnam on February 26, 

1950, where he was greeted by General Võ Nguyên Giáp and Party General Secretary 

Trường Chinh. His three-month mission was destined to last seven years.124 

In his first few years in Vietnam, Luo Guibo helped establish the Chinese 

Military Advisory Group [CMAG, Nhóm cố vấn quân sự của Trung Quốc] and the 

Chinese Political Advisory Group [CPAG, Nhóm cố vấn chính trị của Trung Quốc]. 

As head of CPAG, Luo supervised more than 100 advisors with expertise in finance, 

banking, and grain supply to advise the DRV on military affairs, finance and the 

economy, public security, culture and education, united front activities, party 

 
123 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China (MFAPRC). “Luo Guibo”, 
<http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/ziliao_665539/wjrw_665549/lrfbzjbzzl_665553/t44355.shtml> 
(accessed 05 November 2014).  
124 Dương Danh Dy, trans., Hồi Ký Cố Vấn Trung Quốc ở Vietnam [Memoirs of Chinese Advisors in 
Vietnam] (Bourg-La-Reine: Diễn Dàn, 2006), p. 5. 
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consolidation, and legal reform. 125   Their work entailed introducing Chinese 

experiences to the Vietnamese; developing macro-level strategies and policy-making 

procedures; making recommendations on issues pertaining to rules, regulations, and 

directives; and helping the Vietnamese carry out orders and implement programs.126 

By 1952 these advisors had become instrumental in helping Hồ Chí Minh and his 

government introduce the legal apparatuses and policies to consolidate military and 

sociopolitical power.127 

Luo Guibo’s plan for mobilizing the masses and implementing the 

experimental stage of rent reduction for 1953 represented one of the most apparent 

examples of Chinese influence on the DRV at this time. It showed how much the DRV 

leaders depended on the Chinese experience to form their future state. Signed and 

dated on September 3, 1952, Luo first sent [gửi đến] the proposal to “Thận,” the 

pseudonym for VWP General Secretary Trường Chinh. Trường Chinh would later 

serve as the general director of the Directing Committee on Land Reform [Ủy Ban Chỉ 

Đạo Cải Cách Ruộng Đất]. It is not clear if Luo delivered the proposal to Trường 

Chinh personally, but it probably reached the General Secretary around the time that 

Luo was invited to attend the VWP Politburo meeting in early September.128  On 

October 9, 1952, Trường Chinh ordered that the proposal be sent to Hồ Chí Minh.129 

This, however, was while Hồ Chí Minh was on his secret trip to Beijing and Moscow. 

 
125 Mari Olsen, Soviet-Vietnam Relations and the Role of China 1949-64: Changing Alliances (London: 
Routledge, 2006), p. 23. 
126 Dương Danh Dy, trans., Hồi Ký Cố Vấn Trung Quốc ở Vietnam, p. 16. 
127 Zhai Qiang, China & the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975, p. 35; Chen Jian, Mao’s China and the Cold 
War, p. 129, p. 331. 
128 Dương Danh Dy, trans., Hồi Ký Cố Vấn Trung Quốc ở Vietnam, p. 290. 
129 Luo Guibo, “Ý kiến sơ bộ về vận động quần chúng năm 1953” [Preliminary Comments on Mass 
Mobilization in 1953] PPTT, File no. 1389, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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Hồ Chí Minh had left Vietnam in mid-September and arrived in Beijing on September 

29. His main reason for visiting Beijing was to discuss with Chinese leaders the 

Northwest Campaign [chiến dịch Tây Bắc] and other strategic plans, including land 

reform. Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP, however, might have arranged the trip to allow 

Hồ Chí Minh to accompany the Chinese envoy to the Nineteenth Congress of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 

The proposal therefore probably reached Hồ Chí Minh while he was in 

Moscow to attend the Nineteenth Congress, held October 5-14, 1952, where he would 

also meet Joseph Stalin and apprise him of the situation in Vietnam, including land 

reform. Following his October 28 meeting with Stalin, Hồ Chí Minh sent him two 

follow-up letters on October 30 and 31, describing the progress of Vietnam's land 

reform program and requesting his support. In the first letter, Hồ Chí Minh stated that 

he had started developing Vietnam's land reform program and would present it to 

Stalin. In the second letter, Hồ Chí Minh outlined the VWP's land reform program and 

requested Stalin's instructions. Hồ Chí Minh indicated that he had composed the 

program with the help of Liu Shaoqi. In these exchanges, Hồ Chí Minh also asked 

Stalin to send Soviet officials to Vietnam to survey conditions, and he made an 

additional request for ten tons of malaria medication, weapons, and permission for 

Vietnam to send between fifty and one hundred Vietnamese students to the Soviet 

Union for military and ideological training. On November 29, Hồ Chí Minh wrote in 

his farewell letter to Stalin that he would work diligently to implement the land reform 
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and continue the war against France and that he hoped to return in two or three years 

to report on the results.130  

 

The Preliminary Proposal 

Luo Guibo presented his proposal at a time when the VWP had garnered the 

support of both the Soviet Union and the PRC, the world’s most powerful communist 

states. This support lessened the VWP’s need to rely on landlords and wealthy 

peasants for resources to fight the French. It gave the Party-state the backing to carry 

out land reform as a social, economic, and political strategy to consolidate 

geographical and political power in the countryside. The proposal also came two years 

after the PRC had started implementing its own program of land reform in the summer 

of 1950; the PRC and the advisors that it sent to Vietnam thus had considerable 

experience. As early as the 1930s, Luo Guibo had implemented land reform in Jiangxi 

and Yan'an. This background gave him the credentials to propose a way for the 

Vietnamese to mobilize the masses and carry out land reform. 

The six-section proposal outlined the purposes, requirements, and steps 

necessary to lead a mass mobilization movement, to reorganize the village-commune 

system [làng xã]131 and to achieve political dominance in rural areas. The principal 

 
130 Alex-Thai Dinh Vo, “Nguyễn Thị Năm and the Land Reform in North Vietnam, 1953,” Journal of 
Vietnamese Studies 10, no. 1, (2015), 19-22; Olsen, pp. 24-25. It is not clear if Stalin responded to Hồ 
Chí Minh's letter since the details of these discussions remain unknown. 
131 The "village-commune" [làng xã] is the smallest administrative subdivision in rural Vietnam. A rural 
commune is composed of many villages [làng], also known as thôn, ấp, xóm, and bản, to constitute a 
subdivision of a rural district [huyện], which is, in turn, a subdivision of a province [tỉnh]. Land reform 
was carried out by the count of communes, in total approximately 3,563 communes underwent land 
reform. One of the main objectives of the land reform was to mobilize the masses to overthrow the 
landowning class and replace them with new people under the control of the VWP. This process of 
taking over villages and communes was essential for the VWP to control the countryside.  



82 

objectives it suggested were to incite the masses to attack and overthrow landlords, to 

seize political control of rural areas, to appease the peasants, to increase agricultural 

production, and to build support for the resistance against the French.132 The broader 

goal of this proposal was to amass the material and popular support for the VWP to 

consolidate its power. The principles laid out in its fourth section urged the 

Vietnamese leadership to adopt a “firm political stance” [lập trường vững] and 

“determined attitude” [thái độ rõ rệt] to overcome its fear that mobilizing the masses 

would split the united front and cause the landlord class to retaliate.133 

Luo Quibo’s encouragement appears to have nudged the VWP away from 

“drawing the landlords into the resistance” [kéo địa chủ về phe kháng chiến]134 and 

toward “neutralizing some landlords, and expelling imperialist and reactionary feudal 

large-landlords” [trung lập một số địa chủ, đánh đuổi đế quốc và đại địa chủ phong 

kiến phản động].135 It also reflects the Chinese advisor’s reassurance to the VWP 

leadership that turning on the rich and privileged factions that had previously 

supported it would not pose undue risks, as the PRC would replace those groups as the 

primary military and financial backer of the VWP’s revolutionary war. 

A comparison of the contents of Luo Guibo’s proposal with VWP rural and 

mass mobilization policies developed before and after reveals the true weight of the 

Chinese advisor’s influence on the entirety of the Party’s mass mobilization campaign. 
 

132 Luo Guibo, “Ý kiến sơ bộ về vận động quần chúng năm 1953” [Preliminary Comments on Mass 
Mobilization in 1953] PPTT, File no. 1389, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 1. 
133 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
134 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 13 [The Complete Collective of Party Documents, vol. 13]. (Hà Nội: 
Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2001), p. 122. 
135 Trường Chinh, “Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương về chính sách ruộng đất của Đảng” 
[Directive by the Central Executive Committee on the Party’s Land Policy]. In Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn 
Tập, tập 13 [The Complete Collective of Party Documents, vol. 13] (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 
2001), p. 239. 
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VWP leaders drew upon the contents and language of the first five sections of the 

proposal to craft their policy direction and rhetoric, principally in directives, decrees, 

circulars, reports, announcements, and training pamphlets. This influence was most 

evident in a directive on mobilizing the masses, issued by the Central Executive 

Committee, on April 24, 1953, on the eve of the experimental mass mobilization 

campaign.136 

The sixth section most directly reveals Luo’s influence. To prepare for an 

experimental campaign that future campaigns could use as a model, Luo 

recommended carefully laying the ground for mass mobilization “to achieve desirable 

results and avoid derailment.” 137  This work included surveying the countryside, 

disseminating the VWP's policies, training cadres, and choosing areas for the 

implementation of land reform. He advised the VWP to assign and train 200 cadres to 

carry out this campaign in 20 communes in Interzone I (Việt Bắc) and Interzone IV, 

the two strongholds of the VWP.138 

 

The Legal Apparatus 

Having solicited the approval of Stalin and Mao, upon his return from Beijing 

and Moscow, Hồ Chí Minh and the rest of the VWP leadership began the process of 

carrying out Luo Guibo’s proposal on mobilizing the masses by adjusting their 

previous stance on land reform. They put forward arguments and created legal 

 
136 Trường Chinh, “Chỉ thi của ban chấp hành trung ương về phát động quần chúng trong năm 1953” 
[Central Executive Committee on Mass Mobilization during 1953] (Hà Nội: Vietnam National Archive 
III/PPTT/Dossier No: 1575). 
137 Luo Guibo, “Ý kiến sơ bộ về vận động quần chúng năm 1953” [Preliminary Comments on Mass 
Mobilization in 1953] PPTT, File no. 1389, VNA-III, Hà Nội, 6. 
138 Ibid., 6-7. 
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apparatus to begin implementing rent reduction in 1953 and preparing the conditions 

so that land reform could be carried out either at the end of 1953 or in early 1954. 

Thus, on November 25, 1952, the Party Secretariat issued an order for further 

investigation into conditions in the countryside. This was an important foundational 

step, for mass mobilization to implement rent reduction and land reform was 

envisioned as a tense class struggle that would require thoughtful preparation and a 

clear understanding of the rural situation. Therefore, investigating the agricultural, 

economic, class, and political conditions of rural Vietnam was essential. The study of 

class relations in the villages was particularly important because without 

understanding these relationships the VWP would be unable to exploit class divisions 

and ignite class struggle. 

A threefold strategy was designed: 1) to explore the exploitive interclass 

relationships in the rural areas and the impact of previous VWP’s land policies; 2) to 

survey the conditions of the masses and the cadres’ ability to improve them; and 3) to 

identify the rural traitors, reactionaries, and insubordinate elements, and especially 

their relationships with each other. This was achieved by sending cadre battalions 

[đoàn cán bộ] to communes. Members of each battalion were required to have a 

thorough comprehension of the VWP’s land policy, a clear and firm stance on class, 

the ability to demarcate class, the ability to comport themselves properly, and an 

eagerness to learn about the masses. During the investigative process, it was stressed 

that the teams were to follow the defined methods and resources provided by the 

central government. 
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All investigation teams were required to explore four situations: 1) the status of 

past and current rural exploitation; 2) the progress in implementing the Party’s land 

policies; 3) the relationships between the landlords and rich, middle class, poor, and 

landless peasants; 4) and the effectiveness of cadres and party members at the 

commune Party cell. 139  The investigations were required to rely primarily on 

information elicited from the poor and landless peasants and the Peasants’ 

Association. The Party-state insisted that the investigation "must be urgently 

implemented and completed before August 5, 1953” under the supervision of the 

Interzone Executive Committee and Provincial Executive Committee.140 Again, the 

investigation was intended to help the VWP leaders gain a precise understanding of 

the rural conditions so that they could formulate policies, especially the land reform, 

which was intended to be put in motion at the end of 1953. Thus, the task of 

investigating conditions in the countryside marks the beginning of systematic 

preparation for implementing land reform. 

Two months after initiating the task of investigating the countryside, the VWP 

Central Executive Committee’s Fourth Plenum, convened from January 25 to 30, 

1953, began putting forward objectives and laying the foundation for massive rent 

reduction and land reform campaigns during the anti-colonial war. This entailed 

elaborating and incorporating elements of Luo’s proposal into their policy. At the 

meeting, Hồ Chí Minh read a report underlining the two main tasks that needed to be 

undertaken in 1953: continuing to wage war against France and mobilizing the masses 

 
139 “Mẫu điều tra nông thôn’ [Investigations of the rural template]. ĐCSVN, vol. 13, pp. 351-356.  
140 ‘Thông tri của ban bí thư về việc điều tra nông thôn’ [Notification from the Party Secretariat 
regarding Investigations of the rural areas], 25 Nov. 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 13, pp. 347-350. 
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to further reduce rents and fully implement land reform. Concerning the land policy, 

Hồ Chí Minh acknowledged that because of "special circumstances" [hoàn cảnh đặc 

biệt], only rent and interest rate reduction was implemented during the years before 

1953. However, given that circumstances had changed, the Party-state needed to 

expand its land policies and "improve the economic and political interests of the 

peasants" [nâng cao quyền lợi kinh tế và chính trị của nông dân] by enforcing more 

radical land reforms, namely redistributing land to the peasants. By accomplishing this 

feat, the Party-state would then be able to fully mobilize the necessary manpower from 

the peasantry to advance the protracted war and gain absolute victory.141 

Two developments that could have strongly influenced the VWP's pushing 

forward land reform were the rising global influence of the Soviet Union and the 

completion of China's land reform in 1953. The VWP looked to the political and 

economic paths and policies of its larger allies as the model for its revolutionary path. 

Once Vietnam was diplomatically recognized, had the military and financial support 

of the Soviet Union and especially of China, and with Chinese advisors on Vietnamese 

soil, Vietnamese leaders believed that they were ready to implement full mobilization 

of the peasants to eliminate the landowning class in the northern countryside and to 

rally the manpower needed to expedite and finish the war against the French. 

In a lengthy report following Hồ Chí Minh’s speech, Trường Chinh argued that 

it was necessary to take advantage of support from the Soviet Union and China to 

 
141 Hồ Chí Minh, “Báo cáo tại hội nghị lần thứ tư ban chấp hành trung ương Đảng (khoá II), Ngày 25 
tháng 1 năm 1953 về tình hình trước mắt và nhiệm vụ cải cách ruộng đất” [Report at the Fourth Party 
Central Executive Committee Plenum regarding the initial situation and the task of land reform (25 Jan. 
1953)], in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 14 [The Complete Collective of Party Documents, vol. 14] (Hà 
Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2001). 
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simultaneously overthrow French imperialism and Vietnamese feudalism. Closely 

following Luo’s recommendations, Trường Chinh defined the purpose, meaning, 

motto, methods, and plans for implementing rent reduction and land reform. He 

modified the Party’s prior stance on the landlords by suggesting that the reason radical 

land policies had not already been implemented was that the Party had overestimated 

the landowning class' willingness to cooperate. Contrary to the actual cooperation and 

support that the landowning class had given to the war, Trường Chinh denounced the 

landlords as uncooperative feudal reactionaries who had been working against the 

Party's policies and war efforts. Thus, he aggressively called for "launching the masses 

to thoroughly reduce rent; to carry out interest rate reduction; to prepare to make 

progress toward land reform; and to achieve land-to-the-tillers in the free zones."142 

Only when these policies were fully enforced, he argued, would the VWP “be able to 

motivate the peasants to enthusiastically sacrifice for the resistance, step up 

production, and consolidate the rural government.”143 

Based on the objectives outlined by Hồ Chí Minh and Trường Chinh, the 

Fourth Plenum issued a resolution calling for the mobilization of the masses to carry 

out rent reduction and land reform in areas under the Party’s direct control.144 Their 

 
142 “…cần phóng tay phát động quần chúng, triệt để giảm tô, thực hiện giảm tức; chuẩn bị tiến tới cải 
cách ruộng đất, thực hiện người cày có ruộng ở vùng tự do.” 
143 Trường Chinh, “Báo cáo của tổng bí thư Trường Chinh tại hội nghị lần thứ tư ban chấp hành 
trung ương (khoá II) về mục đích, ý nghĩa, phương châm, phương pháp và kế hoạch thực hiện chính 
sách cải cách ruộng đất” [Report by Secretary General Trường Chinh at the Fourth Party Central 
Executive Committee Plenum regarding the purpose, meaning, guidelines, methods, and plans to 
implement the land reform policies]. In Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 14 [The Complete Collective of 
Party Documents, vol. 14] (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2001), 48-53; “Làm như thế chẳng những 
động viện nông dân hang hái hy sinh cho kháng chiến, đẩy man5nh tăng gia sản xuất, củng cố được 
chính quyền nông thôn.” 
144 “Nghị quyết của hội nghị lần thứ tư ban chấp hành trung ương Đảng Lao Động Vietnam: từ ngày 25 
d0e61n ngày 30 tháng 1 năm 1953,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 14 (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 
2001), p. 129. 
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mission was to “destroy the land ownership regime of the French colonialists and 

other invasive imperialists in Vietnam, eliminate the feudal land ownership regime of 

landlords and foreign aliens, and implement the policies of land ownership by the 

peasantry.”145 The resolution specified five preparatory tasks to be implemented in 

1953 to prepare the conditions for the full enforcement of land reform in 1954. The 

essence of these tasks was to purify and reorganize the entire Party to strengthen its 

ability to carry out the mass mobilization campaign.146 

This plenum marked the most important change in the VWP’s resistance policy 

since 1945. By equating the national resistance movement with both anti-imperialism 

and anti-feudalism, it suggested that the two were inseparable and thus must be 

simultaneously implemented. This more aggressive stance on land reform by means of 

mass mobilization was a significant departure from previous years, but as evidenced 

by Hồ’s letters to Stalin and La Quý Ba’s letter in 1952, it is not surprising. 

Furthermore, it could be argued that such a transformation was facilitated by the 

change in political conditions, as reiterated in the VWP’s political platform and earlier 

policies. When the Party’s political and economic power was still weak, anti-

imperialism and anti-feudalism became separate independent objectives to utilize the 

landowning class’ support to sustain the Party’s feeble resistance forces. However, 

after the resistance forces began to gain strength, the united front policy was becoming 

 
145 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị lần thứ tư ban chấp hành trung ương Đảng lao động Vietnam’ [Resolution 
from the Fourth Party Central Executive Committee Plenum], 25-30, Jan. 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, p. 
129. 
146Ibid., pp. 128-132;  'Báo cáo của tổng bí thư Trường Chinh tại hội nghị lần thứ tư ban chấp hành 
trung ương (khoá II) về mục đích, ý nghĩa, phương châm, phương pháp và kế hoạch thực hiện chính 
sách cải cách ruộng đất' [Report by Secretary-General Trường Chinh at the Fourth Party Central 
Executive Committee Plenum regarding the purpose, meaning, guidelines, methods, and plans to 
implement the land reform policies]. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, p. 55. 
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unnecessary. Thus, overthrowing and eliminating the landowning class to consolidate 

power in the countryside and advance the resistance became a possibility.147 

Following the Fourth Plenum, successive mass mobilization initiatives were 

undertaken to prepare for the implementation of rent reduction and land reform. Hồ 

Chí Minh and the Party leadership began laying the indoctrination groundwork and 

enacted a series of laws and regulations to pave the way for the implementation of Luo 

Guibo’s proposal. 148  In February 1953, a national conference on mobilizing the 

peasants and the people was convened to define the peasants’ role in the resistance, 

enhance the ideological stance of the peasant class, and set up the logistical means to 

lead the peasants during the resistance.149 A political re-education campaign was set 

up to rectify party members’ and administrative officials’ political thought and work 

styles.150 On March 16, 1953, the DRV issued a circular reforming the administrative 

system at the village level via rent reduction. Building upon the previous tasks of 

rectifying the cadres, dividing communes, and reforming cadres’ and officials’ work 

styles, this directive aimed to form incorruptible administrative authorities, to tighten 

the relationship between the government and the people, and to protect the economic 

interests and political advantage of the VWP in the rural areas.151 

On April 12, Hồ Chí Minh signed three decrees supplementing the 

implementation of the Party’s land policies. The first decree, "149/SL on Land 
 

147 Ibid., p. 54. 
148 Chỉ Thị Của Ban Chấp Hành Trung Ương Về Phát Động Quần Chúng Trong Năm 1953; Sắc lệnh số 
133/SL; Sắc lệnh số 149/SL; Sắc lệnh số 150/SL; Sắc lệnh 151/SL. 
149 'Bài nói tại hội nghị nông vận và dân vận toàn quốc' [Speech at the National Conference on 
mobilizing the peasants and people] given by Hồ Chí Minh, 5 Feb. 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, pp. 141-147.   
150 ‘Bài nói trong buổi khai mạc lớp chỉnh huấn cán bộ Đảng, dân, chính ở cơ quan trung ương’ [Speech 
at the opening ceremony of the reeducation class], 6 Feb. 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, pp. 148-160. 
151 Viện Sử Học, Vietnam: những sự kiện lịch sử (1945-1975) [Vietnam: historical events (1945-1975)] 
(Vietnam: NXBGD, 2002), p. 119. 
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Policy," consisted of 40 clauses in eight sections dealing with issues such as land and 

rent reduction; the distribution or handling of donated, public, uncultivated, or 

absentee-owner land; and the creation of a government office [cơ quan] for 

implementing land policy. Clauses 17 and 23 were the most ominous. Clause 17 stated 

that "any debt that peasants owed to a person convicted of being a Vietnamese traitor" 

would be abolished. Clause 23 ordered that "land, cattle, and other assets belonging to 

French nationals, Vietnamese traitors, and reactionaries have to be seized and divided 

among landless peasants or peasants who possess little cultivating land." In 1953, after 

eight chaotic years of war, it is unclear how efficient the lenders were in collecting 

debts or how many peasants were paying debts to local elites; for those who were in 

debt, these clauses provided a way out. Thus, it became more of an incentive to accuse 

one's lender of being a Vietnamese traitor. Clause 35 authorized the establishment of 

the Land Reform Committee [Uỷ Ban Cải Cách Ruộng Đất], which was tasked with 

helping the government and officials at the Interzone and provincial level implement 

rent reduction and land reform.152 The Committee was composed of many ranking 

officials, including Hồ Chí Minh and Trường Chinh, and other members of the Party’s 

politburo and central committee like Hoàng Quốc Việt, Lê Văn Lương, and Hồ Viết 

Thắng,  

The second important decree was "Decree 150/SL on the Establishment of 

Special People's Courts" [tòa án nhân dân đặc biệt]. The special judicial court system 

permitted mass mobilization outside of the regular judicial system. The courts 

established under this decree fell under the authority of the Provincial Resistance 

 
152 “Sắc lệnh số 149/SL,” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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Committee [ủy ban kháng chiến hành chính tỉnh] and traveled from commune to 

commune in areas undergoing mass mobilization, hearing cases. Under clause 2, the 

courts had the authority 1) to punish counterrevolutionaries, cruel despots, and those 

who resist or sabotage the land policies; 2) to adjudicate conflicts over property and 

land involved in the cases above; and 3) to adjudicate conflicts over class demarcation.  

Clause 6 prohibited the use of beating and torture when questioning [the accused]. 

Clause 7 permitted those who attend the trial the right to express their opinion. Clause 

8 allowed the accused the right to defend himself, either personally or through counsel 

that was acceptable to the court.153 

The last was “Decree 151/SL on the Punishment of Landlords.” Of the 14 

clauses in this decree, about half described how to prosecute crimes punishable by 

three to ten years in prison. Most of these crimes were actions taken by the landlord to 

“sabotage” [phá hoại] mass mobilization, or to “disperse” [phân tán] one’s land and 

belongings to avoid being classified as a landlord. The remainder pertained to more 

serious that could earn the defendant terms of more than ten years to life imprisonment 

or even execution. These crimes involved political activities such as allying with the 

imperialists, the puppet administration, or spies; founding or leading reactionary 

organizations or political parties intended to fight against the Government; sabotaging 

the resistance war; harming the people; murdering the peasants, cadres, or government 

employees; allying with the imperialists and the puppet administration to establish or 

lead armed uprisings; and inciting or leading a group of people to create disorder.154 

These definitions indicate that the Party was more concerned with politics than 
 

153 “Sắc lệnh số 150/SL,” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
154 “Sắc lệnh số 151/SL,” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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economic crimes. Thus, it could be inferred that the suppression of political opposition 

was the true purpose of the mass mobilization.  

When examining the decrees and their timing a few points are worth 

considering. All three decrees are retroactive, rendering null and void all pre-existing 

land policy laws. This was crucial because the decrees enabled cadres to punish people 

for what had been completely legal actions. This gave the Party and its cadres 

tremendous power to incriminate. The second important aspect of the decrees was 

their analytical framework for directing attention to the internal dynamics of a 

community, especially the relationship between the elites and the poor. Each decree 

approved and signed by Hồ Chí Minh, President of the DRV, began with the 

preamble, “In consideration of current needs and following the resolution of the 

Government Cabinet [Hội đồng chính phủ] after coming to agreement with the 

National Assembly Standing Committee [Ban Thường trực Quốc hội],” to create the 

pretense that it had been written by democratic government bodies that had formed the 

rules and regulations expressed in the decrees based on thorough discussion and 

assessment of the situation on the ground. 

This created a false impression that the decrees had been created by and for the 

people. In reality, however, the Party controlled everything. Through its decrees, it 

carefully controlled the form of the discourse about the countryside by removing all 

mention of the DRV and creating a semantic template that pitted peasants against 

landlords. By confining people’s minds to class differentiation at the local level, the 

Party discouraged people from looking elsewhere, thus absolving the roles and effects 

of outsiders such as the Party, the DRV, and their policies, past, present, or future. 
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This deflecting of attention from the DRV allowed it, for example, to impose onerous 

taxes and to extract peasant resources after mass mobilization without being seen as 

exploitative. 

Another matter worth considering is the timing of the decrees. Meant to be the 

legal foundation for its first mass mobilization campaign to reduce rent, the decrees 

were not issued until April 12, 1953, just two days before the first battalion of cadres 

reached its assigned destination. Furthermore, even though both the decrees and the 

mass mobilization campaign had been activated in early April, the Party leaders did 

not promulgate the decrees and their complementary edicts [nghị định] until May 21, 

1953, in a special issue of Nhân Dân [The People] devoted to the mass mobilization. 

What were the reasons for delaying the promulgation of this important legal 

framework? What were the effects? 

For more than five months after Hồ Chí Minh’s return from Moscow in 

December 1952 and the decision to move forward with mass mobilization to carry out 

rent reduction and land reform at the Party’s Fourth Plenum in January 1953, the Party 

had sufficient time to plan its campaign.  In the first four months of 1953, it published 

several articles and directives [chỉ thị] that offered the rationale, the guidance, and the 

outlines for rent reduction and land reform. Among the most important directives were 

those issued to enable the implementation of the rent reduction experimental 

campaign. On April 22, 1953, seven days after the launching of the campaign, the 

Party Secretariat issued a directive defining ten disciplinary clauses, stipulating the 

logistics for cadres to carry out the mass mobilizations, to ensure the correct 
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implementation of the VWP’s land policies. The clauses fall into three subject-groups: 

five dealing with peasants, three with landlords, and two with Party members.155 

The most important of these was the directive on mobilizing the masses. Issued 

on April 24, 1953, by Trường Chinh, the Party general secretary, the directive 

explained why and how to mobilize the masses to carry out the Party's land policies 

under decrees 149/SL, 150/SL, and 151/SL. The goal of mass mobilization, according 

to the directive, was to "overthrow the reactionary influence and weaken the feudal 

economic influence. Crush the feudal political influence and partially [một phần] 

satisfy the economic needs of the peasantry. Seize [giành] political advantage for the 

laboring peasants in the countryside. Consolidate the worker-peasant alliance, 

consolidate and expand the Unified People's Front, develop production, push the 

resistance war forward, and prepare the conditions for land reform." One way to 

achieve these goals was to "reorganize and consolidate the local party cell, the peasant 

association, and the local government administration (including the Resistance 

Committee, the People's Committee, the people's militia, and the commune public 

security apparatus)."156 This task was crucial because by establishing and controlling 

administrative organizations and personnel, especially with the backing of a police 

force or militia, the Party-state could persuade and/or coerce landlords and peasants to 

respect its policies, either by giving up land or increasing production.   

The bottom line was to rely on the strength of the poor and landless peasants to 

overthrow feudalism, win political control over rural areas, increase production, 

 
155 ‘Chỉ thị của ban bí thư về 10 điều kỷ luật của cán bộ trong khi thi hành chính sách ruộng đất’ 
[Directive by the Party Secretariate on the 10 disciplines for cadres during the implementation of the 
land policies], 22 April 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, p. 171-172. 
156 “Chỉ thị về phát động quần chúng trong năm 1953,” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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advance the resistance, and prepare conditions for land reform.157 There were four 

objectives: 1) to formulate slogans for the struggle, based on the aspirations of the 

majority; 2) to educate and organize the masses to make them self-aware and willing 

to struggle; 3) to find and organize the faithful poor and landless peasants and groom 

them to be village leaders known as cốt cán [backbone elements]158 who would help 

the Party govern; 4) to establish Peasants' Associations as the primary organs of the 

movement. To achieve these objectives, cadres needed a thorough detailed knowledge 

of Party policy toward each of the rural classes. This required the support of the 

middle class, poor and landless peasants, and pitting them against the rich peasants 

and landlords to eradicate the latter's economic and political power.159 

Approximately two weeks after the cadres arrived in their communes, on May 

4, 1953, the Party Politburo issued another directive, stipulating five measures for 

mass mobilization. The focus was on defining Party and cadre’s authority, and 

punishments for “cruel” and reactionary landlords. It set up the Disciplinary 

Committee [Ủy ban Xử trí] to investigate, collect and preserve information about 

offenders. This committee would render opinions on how to punish offenders and 

present them to the President of the DRV, Hồ Chí Minh, for approval. Once approved, 

the Special People’s Courts, established via decree 150/SL, would carry out the 

sentence.  

 
157 Lenin, Stalin, Mao Zedong. Dựa Vào Bần Cố Nông Đoàn Kết Chặt Chẽ Với Trung Nông [Rely on 
the poor and landless peasants, unite closely with the middle peasants] Vietnam: Nhà Xuất Bản Sự 
Thật, 1953. 
158 A “Cốt cán” or “backbone element” is a peasant chosen by the local land-reform cadre to become a 
village leader.  
159 ‘Chỉ thị ban chấp hành trung ương về phát động quần chúng trong năm 1953’ [Directive from the 
Central Executive Committee regarding mass mobilization in 1953], 24 April 2953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, 
pp. 173-176. 
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The aim was to punish those categorized as reactionary agitators who 

committed crimes against and sabotaged the resistance. Punishments were based on 

class but were sometimes made more lenient if the offender had some affiliation with 

the resistance. Landlords who participated in or had family members in the resistance 

and willingly implemented land reform and paid taxes were exempt from persecution. 

Others who had been in good standing with the resistance before and during the 

August Revolution or had children in the military were required to self-criticize and 

submit to public criticism but were also exempted.160 The VWP leadership determined 

the number of offenders who were to be executed, which was specified as 1 in every 

1,000 residents in areas under the DRV’s control. However, this number was not 

uniformly applied among all communes under mass mobilization for rent reduction 

and land reform; some communes executed three or four landlords, while others 

executed one or none. Executions were kept to a minimum, due to the fear of losing 

public support.161 

These directives, interestingly, were unlike decrees, which were usually 

publicized as law. Rather, the directives were circulated only among ranking officials 

from the central to battalion levels because they often contained extremely secret 

information relating to the Party’s true intent, guidance, and command for its policies. 

Nonetheless, the Party decided to wait until immediately after the start of the 

experimental campaign to promulgate decrees 149/SL, 150/SL, and 151/SL, those that 

 
160 ‘Chỉ thị của bộ chính tri về việc lập danh sách các thân sĩ tiến bộ và cách xử trí với họ’ [Directive 
from the Politburo on listing progressive notables and how to deal with them], 13 July 1953. ĐCSVN, 
vol. 14, pp. 258-261. 
161 ‘Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị về mấy vấn đề đặc biệt trong phát động quần chúng’ [Directive by the 
Politburo on several special issues regarding mass mobilization], May 4, 1953. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, pp. 
201-203. 
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form the foundation and legal apparatus to allow cadres to implement mass 

mobilization. This delay, however, is likely to have been deliberate because the Party 

leaders would have known that the terms of the decrees would create a backlash, 

especially from the groups that the Party was targeting. The Party leaders probably 

suspected that if the terms of the three decrees were to reach the public before the 

mobilizing cadres arrived at their destination, the targets would be tipped off and 

might respond in ways that the Party and its cadres could not control. As a result, it 

waited for the cadres to reach these destinations before promulgating and 

implementing the decrees. The delay gave the cadres the ability to catch the targets 

unprepared and make it impossible for them to react. The element of surprise was 

especially important for this pilot campaign.  

This is even more obvious given that the decrees were not published until May 

21, 1953, a day before the most important denunciation trial began, against the 

patriotic landowner Nguyễn Thị Năm, her sons, and her associates. Reports from 

mobilizing cadres on Nguyễn Thị Năm’s case indicated that the proceedings against 

her led many “traitors and reactionary bullies to prepare to counter [the Party-state’s 

accusations against them] because they knew that they too will eventually be 

denounced,” thus creating many obstacles to the mobilization campaign.162 

Judging from these reports about actions taken by the targeted elites and 

landlords and the trouble that they caused, the announcement of the decrees before the 

mobilization would have caused even more havoc for the Party. The targeted elites 

and landlords would have been prepared to defend themselves or to flee. The Party 
 

162 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt 1” (từ 
tháng 4 đến 20 tháng 8, năm 1953),” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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leaders were aware of such potential and therefore kept the public in the dark while 

giving the cadres a month to prepare. It was only when the preparation had been 

completed that the Party made the laws public. In publishing decrees 149AL, 150/SL, 

and 151/SL a day before Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial, the Party was making the argument 

that her prosecution was based on judicial proceedings; that the offenses in which she 

was accused fit the legal terms defined by the decrees; and thus, she and others like 

her were all susceptible to punishment under this new legal order. By situating the two 

events in such an order, the Party advanced mass mobilization campaign to reduce rent 

under the pretense of legality and fairness. 

However, the delay did seem to interfere with the implementation of the mass 

mobilization campaign. Given that the decrees were issued on April 12, 1953, days 

after the mass mobilization cadres had been sent out and two days before they reached 

their assigned areas, they might not have been fully apprised of the rules, regulations, 

and guidelines. The result was that the decrees gave the cadres the legal tools and 

authority to implement mass mobilization, but they had to interpret the terms of those 

decrees on the fly. This led to cases of misinterpretation and partial enforcement. 

Many progress reports complained that the cadres did not understand the details of the 

Party’s land policy, the method of class classification, or had been ineffective in 

setting up the Special People’s Courts. Nevertheless, the Party leaders should have 

seen this coming but did not take it seriously enough for they might well have 

underestimated its importance. In the end, they were more than willing to accept those 

missteps as long as the cadres met the key objective of overthrowing the local elites 

and landowning class. 
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The Mobilizing Scope 

Land reform was conceived (in line with the CCP model) as comprising two 

phases, with two phases of mass mobilization. The first phase was “mass mobilization 

for rent reduction” [phát động quần chúng giảm tô], and the second was “mass 

mobilization for land reform” [phát động quần chúng cải cách ruộng đất]. The “rent 

reduction” phase was meant to prepare the way for the “land reform” phase, during 

which the slogan “land to the tiller” would be “thoroughly implemented.” Two days 

after Hồ Chí Minh signed the decrees to empower the Party’s cadres, mass 

mobilization for rent reduction began on April 14, 1953, with the experimental 

campaign. Lasting until August 17, 1953, this campaign followed the line Luo Guibo 

had proposed in September 1952. In the final section of the proposal, Luo Guibo urged 

the Party to implement an experimental campaign to train the Party and cadres before 

embarking on full-scale mass mobilization. He recommended training 200 cadres and 

dividing them into twenty battalions [đoàn] to carry out mass mobilization 

experiments in twenty key village-commune sites in Interzone Việt Bắc and Interzone 

IV.163 

The VWP began this experimental phase by choosing 230 land reform cadres 

[cán bộ cải cách ruộng đất] and dividing them into Land Reform Battalion I [đoàn cải 

cách ruộng đất I] and Land Reform Battalion II [đoàn cải cách ruộng đất II]. More 

reform cadres, however, were added to each battalion upon arrival at its designated 

region. The actual number of cadres involved in this campaign therefore exceeded 
 

163 “Ý kiến sơ bộ của đồng chí La Quý ba (cố vấn Trung Quốc) về vận động quần chúng năm 1953,” 
PPTT, File no. 1389, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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300. Within each Battalion, ten cadres were elected to create a Land Reform Battalion 

Steering Committee [đoàn ủy] to lead the implementation. The rest was divided into 

land reform teams [đội cải cách ruộng đất] of up to fifteen cadres each. Each team was 

led by a captain [đội trưởng] and vice-captain [đội phó]. Land Reform Battalion I was 

assigned the task of implementing mass mobilization in ten communes in Thái 

Nguyên, Phú Thọ, and Tuyên Quang of Interzone Việt Bắc [Liên Khu Việt Bắc] and 

Battalion II to thirteen communes in Nghệ An and Thanh Hóa of Interzone IV [Liên 

Khu IV].164 

Though the VWP leaders did not follow the exact numbers that Luo Guibo 

prescribed, the fidelity with which they followed his model does point to the influence 

of China and Chinese advisors in the development and implementation of the land 

reform. A recent study by the Institute of History, a state institute, confirmed that 

“receptive to the Chinese Communist Party's experience of using the political violence 

of the masses to demand the landlords to reduce their rent and interests, Vietnam has 

asked Chinese advisors to help.”165 Indeed, the Chinese influence on the development, 

training, and application of mass mobilization was apparent in this stage. It started 

with the VWP’s request to the CCP to send Chinese advisors to Vietnam to advise and 

share China’s revolutionary experience. Luo Guibo, for instance, had been assigned to 

serve in Vietnam for only three months. However, upon Hồ Chí Minh’s and the 
 

164 “Báo cáo của đ/c Thịnh trong Ban ruộng đất T.Ư. Tình hình phát động quần chúng (từ 1-4 đến 30-4, 
-1953),” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. Interzone Việt Bắc were mobilized in ten communes, 
six in Thái Nguyên Province (Đồng Bẩm, Dân Chủ, Phúc Xuân (Đồng Hỷ), Hùng Sơn (Đại Từ), Đức 
Liên, and Nhã Lộng (Phú Bình)), three in Phú Thọ Province (Tư Hiệp, Tân Trào, and Đông Xuân), and 
one in Tuyên Quang Province (Chính Tâm). Interzone IV mobilized 13 communes, nine in Thanh Hóa 
Province (Tu Dân, Thọ Long, Yên Khang, Chu Gian, Ninh Hà, Hoàng Phủ, Đông Tiên, Minh Nông, 
and Đông Anh), and four in Nghệ An Province (Tân Diên, Tam Thai, Quang Thành, and Quang Trung).  
165 Nguyễn Văn Nhật, ed., Lịch Sử Việt Nam Từ năm 1951 đến năm 1954, tập 11 (Hà Nội: NXB Khoa 
Học Xã Hội, 2017), p. 282.  
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VWP’s request, Luo Guibo stayed for seven years, first as the Chinese Advisor-

General to Hồ Chí Minh and then later as China’s first ambassador to the DRV after 

the 1954 Geneva Conference. Luo Guibo’s main task in Vietnam was to lead a group 

of Chinese advisors in teaching the VWP about the CCP’s land reform, which China 

had carried out between 1949 and 1952.  

Following the VWP’s decision to carry out mass mobilization to implement 

rent reduction, and the selection of 230 cadres to accomplish it, the CCP, in the spring 

of 1953, appointed Zhang Dequn [Kiều Hiểu Quang] to head the Land Reform and 

Party Consolidation Section in Vietnam. 166  Beijing sent forty-two additional land 

reform specialists to reinforce Zhang’s team. These advisors taught the 230 

handpicked Vietnamese cadres how to survey, analyze, and categorize the class and 

socioeconomic conditions of the villages. The Chinese advisors would follow, 

monitor, and help the Vietnamese cadres.167 They would also track the progress of the 

campaign and report to Luo Guibo and Zhang Dequn, who would then use that to 

advise the VWP leaders. In this relationship, the VWP followed the advice of the 

Chinese advisors almost to the letter. 

By choosing to train only 230 cadres in 23 communes, the intent of both the 

Chinese advisors and the VWP leaders seemed to be to minimize the scope of this 

campaign. The Party had to have full control of all the developments to guarantee 

success. If there were too many cadres in too large an area of mobilization, then the 

 
166 Qiang Zhai, China and The Vietnam Wars (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2000), p. 39. 
167 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát đồng quần chúng đợt I (từ tháng 
4 đến 20 tháng 8, năm 1953,” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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campaign could fail. Again, the number of cadres and the areas of implementation 

were based on Luo Guibo's expert recommendations. 

Most of the 230 cadres chosen for this campaign were well-educated men of 

high social status. They were trained directly by Chinese land reform specialists and 

tasked with implementing the first campaign; this gave them the credentials to serve as 

core cadres in future campaigns. Divided into two battalions and then into teams of ten 

to fifteen cadres, the campaign was devised so that there was a team for each of the 23 

communes, with approximately one cadre responsible for implementing mobilization 

in each village-hamlet. This division demonstrates the far-reaching purpose of the 

campaign, which was to mobilize the people to overturn even the lowest 

administrative unit in the Vietnamese countryside. This also meant that almost every 

person in the mobilized areas was affected by the Party-state’s policy. 

The 23 communes chosen for this campaign fell within Interzone Việt Bắc and 

Interzone IV, the two geographical regions that were “free” of French threats and were 

under “firm” [vững chắc] control of the Party-state. Interzone Việt Bắc, located in the 

northwest region of Bắc bộ [Tonkin area] was the headquarters of the VWP and the 

DRV state. Interzone IV, located in the northern half of Trung bộ [Annam area], 

stretching to just south of Huế, was the home region of many of the VWP’s leaders, 

including Hồ Chí Minh, who came from Nghệ An Province. This can explain why the 

Party-state began the campaign in these regions. The communes in Interzone Việt Bắc 

were all within proximity of the Party-state leadership, thus making it best suited to 

monitor the progress of the campaign. Why did the Party-state not concentrate the 

campaign in Việt Bắc instead of implementing it in two regions that were not 
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contiguous? The two interzones were separated by Interzone III, which was mostly 

controlled by French forces.  

 

 

Map 2.1: Experimental Campaign: Interzones, Zones, Provinces, and Communes 

 

The choice of these two regions was strategic, intending to encircle the French 

and take control of the areas surrounding French strongholds. This was because 

French forces held the densely populated provinces along the Red River delta and 

major cities such as Hà Nội and Hải Phong. DRV forces, in contrast, controlled the 

sparsely populated central and highland regions in the north, west, and south of Hà 

Nội. The DRV had pockets of forces in regions surrounding French forces. Hence, to 

defeat France, the Party [leaders understood that they needed to capture the areas 

under French influence. It was under this strategic understanding that land reform was 
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likened to a “spreading oil slick” [vết dầu loan]. The oil slick, however, was not 

limited to just one area. Instead, mass mobilization in the few “representative” [điển 

hình] communes and the lessons drawn from it would serve as the basis for the prompt 

expansion of the campaign to neighboring communes. Slowly, but surely, the oil slick 

would spread from Thái Nguyên to Lai Châu and Sơn La in the west, to Vĩnh Phúc 

and Quang Yên in the east, and from Thanh Hóa along with the coastal provinces of 

Ninh Bình, Nam Định, and Thái Bình. 

Once cadres had been sent to the sites of mobilization, they were given 

approximately four months to carry out the campaign. The timetable varied. For 

example, mobilization at the six communes in Thái Nguyên began in the second week 

of April, while in the three communes in Phú Thọ it did not start until the last week of 

April. Most of the sites in Việt Bắc completed mass mobilization by July 22, 1953, 

except for Chính Tâm commune in Tuyên Quang, which started much later and did 

not finish until after August. Mobilization in all the selected communes in Thanh Hóa 

and Nghệ An began during the last week of April and continued until August 7, 

1953.168 The variations in the timing may have been because of the experimental 

nature of the campaign. Since everything was still unfamiliar, from the Party leaders to 

the local cadres, delays and adjustments were inevitable. The Party leaders seemed to 

have expected this when they planned for each phase of mass mobilization to last 

about four months. This, however, would change in the future, when the Party 

shortened each phase to two months. 

 
168 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt I (từ tháng 
4 đếng 20 tháng 8 năm 1953), PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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Despite the delays and adjustments that led to some inconsistencies among the 

areas of mobilization, the campaign, was able to isolate, categorize, and prosecute 

hundreds of people. For instance, in the two Việt Bắc provinces of Thái Nguyên and 

Phú Thọ, the land reform cadres classified 150 people as địa chủ [landlord], and by 

August 20, 1953, had prosecuted 54. Of those tried, the People’s Special Court 

sentenced eight to death: Nguyễn Thị Năm, Lê Đình Hàm (Đồng Bẩm), Trần Thúc 

Cáp, Ngô Tuyếtt Ninh (Phúc Xuân), Bui Van Minh (Tân Trào), Duong Van Trung, Le 

Dinh Khoi (Nhã Lộng), and Phi Thành Y (Tứ Hiệp). Of the eight, only Nguyễn Thị 

Năm, Lê Đình Hàm, Trần Thúc Cáp, and Ngô Tuyêt Ninh had been executed by the 

end of the campaign. Another 55 were given prison sentences of up to life 

imprisonment; sixteen were put on probation; five had yet to be tried. In the mobilized 

areas in Thanh Hóa and Nghệ An, 306 people were categorized as landlords; 205 of 

them were scheduled for public trials. Phạm Van Tang (Tu Dân), Le Dinh Xuyen 

(Hoàng Fu), Lê Duy Diêng (Chuy Giang), Phan Van Noc (Đông Tiên), Hà Quang 

Nam, and Trinh Huu Dung (Minh Nông) were given death sentences. Only Pham Van 

Tang, Le Dinh Xuyen, and Phan Van Noc had been executed by July 26, 1953. Lê 

Duy Diêng took his own life. Additionally, three were given life sentences, fifteen 

were sentenced to between one to twenty years of imprisonment, three were put on 

probation, and four were acquitted.169 

These numbers suggest that there were very large numbers of people that the 

Party intended to classify, prosecute, and permanently remove from influential 

positions. The number of people classified as landlords in both Interzone Việt Bắc and 

 
169 Ibid. 
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Interzone IV could be considered excessive considering that there were only 23 

communes. It is still not clear how many among the people who were classified as 

landlords actually were, but the number could not have been that high since there was 

very little land under cultivation in the two regions, especially in the hills of Việt Bắc. 

A closer look at some of the administrative organizational charts, such as the 

Peoples’ Assembly [Hội đồng nhân dân] and the Administrative Resistance 

Committee [Ủy ban kháng chiến hành chánh] of many communes before the arrival of 

land reform cadres show that most of the people who held influential positions were 

actually middle peasants [trung nông] and poor peasants [bần nông] rather than 

landlords. Following the experimental campaign and reorganization of administrative 

organs, most of the holders of influential positions were poor peasants. 170  A 

comparison with the number of people who were classified as landlords suggests that 

the core intent of mass mobilization campaigns, whether in rent reduction or land 

reform, was to remove most if not all the people who held influential administrative 

positions, regardless of their class background. The Party-state and its cadres were 

required to follow two closely connected strategies: classifying more people as 

landlords and convicting them of political crimes. These strategies widened the scope 

of classification and punishment in mass mobilization. This, however, was deliberate 

so that the Party-state could remove old administrators and replace them with its own 

men. 

Following the categorization and prosecution of the landlord class, the cadres 

proceeded to the confiscation and reallocation of land and personal belongings from 
 

170 “Báo cáo tổng kết xây dựng và vận động chính quyền trong phát động quần chúng (phân hội đồng 
nhân dân, UBKCHC, và chia xã),” PPTT, File no. 1376, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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the accused. The landlords were ordered to stop collecting rent and to begin 

compensating peasants retroactively for rent and default on wages [thoái tô]. In 

Interzone Việt Bắc, 512,245 kilograms of the intended 758,357 kilograms of grain 

were confiscated by the end of the experimental campaign on August 26, 1953, 

ostensibly as compensation for rent and default on wages. Approximately 1,808 mẫu 8 

sào and 10 thước171 of farmland were confiscated and, along with other lands that had 

already been confiscated, were allocated among 944 households; 791 of whom 

consisted of poor peasants.172 In Interzone IV, an estimated 17,400 tạ173 (or 1,740,000 

kí) of grain were to be confiscated. However, by July 24, 1953, only 769,200 kí174 had 

been confiscated. 

The confiscation and redistribution of land and property were undertaken “to 

weaken the economic influence of the feudal landlords, and to resolve some of the 

difficulties that the peasants had faced.”175 By destroying the economic influence of 

the landowning class, the Partys-state deprived the landlords of their political 

influence and took over their position of authority over the rural population. Having 

removed the landlords, the Party-state subdivided their properties and redistributed 

their farmland among the peasants, making them feel indebted to the Party-state. This 

indebtedness created a sense of obligation. Moreover, the eradication of the landlords’ 

influence gave the VWP and DRV more control over the peasants and their harvests 

 
171 Mẫu, sào, and thước are measurement units of land area, with 10 sào equal 1 mẫu, 1 sào equals to 
360 thước [square meter] i.e., 1 sào equals to 3,600 square meters according to northern measurement. 
172 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 15-7-1953 của đồng chí Thịnh báo cáo tại hội 
nghị ủy ban Liên-Việt Toàn Quốc ngày 17-7 năm 1953.” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
173 Tạ (or picul), is a unit of mass in the metric system equal to 100 catties or 100 kilograms. 
174 Kí is a measure for kilograms. 
175 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt I (từ tháng 
4 đếng 20 tháng 8 năm 1953), PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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by imposing a system of direct tax collection. This system was especially important as 

more food was required to feed an expanding army and a growing bureaucracy. The 

extraction program began with requests for voluntary contributions, then introduced 

requisitions before imposing a structured agricultural tax, in which peasants were 

taxed not based on what they did produce but rather on the basis of what the Party 

expected them to produce. 

The second step following denunciation was reorganizing the local 

administrative organs and Party cells. It began by removing old administrators and 

replacing them with new cadres. For the most part, this reorganization supposedly 

involved the expulsion of "landlords" from the Party, but this was not always the case. 

If a landlord seemed to merit being kept in the Party, he could be retained but had to 

be sent to work in another region. "Young intellectual" Party members who were the 

children of landlords and wanted to "improve themselves" were also sent away to a 

mass mobilization battallion (rent reduction or, later, land reform) to work as cadres 

for the campaign.176 

The other task was the partitioning of the commune. It might be split into two 

communes, with a new name given to one or both parts, or hamlets that had originally 

been a part of one commune might be cut off and merged into nearby hamlets that had 

belonged to a different commune. The nine communes that underwent mass 

mobilization in Interzone Việt Bắc, Chính Tâm aside, were subdivided into twenty-

three smaller communes. The six communes that were mobilized in Thái Nguyên 

 
176 Trường Chinh, “Chỉ thị của Bộ Chính trị, 7/9/1953: Về bước tiến, phương pháp và yêu cầu cụ thể 
trong phát động quần chúng giảm tô” [Politburo Directive, 7/9/1953: The Steps, Methods, and Concrete 
Demands during the Mass Mobilization for Rent Reduction], VKDTT 1953, p. 324. 
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Province had 133 Party members (19 landlords, 69 rich peasants, 56 middle peasants, 

6 poor peasants, and 3 bourgeois) purged from the local Party cells and replaced by 

poor and landless peasants. Interzone IV underwent a similar reorganization; 13 

communes were subdivided into 33 smaller ones. 177  The creation of new 

administrative boundaries led to the establishment of new political organizations, 

reinforcing the theme of change in the countryside brought about by mass 

mobilization. 

 

Reconfiguring Village Order 

The reason for dividing the mobilized communes was to reorganize the local 

bureaucratic structures that had been occupied by administrators that the Party did not 

or could not control. Under reorganization, larger or more powerful communes were 

broken up into smaller and weaker ones. Geographical borders were redrawn and there 

was also purging [thanh trừ] of “bad” elements and appointment of new handpicked 

personnel. Once the Party-state was able to place its men into important bureaucratic 

positions in the newly drawn communes, it could assert control over the communes 

and prevent smaller power groups from joining forces. This divide-and-conquer 

strategy was an important and necessary objective in both rent reduction and land 

reform.  

Before mass mobilization, the influence of the Party-state was limited to 

pockets of territory in the central and highland regions surrounding the Red River 

valley and delta. These pockets were very unstable because the drawn-out war against 
 

177 “Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng trong tháng 8, 1953,” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà 
Nội. 
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the French constantly changed how leaders in rural areas interacted and maintained 

their affiliation with either the DRV or the French. This was made even more difficult 

with the establishment of the State of Vietnam in 1949, which created a situation in 

which three political entities (the French, the State of Vietnam, and the DRV) vied for 

support, political legitimacy, and geographical sovereignty. As a result, whenever 

military conditions favored the DRV, its influence over those pockets of territory was 

stable, but when the military advantage shifted toward the French, popular loyalties 

tilted towards the French-backed State of Vietnam. 

This instability continued for nearly six years before the Party-state leaders 

decided on a policy that could give them full control over these regions: rent reduction 

and land reform through mass mobilization. Each commune that the Party-state could 

consolidate through mass mobilization expanded the institutional and geographical 

space of the DRV. The Party-state’s mass mobilization campaign to implement the 

experimental wave of rent reduction was the first step toward the consolidation of that 

sovereignty. It began as an experiment in 23 communes, but after August 1953, this 

experiment was replicated on a much more intensive scale for another three years 

before northern Vietnam could be brought under the DRV and VWP rule. 

Consequently, the Party-state was able to take control of North Vietnam and bring to 

fruition the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. 

 

Contradictions and the Move Toward Political Struggle 

The mass mobilization experimental campaign to reduce rent ended in late 

August 1953, with Interzone Việt Bắc completing its mobilization campaigns a short 
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time before Interzone IV. Throughout the campaign, Party-state leadership and the 

mass mobilization battalion leaders frequently exchanged directives, reports, and 

assessments on how things were progressing at the local level. This was done so that 

Hồ Chí Minh, Chinese advisors, and other top Party leaders such as Trường Chinh, 

Phạm Văn Đồng, Hoàng Quốc Việt, and Lê Văn Lương could follow the campaign 

closely and make adjustments. 

My reading and evaluation of these transactions suggest that the leaders of the 

Party-state believed that the campaign had met its political, economic, and 

organizational goals. Politically, the campaign had overthrown everyone that it had 

labeled as traitors, reactionaries, and despots; had exposed those deemed reactionary 

organizations; had established a political advantage for the Party-state. This was 

achieved through the denunciation struggles against landlords and rich peasants in 

both regions. In Interzone Việt Bắc, 57 of 152 landlords were denounced, eight were 

sentenced to death, and many were given lengthy prison sentences. In Interzone IV, 

196 of an astonishing 1,280 landlords and despots were tried; nine were sentenced to 

death. 

The campaign was considered an economic success because it broke the 

influence of the landowning class while ostensibly improving the welfare of peasants 

through the confiscation of and reallocation of landlords’ farmland and property. 

Approximately 1,505 mẫu of farmland was divided among 944 households in 

Interzone Việt Bắc. In both Interzones, several million kilograms of grains were 

collected and divided among the peasants. Organizationally, the Party broke up 23 

communes into 56 smaller ones, purged “bad elements” from local bureaucratic and 
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Party cell positions, and replaced them with poor but compliant peasants. With the 

local administrative organs reorganized and the former ruling elites eliminated, the 

mobilized communes thus fell under the direct control of the Party-state via the 

Resistance Committees and the police forces that it had created to take the helm in the 

villages.178 

However, despite those successes, the implementation of the campaign was not 

as smooth as had been envisioned. One shortcoming was that “the scope of 

denunciation struggle was too wide,” and the campaign seemed to be on the brink of 

spinning out of control. One report stated that “every hamlet [in Nhã Lộng, Interzone 

Việt Bắc] wanted to carry out struggle.” Consequently, there were rising incidents of 

“spontaneous struggles” and panicked resistance. In Việt Bắc, reprisals were taken 

against people who had not committed any crime. In some cases, middle peasants and 

small businesses were forced to offer retroactive compensation for crimes attributed to 

their parents’ and grandparents’ generations. In Interzone IV, in contrast to how the 

struggle should have singled out criminal and despotic landlords, the mobilization also 

swept up middle and rich peasants. Despite the Central Committee’s directive against 

corporal punishment, there were cases in which rich peasants and middle peasants 

killed themselves following beating and torture by cadres. In total, there were twenty 

suicides: seven from Interzone Việt Bắc and thirteen from Interzone IV. The Central 

Land Reform Committee’s assessment reports viewed the suicides as political 

negatives because they reduced the number of “guilty” targets of the class struggle.179 

 
178 Ibid.  
179 Ibid 
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In their internal evaluations of the experimental campaign, leaders of the Party-

state seemed to fault cadres for having failed to comprehend mobilization policies and 

for ignoring the Party's guidance. They accused the cadres of not using reason and 

evidence to make landlords confess to their crimes. Instead, they ignored Party 

strictures against torture, physical abuse [nhục hình], and beatings, which often led to 

the accused dying by suicide. This accusation that extremism was caused by cadres 

defying Party-state’s directives seems plausible yet is contradictory. The extremism 

that accompanied mass mobilization, especially early in the campaign, was not rooted 

so much in whether or not the cadres refrained from the use of violence, but rather in 

the Party-state’s original and ardent emphasis on class struggle as the foundation of 

land reform. 

By differentiating [phân hóa] the population into defined social classes, the 

Party-state’s mass mobilization policy created an adversarial relationship. This 

relationship, however, was created to foment peasants’ hatred of landlords. Therefore, 

the Party-state could not promote these two conflicting ideas without expecting the 

campaign to become violent, especially when the program was defined by terminology 

such as: “đấu tố” [denounce], “đập nát” [crush], “đánh bệp” [defeat], “thanh trừ” 

[cleanse], “xoá bỏ,” [eradicate], and “tiêu diệt” [destroy]. This was at its most 

contradictory when a report that criticized the cadres for allowing the use of torture 

also blamed them for failing to make the peasants more hostile toward their landlords. 

As a result, the report complained that some peasants were still “inviting the landlords 



114 

to dinner, voting in favor of the accused landlords,” or making remarks during 

denunciation that benefited them.180 

Moreover, in a Politburo directive issued on May 4, 1953, the VWP leaders 

stated that one person for every thousand people during the more moderate rent 

reduction phase of the mass mobilization had to be executed. The directive also made 

it clear that the execution ratio could fluctuate but would be determined by the Party 

leadership.181 This suggests that the Party leadership had already decided how many 

people were to be executed during the mass mobilization for rent reduction only 

shortly after most of the cadre teams had entered their villages, but before they had 

had an opportunity to ascertain whether or not the supposed landlords were law-

abiding and “repentant.” This directive gave the mass mobilization cadres the 

authority and permission they needed to extend the scope of denunciation and 

execution. By establishing an execution ratio, the Party gave the cadres the incentive 

to show the Party leaders that mass mobilization had found exactly what they wanted 

to find. Thus, the contradiction in the Party-state’s assessment versus what it actually 

wanted to achieve in mass mobilization seemed to derive from the fear of losing 

control of the “spontaneous struggles” that caused people to resist the campaign rather 

than a genuine fear that the scope was too large and could lead to errors. 

Also present from the beginning were the shortcomings [khuyết điểm] of the 

land reform cadres. Reports indicated that some cadres had proven incapable of 

adapting to the impoverished living conditions of the peasantry. They had not been 

 
180 Ibid. 
181 VWP politburo, “Chỉ thị của Bộ Chính trị về mấy vấn đề đặc biệt trong phát động quần chúng, 
4/5/1953” [Politburo Directive on a few Special Issues in Mass Mobilization, May 4, 1953], VKDTT 
1953, 201-206. 
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able to enlist the peasants in reorganizing administrations, had shown themselves to be 

indecisive in removing landlords from bureaucratic positions, and had failed to survey 

and understand the conditions and aspirations of the masses. 182  One of the most 

serious problems, however, appears to have been the cadres' inability to understand 

land reform policies and the strategies to be adopted in their work with each class. As 

a result, the progress reports claim that the cadres had not been able to enforce the 

Party's purposes and ideas behind mass mobilization. A report of June 25, 1953, 

suggested that the enforcement work was still inadequate and had not been extensive 

enough for people to comprehend the land reform policy as thoroughly as the Party-

state would have liked.183 

The cadres were thus seen as having failed to inspire the peasants to see their 

world through the desired lens. That is a view in which the peasants would position 

themselves within the epic struggle against the exploitative landowning class, but also 

against French colonialism to gain power and independence. This meant reordering 

the peasants' priorities along with those promoted by the Party so that they could 

enthusiastically absorb the Party’s infusion of class consciousness and channel it into 

attacks on local elites. It also meant happily making enormous sacrifices, increasing 

their production and paying more taxes, which winning the war required of them. In 

their assessment and critique of the cadres, the Party suggested that it had wanted the 

cadres to change the mass mobilization campaign from an economic to a political 

 
182 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng ở các xã thí điểm từ 1/5 đến 31/5 năm 1953,” PPTT, File 
no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội; “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953,” PPTT, 
File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
183 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953 trước hội đồng chính phủ ngày 25 
tháng 6, 1953” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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struggle. In his report, Trần Đức Thịnh, executive member of the Peasant Mobilization 

Committee, who was responsible for making progress reports on the experimental 

phase in Việt Bắc and Interzone IV, stated that “in some places, propaganda focuses 

more heavily on economics than politics, and therefore there were instances during 

denunciation that the masses were more concerned with economic struggle [than with 

political struggle].”184 What this suggests was that hiding behind the economic policy 

of “land reform” was a political struggle to dismantle political elites. This hidden 

purpose served two important goals. 

First, by turning an economic movement into a political struggle, the Party was 

looking beyond the task of overthrowing the landowning class and was trying to create 

a circumstance in which it was forcing the masses to side with the Party against any 

political opposition. This was important when viewing the mass mobilization 

campaign within the First Indochina War and the competition for sovereignty among 

the DRV, the French, and the State of Vietnam. In this setting, it became convenient 

for the Party to focus on accusing the landlords of political crimes. Labeling the 

people the Party wished to remove from power as traitors and reactionaries became a 

more effective way of linking them with the Party’s political enemies. Hence, by 

training the masses’ attention on supposed political crimes, the Party was priming 

them to see the French and the State of Vietnam as their enemies. 

Second, this emphasis on political struggle became even more fitting given the 

rising concerns within the Party about a potential competing land reform program that 

had supposedly been devised by the French and the Bảo Đại government. It is still 

 
184 Ibid. 
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unproven whether there was indeed such a program, but many internal Party 

documents suggest that the Party was quite worried about it. In the August 26 report to 

the Council of Ministries, Trần Đức Thịnh stated “The French colonialists and puppets 

[bù nhìn] have raised the land reform policy in the attempt to entice the masses…thus, 

the issue of [our] land reform needs to progress more quickly, therefore the demands 

in denunciation struggles should not be too high, too complicated, but the length of 

time should be shortened to facilitate preparation for land reform.”185 

Pleased with what is considered a successful first wave, with the rising fear of 

potential competing land reform by the State of Vietnam that could divert popular 

loyalties elsewhere, the VWP pushed forward the second wave of the mass 

mobilization in late August 1953. In this wave, everything was expanded and 

intensified. While maintaining the two original land reform battalions, the number of 

cadres to carry out this phase was increased from slightly more than 300 in wave 1 to 

1,746 cadres. Three hundred186 were retained from the first phase and the rest were 

new. The cadres were divided into 64 teams, 31 for Interzone III and IV, and 33 for 

Interzone Việt Bắc, with each team having 25 to 28 members. The scope for 

mobilizing sites also increased drastically, from 23 to 163 communes, 86 in Việt Bắc 

and 77 in Interzone III and IV. While the geographical scope increased, the time frame 

was cut in half, to two months.187 

 
185 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở Hội Đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về Phát Động Quần Chúng Đợt I (từ 
thang 4 đến 20 tháng 8 năm 1953),” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
186 Initially there only a total of 230 cadres in the two mobilizing battalions sent to the communes, 
however, additional cadres were recruited and added to the battalions once they reached the designated 
areas. Hence, the total number of cadres involved in the first phase was higher than 230. 
187 “Báo cáo công tác phát động đợt 2 (từ 25/8 đến 25/9),” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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The decision to carry out wave 2 immediately following the completion of the 

first, and especially to intensify it, reflects the Party’s main concern, which was to 

move quickly to complete the land reform, despite reported deficiencies and excesses 

in the experimental phase that would seem to demand more effort to correct. Instead of 

taking the time to rectify the weaknesses of its mobilization policy, the problems with 

the cadres, and excesses that were beginning to generate violence and errors, the Party 

decided that they were a distant second to the ultimate objective of gaining 

sovereignty over people and land. So it moved forward, leading to countless people 

killed, tortured, falsely accused, and discriminated against, all of which would prompt 

the Party to publicly acknowledge its errors three years later. This future was expected 

and accepted from the beginning of mass mobilization. The “errors” apologized for 

had been willfully allowed to happen. However, to succeed with the next, more 

intensive and expansive, waves of rent reduction and land reform, the Party-state had 

to fan the flames of class revolution.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

INDOCTRINATING CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS  
 
 
 
Radical implementation of rent reduction and land reform to penetrate the 

countryside demanded the indoctrination of cadres as well as the mass about class 

consciousness and class revolution. From 1952 to the end of the land reform, the 

Party-state engaged in aggressive propaganda campaigns to train land reform cadres to 

create revolutionary fervor and foster class antagonism among the social classes. It 

published and disseminated a variety of printed resources for training, including 

materials on DRV-issued laws, directives, and decrees and narrative pieces in a range 

of literary genres. This chapter examines this process of indoctrination through three 

groups of sources: training manuals and guidelines pertaining to the legality of land 

reform; sources translated from foreign—especially Chinese—sources or written 

about land reform in China and elsewhere; and novels, short stories, essays, diaries, 

poetry, plays, art, films, and exhibits.  

 
 

Training Manuals and Guidelines 
 

From 1952 to 1957, the Party-state published and disseminated training 

manuals and guidelines for cadres, soldiers, and Party members. These publications 

included speeches, reports, laws, directives, decrees, and lectures on policy issues such 

as mass mobilization, rent reduction, land reform, and tax collection. The manuals and 

guidelines were often circulated simultaneously with the different waves of land 

reform and the changes that accompanied the implementation. These training materials 
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were important in transforming land reform cadres’ mindset and political stance as 

well as providing them with the policy and legal apparatus that they needed to win 

over the peasants and defuse any potential opposition. The DRV leadership believed 

that without a full grasp of the Party-state’s policy, cadres would have problems 

committing themselves to the implementation of its land policy, which included the 

important tasks of carrying out rent reduction and land reform. Moreover, without 

conviction and commitment, cadres would not be able to convince the masses. An 

example of the Party-state’s emphasis on these views was articulated in the preface of 

a 1953 manual. 

This document aims to help comrades study [mass mobilization], 

improve their level of class enlightenment, understand the basic spirit 

of the Party and Government’s mass mobilization policy, understand 

the attitude and mission of the military in mass mobilization to confirm 

[one’s] position and attitude, to raise one’s attitude toward serving the 

people, and to enhance the fighting spirit to resolutely participate and 

support the peasants’ struggle.188 

These documents reveal the main points that the Party-state emphasized, especially the 

legal explanation, argument, and procedures that were used to persuade cadres to 

believe in the Party-state’s policies.  

Training materials published in 1953 explained the Party-state’s land reform 

policy and how to implement it through phát động quần chúng (releasing the masses 

or mobilizing the masses). These manuals explained to the cadres why rent reduction 
 

188 Phóng tay phát động quần chúng thực hiện chính sách ruộng đất (tài liệu học tập của cán bộ sơ cấp 
và chiến sĩ), Cục Tuyên Huấn, 1953, p. 1. 
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and land reform were necessary and gave them an image of the countryside that the 

Party-state wanted the cadres to believe in. Hence, the lessons in these manuals 

focused on the unequal conditions in the village, and especially the disparity between 

the peasants and the landowning class. By pointing to this contrast, the Party-state was 

able to explain to the cadres why the peasants endured constant poverty while the 

landlords enjoyed comfort and abundance. According to the training materials, the 

landowning class had oppressed and exploited the peasants. As a consequence, the 

peasant class was relegated to scarcity and lack of education.  

One intention behind these explanations was to imprint on the minds of the 

cadres the hardships and deficiencies that the majority of the population had to 

experience, which was why it was necessary for the Party-state, with the help of the 

cadres, to side with the peasants and rescue them. The other purpose was to blame the 

peasants’ suffering on the landowning class and turn the landlords into an evil 

opposition that had to be destroyed. One noticeable example that was used to buttress 

the Party-state’s claim was the 1945 famine. Ignoring the social, political, and military 

factors that contributed to the famine, the Party-state blamed the death of millions on 

the oppressive nature of the colonial state and feudal landlords. Furthermore, to link 

the tragedy with conditions in 1953, the Party-state insinuated that famine was a fact 

of life, not an isolated event.189 

Through these depictions of despair in the countryside, the Party-state not only 

condemned the landowning class for the peasants’ poverty but also branded them as a 

reactionary class [giai cấp phản động]. Hence, landlords were described not only as 

 
189 Ibid., pp. 3-14. 
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exploiters and oppressors but also as lackeys who allowed colonial France to dominate 

Vietnam and its people. In more brutal terms, the Party-state portrayed the landowning 

class as parasites, living in excess, and therefore degenerate and useless to society. 

Moreover, the Party-state asserted that “the nature of the landlord class is reactionary” 

because it colluded with the French to resist the DRV, its policies, and the anti-

colonial war that it was leading.190 One of the most pronounced accusations comes 

from a training lesson. 

When the [French] imperialists invaded our country, the feudal 

landlords could not resist the protest of the peasants [and therefore] 

colluded with the imperialists [and] acted as their henchmen to 

suppress the peasants and maintain their exploitative status. It was Gia 

Long, Tự Đức, representatives of the Vietnamese landlord class, who 

went and sought French imperial help [and] led them over to colonize 

our country and oppress the peasants’ struggle.191 

By referencing Gia Long and Tự Đức—Nguyễn emperors—and the origin of the 

French invasion of Vietnam, the Party-state reduced this complex period of history to 

a simple narrative of class struggle between poor peasants and the rich landowning 

class—depicted as traitors to the nation. This simplification of history implanted in the 

minds of cadres that exploitation by the landowning class as well as the revolutionary 

sentiment among the peasant class had been going on for generations. It also linked 

the landowning class with Nguyễn emperors whom the Party-state blamed for inviting 

 
190 Ibid., pp. 23-24. 
191 Ibid., pp. 26.  
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the French to Vietnam. In this way, it made the landowning class scapegoats for the 

colonial situation in Vietnam.  

Moreover, by faulting Nguyễn emperors for letting the French colonize 

Vietnam, and exploit and oppress its people, the Party-state was condemning the 

Nguyễn dynasty. As a consequence, it achieved its objective of implicating anyone 

who was associated with the Nguyễn dynasty. This was important because the Party-

state wanted to use the past, a past that it can manipulate, to discredit the State of 

Vietnam, a semi-autonomous state within the French Union formed in 1949 and led by 

Bảo Đại, the last Nguyễn emperor. Even though it remained legally subordinate to 

France, the State of Vietnam and Bảo Đại were competing against Hồ Chí Minh and 

the DRV to be recognized as the legitimate government of Vietnam. For this reason, 

they were deemed threats to be discredited. The way to do that was to condemn them 

as reactionary traitors.  

However, in so doing, the Party-state conveniently transformed its land reform 

from an economic to a political undertaking.192 This transformation became a key 

factor in legitimizing—both economically and politically—the Party-state’s 

mobilization policy, as it allowed the Party-state to combine its anti-colonial and anti-

feudal objectives.  

The explanations the Party-state presented to its cadres became the rationale 

for land reform. The purpose of these explanations, however, was based on the 

importance of gaining the support of peasants within the anticolonialist war against the 

French. The peasants were important because, according to the Party-state, they were 

 
192 Ibid., pp. 23-29. 
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90% of the population and had the greatest potential to contribute to the war in terms 

of manpower and production.193 By combining anti-colonialism and anti-feudalism, 

the Party-state argued that to defeat the French, land reform had to be carried out to 

satisfy the needs of the peasants and thus persuade them to participate more directly in 

the war effort. To achieve this, the masses had to be mobilized and activated to fight 

for their rights, which meant eradicating the elites/landowning class and the 

administrative organizations in the countryside.194  

By connecting its explanation for land reform to the national struggle for 

independence from colonial rule, the Party-state used a national cause and tapped into 

shared nationalist sentiment among the population to introduce a revolutionary 

socialist-communist sociopolitical concept, worldview, and language to its cadres and 

the Vietnamese people. This emphasis on changing how people saw themselves 

relative to the goals of the Party-state was important for several reasons. The first had 

to do with nationalist fervor and the desire for independence among officials, soldiers, 

and Party members. From November 1945 to February 1951, the Communist Party 

had ostensibly dissolved itself. It then presented itself as part of the larger 

independence movement, whereby its core leaders disguised themselves as leaders of 

the Việt Minh, a national independence coalition, to lead the DRV in the anti-colonial 

war. The Communist Party did not re-emerge as the Vietnam Workers’ Party until 

1951 by which time the DRV had received official recognition from both the Soviet 

Union and China. Hence, from 1945 to 1951, and even until the start of mass 

 
193 Ibid., p. 30. 
194 Bài giản chính sách ruộng đất và phát động quần chúng (tài liệu chỉnh huấn cán bộ cơ quan) (Thanh 
Hóa, 1953). 
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mobilization campaigns to reduce rent and carry out land reform in 1953, many 

Vietnamese who joined the Việt Minh and the anti-colonial struggle did not know 

about the direct ties between the leadership of the war and communism, nor did they 

join because of communist ideology. The predominant sentiment among those 

involved in the war was nationalist, not communist.  

However, land reform, as conceived and designed by leaders of the DRV, was 

a class revolution rooted in a communist ideology that used class categories, 

differentiation, and antagonism to splinter national unity. It was a program that, if 

fully implemented, could rupture the national unity that had sustained the war up until 

that point and betray many nationalists who had contributed to the war. In fact, from 

1946 and 1950, and before the inflow of financial, military, and advisory aid from the 

Soviet Union and China, when the DRV was institutionally weak, economically 

limited, and geographically restricted, most of the financial backing that kept the war 

for independence going came from the rich and landowning class. These nationalists 

contributed their wealth, from gold and silver to typewriters to fabrics. Some even sent 

their sons to fight in the revolution. Leaders of the Party-state recognized the strong 

nationalist fervor among the participants in the anti-colonial war. Therefore, instead of 

divorcing the anti-colonial war from the land reform program—a class revolution—as 

two separate and independent objectives, the Party-state combined the two and 

declared them equally important. From this point on, the Party-state endorsed land 

reform as a crucial and necessary component for victory in the anti-colonial war. By 

uniting the two objectives, especially such a novel idea like class-based land reform, 
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the Party-state shrewdly turned land reform into a nationalistic program. Without 

carrying out land reform, it argued, there could be no revolution for independence.  

The contradiction behind this merging of anti-colonialism and anti-feudalism, 

especially when the latter was described as vital for the former, enabled the Party-state 

to use land reform to eliminate its enemies in achieving its state-building objectives. 

Through land reform, the Party-state was able to target the elites and landowning class 

by accusing them of crimes. The two most common accusations were that they were 

exploiters and reactionaries working against the people and the nation. In the 

published lessons on how to mobilize the masses, the Party-state depicted the peasants 

living in poverty while the landlords enjoyed abundance. The lessons continued to 

present a variety of reasons and examples to demonstrate the exploitative nature of the 

landowning class which forced the peasants to suffer. Furthermore, by branding the 

landlords as reactionaries, the Party-state tied the landlords to the French, making 

them the enemy of Vietnam and its people. These accusations and the examples 

provided were to agitate the sensibility of the intended readers—the land reform 

cadres, soldiers, and officials—whose intellectual resistance had to be overcome. 

These accusations were used during the war against the French when colonial 

rule was the focal point of denunciation. The defeat of French forces at Điện Biên Phủ 

and the signing of the Geneva Agreements in July 1954 was a major victory for the 

DRV. However, the victory, especially the withdrawal of French troops from northern 

Vietnam and then the rest of the country, removed an oppositional threat that the 

Party-state could continue to use to mobilize the masses. This was crucial because, 

even though the war ended, land reform had to continue. However, it could not 
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continue to transform the northern countryside with the same momentum. With the 

colonial presence, the Party-state could continue to portray the landowning class as a 

dangerous threat that was colluding with the French to sabotage the independent 

movement to maintain their power to exploit and oppress the peasants. Without the 

French, the same accusation did not carry the same weight. For this reason, the Party-

state immediately shifted its accusation to the State of Vietnam, which in October 

1955 had become the Republic of (South) Vietnam, and the United States to create an 

imaginary threat that was even more dangerous than France.  

Most publications from 1953 to the end of the land reform followed this 

formula of providing the cadres with the rationale for mass mobilization to carry out 

land reform. The formula contained following components: 1) identifying a serious 

problem, this involved identifying the disparity between the peasants and the 

landowning class; 2) describing the cause of that problem; 3) condemning the 

landowning class as evil and reactionary; 4) lauding peasants as the principal 

revolutionary force; and 5) prompting the peasants to believe that by overthrowing the 

landowning class, they would restore national independence for the nation and land for 

themselves.  

The explanations were then followed by a set of guidelines on how to mobilize 

the masses. These guidelines often focused on defining the purpose, meaning, and 

benefit for mobilizing the masses; providing content for mobilizing the masses; 

explaining the procedures for establishing and using the Peasant’s Association and the 

Special People’s Court during mass mobilization; prescribing steps to mobilize the 

masses, carry out land reform, and reorganize Party organizations and administrative 
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bodies in the countryside; and crediting the Party-state for its leadership role in the 

whole process. 

The cadres’ understanding of and belief in the Party-state’s explanations gave 

them the conviction needed to convert the peasants. Their knowledge of how to 

mobilize the masses kept them on task and committed. However, these aspects alone 

would not have been enough to help cadres mobilize the masses and implement the 

Party-state’s land reform program; they also needed a legal framework. Hence, the 

Party-state published many texts on official laws, decrees, and directives as well as 

reports and speeches by representatives of the DRV.  

In terms of land reform legislation, the most overarching was a law passed by 

the National Assembly on December 4, 1953. Being that the DRV was a monocratic 

state whereby the party ran the state via Party directives and decrees, the land reform 

law was not necessarily consequential. Nevertheless, it was a piece of legislation that 

was passed through an elected government body to give the land reform program full 

authorization as a legal program created by representatives of the population. The 

legal status of the law was meant to give the impression that land reform reflected the 

desires and needs of the people. The land reform law was adopted to be the Party-

state’s legal umbrella, shielding it against opposition and their counter-arguments in 

its efforts to implement its land reform program via the execution of various state and 

party directives and decrees. In contrast, the decrees, directives, and resolutions were 

created by the Communist Party’s Central Land Reform Committee to address certain 

issues and implement specific tasks at a more direct level, while also being subject to 

modification. For these reasons, it could be argued that they were more consequential 
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than the land reform law. Ultimately, the land reform law and the subsequent rules and 

regulations that were issued during this period were created to represent the principal 

legal basis that gave the Party-state and its cadres the legal authority and power to 

mobilize the masses and implement land reform. Indeed, these documents gave the 

cadres the legal apparatus to infiltrate the village, reorganize Party and communal 

organizations, establish the court system, organize a local police force, or to arrest, 

imprison, and even execute. 

 Besides publishing materials that provided explanations or the legal framework 

for implementing land reform, the Party-state circulated speeches and reports by key 

figures, including President Hồ Chí Minh, General Secretary Trường Chinh, Prime 

Minister Phạm Văn Đồng, and General Võ Nguyên Giáp. These were the most visible 

and respected leaders of the DRV; the dissemination of their writings would therefore 

help to instill a sense of trust in the Party-state's initiatives. Materials by Trường Chinh 

and Phạm Văn Đồng were republications of reports delivered at Party meetings or to 

the National Assembly. These lengthy reports contained a high degree of conviction, 

robust rhetoric, and forceful arguments on why land reform had to be implemented. 

Trường Chinh's reports, which focused on rallying Party members, were probably the 

most important because they sketched the Party's framework for land reform. In 

contrast, Phạm Văn Đồng's reports often reiterated Trường Chinh's outline in a less 

Party-centric form to build public support for the government. Võ Nguyễn Giáp's 

reports were usually much shorter and less theoretical but demonstrated the military's 

firm commitment to carrying out the Party-state's policy in the countryside, as shown 

in the following statement:   
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The military vows to vigorously study and implement the policy on 

mobilizing the peasants of President Ho, the Vietnamese Workers’ 

Party Central Committee, the government, and the United 

Front...[When] in the front lines, [it will] aggressively destroy the 

enemy, [when it returns] to the rear [it will] actively participate in and 

support the peasants’ struggle.195 

In contrast, Hồ Chí Minh’s words usually appeared at the beginning of these 

publications, usually in the form of a special appeal to the people, Party members, or 

the military to support the Party-state’s initiative, to adjust, and to improve oneself and 

increase one’s commitment. Unlike the reports of Trường Chinh and Phậm Văn Đồng, 

which were much longer and more vehement, Hồ Chí Minh’s writings were much 

more concise. Trường Chinh, Phậm Văn Đồng, and even Võ Nguyễn Giáp’s speeches 

carried weight. They were the fathers who told their children what to do and expected 

them to do it. Hồ Chí Minh, however, was the kindhearted uncle who would hug his 

nieces and nephews and gently encourage them to do what their father had said. He 

used short sentences and simpler vocabulary to convey the Party-state’s goal in a more 

reassuring tone. His statements took the form of letters, in which he used the personal 

pronouns “I,” “we,” “us,” or “you,” in the Vietnamese relational form of brothers and 

sisters (anh chị, cô chú). He frequently ended his piece with a gracious thank you, a 

 
195 Phóng tay phát động quần chúng (in lần thứ 3), NXB Sự Thật, 1953, pp. 58-59. “Quân đội nguyện 
sẽ tích cực học tập và thực hiện chủ trương phát động nông dân của Hồ Chú Tịch, Trung Ương Đảng 
Lao Động Việt Nam, Chính phủ và Mặt trận, ra sức rèn luyện quan điểm quần chúng và ý thức phục vụ 
nhân dân. Ra tiền tuyến thì tích cực anh dũng diệt địch, về hậu phương thì tích cực tham gia và ủng hộ 
cuộc đấu tranh của nông dân.”     
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wish for success and good health, and signed off with “sincerely.”196 I believe this 

combination of firm command and gentle encouragement was designed to give the 

cadres a sense of order and trust. With the order, the Party-state was demanding that 

the cadres respect the importance and logic of its policies; at the same time, they were 

asked to trust those policies, in the Party-state, and its leadership.  

The thematic emphasis in the manuals and guidelines changed over the course 

of the land reform. Aside from republishing laws and directives, the publications in the 

initial year explain why and how to mobilize the masses and carry out land reform.197 

By 1954, the publications were discussing specific issues and policies that the Party-

state wanted to achieve. A core emphasis in 1954 was on how to combine agricultural 

production with land reform.198 By 1955, when mass mobilization intensified, the 

number of publications increased and the topics that they covered became more 

diverse. Some reaffirmed the Party-state’s land reform policy following the end of the 

war against France and the Geneva Agreements, which provisioned 300 days of free 

movement across the 17th Parallel. This included republishing laws, directives, and 

reports made in 1953 that inaugurated the land reform. Others focused on new 

policies, resolutions, and decrees the Party-state issued to adjust to the changes in 

military and political conditions following the withdrawal of French troops from 

northern Vietnam. Some materials addressed the role of city workers and cadres in 

 
196 Ibid., pp. 3-12. 
197 Tài liệu nghiên cứu sắc lệnh thành lập tòa án nhân dân đặc biệt (1953); Phát động quần chúng 
(1953); Công tác thanh niên trong phát động quần chúng (1953); Phóng tay phát động quần chúng 
(1953); Dự vào bần cố nông đoàn kết chặt chẽ với trung nông (1953). 
198 Tài liệu hướng dẫn công tác cải cách ruộng đất: kết hợp sản xuất trong cải cách ruộng đất (1954); 
Mười chính sách khuyến khích sản xuất nông nghiệp ở những xã chưa cải cách ruộng đất (1954); Tài 
liệu học tập hướng dấn giải thích mười chính sách khuyến khích sản xuất nông nghiệp ở những xã chưa 
cải cách ruộng (1954); Đội công tác làm thế nào để đi sâu lãnh đạo? (1954). 
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land reform, the peasants’ new life after land reform, or the issue of cooperatives and 

restoring agricultural production.199 Publications in the first half of 1956, when land 

reform was in its last wave, maintained a similar focus as those from 1955. 200 

However, following the completion of land reform in the summer of 1956 and into 

1957, the Party-state focused on the correction of errors associated with the land 

reform, especially on themes such as class recategorization, reparation, and 

reorganizing administrative organizations. Yet, despite acknowledging that grave 

errors had been committed, the Party continued to insist that land reform had been a 

success.201  

 

Chinese Experience and Chinese Sources 

Despite the volume of publications designed to train cadres on how to mobilize 

the masses and carry out land reform, an example of how to mobilize the masses and 

what could be gained from it is conspicuously missing. The Party-state compensated 

for this by publishing materials about land reform in other communist countries, 

including the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and mainland China. 202  The largest 

 
199 Tài liệu học tập về cải cách ruộng đất (1955); Thực hiện cải cách ruộng đất (1955); Luật cải cách 
ruộng đất (1955); Chính sách cải cách ruộng đất (1955); Giai cấp công nhân đối với cải cách ruộng 
đất (1955); Cuộc sống mới của nông dân sau cải cách ruộng đất (1955); Vấn đế đổi công hợp tác xã 
(1955). 
200 Bản giải thích tám chính sách khuyến khích sản xuất (1956); Năm bài huấn luyện đổi công (1956); 
Xây dựng tổ đổi công nơi đang cải cách ruộng đất (1956); Tổ chức tuyên huấn xã trong cải cách ruộng 
đất (1956); Vận động sản xuất sau cải cách ruộng đất (1956); Cải cách ruộng đất đêm lại điều ích cho 
nước, điều lợi cho dân, điều tốt cho đạo (1956). 
201 Nghị quyết của hội đồng chính phủ về mấy chính sách cụ thể để sửa chữa sai lầm về cải cách ruộng 
đất và chỉnh đốn tổ chức (1956); Đánh giá đúng thắng lợi và sai lầm của cải cách ruộng đất, đoàn kết 
sửa chữa sai lầm, phát huy thắng lợi của cải cách ruộng đất để tiến lên (1956); Những điểm bổ sung 
cần thiết trong công tác sửa sai về đền bụ tài sản và quy định thành phần (1956); Giải thích mấy điểm 
về quy định thần phần trong chính sách sửa sai (1957). 
202 Lê Văn Ngoạn, Chính sách ruộng đất ở một vài nước Động Âu (1950); Đức Phương, Cải cách ruộng 
đất ở các nước dân chủ nhân dân (1951). 
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selection of publications was translated from Chinese or written about China’s land 

reform. Following the success of Chinese communism and the establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949, China and its revolutionary experience became 

the model for the DRV. The Party-state relied on China’s experience to persuade the 

Vietnamese that mass mobilization and land reform was both necessary and destined 

to succeed.  

The DRV began promoting the PRC’s success early, beginning with a 1949 

book published by Sự Thật, the VWP’s publishing house, titled The Land Issue in 

China. The text illustrated the approaches that allowed China to succeed in resolving 

its land issues. It is worth noting that this compilation was based on what happened 

before China’s official land reform of 1950 to 1953.  

To explain why Vietnam should learn from the Chinese experience, Văn Lâm 

argued that China and Vietnam shared similar land problems and therefore Vietnam 

should take lessons from how the Chinese people had solved theirs. Though the book 

was supposed to be about the Chinese land issue and land reform, because of its 

attention to detail, it could be speculated that the publication was an early template for 

the leadership of the DRV to craft its land reform program. Except for the first several 

sections, which described the land situation in China before and after the reform, the 

rest appears to be a comprehensive description of how to carry out land reform. 

Among the topics discussed were the steps that had to precede land reform, ways of 

categorizing social class, and specific issues that the Party-state had to be mindful of 

during land reform.203 Comparing this publication with the DRV's program, especially 

 
203 Văn Lâm, trans., Vấn đề ruộng đất ở Trung Hoa (NXB Sự Thật, 1949). 
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the instructions on mass mobilization and implementing land reform reveals many 

points of similarity in terminology and arguments.   

The Land Issue in China was somewhat atypical because most other 

publications on China’s land reform were published between the fall of 1952 and 

1953, just as the Party-state was preparing to launch its mass mobilizing campaign. 

These publications, including those that appeared in 1954 and 1955, fall into two 

thematic camps. One camp concentrated on the methods of mobilizing the masses, 

including the leadership of land reform.204 The other camp described improvements in 

agricultural production and the attitude of the cadres that were active in the land 

reform. Unlike the contemporaneous Vietnamese publications, which promoted the 

Party-state's policy and encouraged its implementation, the Chinese translations 

provided detailed instructions on how to conduct land reform. This, I believe, was 

essential during the preparation for mobilization because the translations offered 

examples of the experience that the leadership of the Party-state and its cadres lacked. 

Rather than theoretical or rhetorical, the translations gave cadres a blueprint to follow.   

One translation offered a three-phase process on how to mobilize the 

countryside, which the DRV adopted. Phase one was limited to the leaders of the 

landowning class. Phase two extended to the peasants, turning them against the entire 

landowning class and weakening its political influence. Phase three was the 

eradication of the landowning class, including the rich peasants [phú nông]. These 

three phases became “the general law of development in the peasant movement.”205 

 
204 Đặng Tử Khôi, Một vài vấn đề cơ bản về cải cách ruộng đất ở Trung Quốc (NXB Sự Thật, 1954). 
205 Đặng Tử Khôi, Đường lối phát động quần chúng (trích dịch trong báo cáo trước đoàn cán bộ Hoa 
Bắc, Trung Quốc) (NXB Sự Thật, 1953), pp. 30-44. 
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Moreover, besides demonstrating how mass mobilization should be carried out, 

the translations reassured the cadres that following those steps would guarantee 

success. To exemplify success, in December 1952, the Party-state, through Sự Thật 

published the account of Lưu Trấn Bản, a Chinese commune-level party secretary, and 

his success in mobilizing the masses. According to the publisher:  

In publishing this book, we aim to introduce to you [the cadres] a 

proper leadership approach. We hope that comrade Lưu Trấn Bản’s 

experience will be of great help to you [brothers and sisters] in the task 

of mobilizing the masses.  

Lưu Trấn Bản’s story explained the rigorous steps that cadres had to take to 

revolutionize themselves and the peasants.206 Similar narratives would be published 

and circulated as mass mobilization expanded, but Lưu Trấn Bản’s name would be 

replaced by that of a model Vietnamese cadre; the vocabulary, the rhetoric, and the 

procedures remained mostly unchanged.  

However, for cadres to commit themselves to the Party-state’s land reform 

policy, the success stories could not end with the implementation. Rather, the Party-

state had to convince both the cadres and the peasants of what they stood to gain from 

land reform in the long run. To address these concerns, the Party-state published 

accounts of the benefits that land reform would bring. One Vietnamese analysis 

suggested that:  

Thanks to the launching of the masses to carry out land reform, more 

than 400 million peasants [in China] have freed themselves from the 
 

206 Kinh nghiệm về phương pháp lãnh đạo trong việc cải cách ruộng đất của Lưu Trấn Bản (NXB Sự 
Thật, 1953). 
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oppressive domination of the landlord class. [As a result] Peasants 

[now] have land to plow, rice to eat, and clothes to wear. 

The analysis went further, claiming that land reform improved farming 

conditions so much that it created a surplus in grain production, enabling peasants to 

purchase additional farming tools, cattle, and fertilizer. Moreover, China was able to 

supply Vietnam with enough rice to feed the entire population. Mass mobilization, it 

claimed, brought a better life for Chinese peasants, and intensified their patriotism.207 

One translated publication declared that land reform had transformed the 

economic, political, and cultural face of the countryside. Economically, agricultural 

production increased at a significant pace because peasants had land and better tools to 

farm. Politically, land reform “raised the peasants’ level of political enlightenment” 

and transformed them into pillars of the Party-state in the countryside. Culturally, land 

reform drastically brought a significant increase in the number of schools to educate 

children and to increase literacy. These successes created positive conditions for China 

to move toward industrialization.208  

Fearing that the social, economic, and political improvements that would 

follow land reform were insufficient to convince cadres, particularly among the 

intellectuals, to commit themselves to the DRV policies, the Party-state published 

opinion pieces by Chinese intellectuals to demonstrate how participating in the land 

reform had reeducated them and transformed their minds. This was crucial, especially 

when mass mobilization required the support from not just one or two social groups, 

 
207 Nguyễn Viết Chung, Nông thông Trung Quốc sau phát động quần chúng cải cách ruộng đất (NXB 
Hội Việt Hoa Hữu Nghị, 1953), pp. 6-9. 
208 Liễu Lỗ Ngôn, Thắng lợi vĩ đạii của phong trào cải cách ruộng đất ở Trung Quốc, 1949-1952 (NXB 
Hội Việt Hoa Hữ Nghị, 1953), pp. 15-23. 
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but from everyone, from the peasants to soldiers to officials to intellectuals. Of these, 

the intellectuals were arguably most difficult to convert. In general, they were seen by 

the general population as well as the Party-state as the most credible and respected 

social group. Their skills and knowledge were invaluable in terms of their potential to 

advance the Party-state’s agenda, by educating cadres or producing propaganda to 

mobilize the masses.  

Most intellectuals, however, were the sons and daughters of the same rich 

landlords that the Party-state was trying to eliminate. Their education and privilege 

made it harder to convince them of the logic behind the Party-state’s land policy, let 

alone follow and participate in its implementation. For those reasons, the Party-state 

was suspicious of them. At the same time, the Party-state needed them to contribute to 

the war against the French. Hence, in sharing stories about Chinese intellectuals, the 

Party-state hoped that “the words of the Chinese intellectuals will help our 

intellectuals to consult and deepen their understanding of the task of mass 

mobilization that President Hồ, the Vietnamese Workers’ Party, and the government 

had put forward.”209  

What can be seen so far is a rigorous effort on the Party-state's part not just to 

train but also convince cadres, including intellectuals, to accept the Party-state's land 

reform program and commit themselves to implement it. The tactic of persuasion was 

to use selective examples from the Chinese land reform experience to demonstrate that 

its own program for Vietnam was valid and achievable. This effort was evident in the 

fall of 1952 and 1953 when the Party-state used the Chinese experience as the basis 

 
209 Tham gia phát động quần chúng đã cải tạo tư tưởng tôi (NXB Sự Thật, 1953), pp. 3-4.  
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for its own program. Review of training and propaganda materials that mentioned the 

Chinese land reform reveals the tendency to use it as the standard for the continuation 

of the Vietnamese program. 

For example, in July 1955, following the end of the 300-day free movement 

provisioned in the Geneva Agreements, the DRV closed its border and began to 

intensify mass mobilization in preparation for land reform. Unlike previous campaigns 

from 1953 to the summer of 1955, the Party-state pushed for more violent mass 

mobilization to achieve the objective of eradicating the landowning class. 

Consequently, the Party-state published and circulated 5,000 copies of two essays 

written by the Chinese scholars Tiết Thọ Chương and Lý Quảng Điền, No Way Land 

Reform Can Be Carried Out Peacefully [Không Thể Cái Cách Ruộng Đất Một Cách 

Hòa Bình]. According to the preface: 

[The purpose of] Land reform is to overthrow the whole landowning 

class…[Therefore], land reform is a hard-fought class struggle that 

cannot “simply be about dividing land and dividing land in a peaceful 

manner.” ... The two Chinese documents translated in this book will 

help raise our awareness of the nature of the landowning class and 

overcome the rightist mindset that flourishes in us. 

This argument became the political line that escalated the land reform into a 

violent one.  

 

Narratives  
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The third group is a combination of novels, short stories, essays, diaries, 

poems, songs, plays, and artwork. The common themes are anti-colonialism, anti-

feudalism, exploitation, suffering, public denunciation, correction of errors, post-land 

reform societies, increased production, and improved livelihood. These narratives 

often focused on certain social realist archetypes: the abused peasant/girl/woman; the 

emasculated young peasant male; the helpless and absent peasant elders; the evil 

landlord; the threat of a foreign enemy; Uncle Hồ and the Party-state as saviors. Here, 

I will discuss the importance of revolutionary narratives, why they were necessary, the 

forms that they took, how they were propagated, and their effect on the land reform.  

Study manuals and translations of the Chinese experience, authorized by the 

Party-state, were written to educate and train land reform cadres. Narratives, however, 

were intended for the peasants. This gave those narratives a central role in promoting 

the Party-state's cause. They translated the Party-state's policy from its official formal 

language into one that the peasants understood so that they could absorb and 

internalize the Party-state's cause. These narratives had the power to win the masses 

over to the Party-state and its agenda. The amount of effort the leadership of the Party-

state put into creating and disseminating these narratives demonstrates its unwavering 

conviction in their power to bring victory. This was what the DRV leadership accepted 

following the arrival of Chinese advisors, who had inherited their propaganda 

techniques from the Soviet Union. 

Seeing that the CCP had defeated the Kuomintang, the leaders of the DRV 

understood that any chance for success on the battlefield had to be inseparable from its 

ability to win over rural Vietnam through land reform. Land reform, however, could 
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not succeed unless the peasantry accepted the Party-state’s emphasis on class division 

and class struggle to overthrow the rural elites. This required that peasants reject their 

own social and cultural worldview and the relationships that it encompassed. For the 

peasants to be converted and for the Party-state to succeed with land reform, the 

peasants had to be carefully (re-)educated. Training and preparing cadres to accept and 

follow the Party-state’s order was one achievable step. Transforming the peasants and 

their belief system so that they would take direct political action, even violent, was 

much more difficult.    

Inciting the peasants to violent political action required narratives that would 

turn them against the elites and landowning class. The narratives featured graphic 

descriptions, provocative rhetoric and stereotypical heroes, victims, and villains in a 

setting that was similar to their own. The Party-state recruited and sometimes coerced 

artists, writers, and intellectuals to create materials for the land reform. It established 

literary and arts associations to support the creative process. For the cadres, it 

organized composition competitions with awards to generate a consistent production 

of narratives. These competitions encouraged land reform cadres to write about their 

experiences. 

The authors of these narratives had to translate the propaganda needs of the 

Party-state into captivating stories that rural audiences, hungry for dramatic narrative, 

would find compelling. They, therefore, crafted local stories and traditions into 

socialist realism, blending rural cultural practice and communist ideology into the 

distinctive genre of the land reform narratives. Moreover, they continually reworked 

their narratives to present a "realistic" rural society. The objective was to accentuate 



141 

the real lives of the rural working class to critique the underlying power structures to 

reveal tensions between an oppressive, hegemonic force, and its victims. 

The most commonly used genres were novels, short stories, poems, and plays, 

in addition to some memoirs, songs, illustrations or paintings. Nguyễn Huy Tưởng’s 

novel Truyện Anh Lục (Brother Lục’s Story) was more than 600 pages in three 

volumes; Đàm Văn Bổ’s story Vì Đâu Tôi Khổ (Why I Suffered) was nine pages. Other 

novels included Trần Thi’s two-volume The Village Is Ours (Nông Thông Là Của 

Chúng Ta), Nguyễn Khắc Thứ’s Land Transfer (Đất Chuyển), and Vũ Bão’s Joykiller 

(Phá Đám). Four thousand copies of the first volume of Land Transfer were published 

on August 27, 1955. Less than a month later, on September 20, 1955, 10,200 copies of 

the second volume were released. Between 2,000 and 3,000 copies of Anh Luc’s Story 

and Nông Thông Là Của Chúng Ta were also published.  

The average short story was between ten and sixty pages. Most were published 

as anthologies. Some well-known authors included Hồ Dzếnh, Mộng Sơn, Chu Văn, 

Ngô Kim, Ngọc Giao, Nguyễn Huy Tưởng, Xuân Trường, Kim Lân, Nguyễn Công 

Hoa, Xuân Thu, Đỗ Quang Tiến, Nguyễn Văn Bổng, and Hồng Lực. Between 2,000 

and 5,000 copies of these works were published in their first editions.210  

Poetry was a popular way of storytelling, so the Party-state published many 

collections of poems during the land reform period. Poems were composed both by 

prominent literary figures such as Xuân Diệu and by little-known land reform cadres. 

As with anthologies, the number of copies of each volume was between 2,000 and 

3,000. However, among the genres of land reform narratives, plays were unique. 

 
210 Nam Mộc, Bần Cố Trung NÔng Đoàn Kết Một Nhà (Hà Nội: NXB Sự Thật, 1955). 
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Although they were read, they were composed to act out the revolutionary drama. 

Plays, therefore, required more effort and resources to produce and disseminate. 

Between 2,000 and 4,000 copies of each play were published. Besides novels, short 

stories, poems, and plays, the Party-state also published memoirs, songs, and 

illustrations of the land reform. 

Between the spring of 1953 and summer 1955, the Party-state’s anti-colonial 

narrative was directed against the French. However, following the 1954 Geneva 

Agreements, and after the summer of 1955, when French troops had already left 

northern Vietnam, the anti-colonial narrative turned against the United States and the 

State of Vietnam/Republic of Vietnam. By 1955, the Party-state began emphasizing 

narratives that depict the potentiality of a post-land reform society, which included 

increased production and improved living standards. After land reform ended, the 

narrative shifted toward rectification of errors and the stabilization of conditions in the 

countryside.  

The titles of these works highlight the themes of exploitation, suffering, and 

grievance. Several examples are Why I Suffered (Vì đâu tôi khổ), Look Out, Landlords 

Are Very Stubborn (Coi chùng địa chủ rất ngoan cố), I Have 12 Siblings and Now I’m 

the Only One Left (Tôi có 12 anh em nay chỉ con một mình tôi), I Do Not Forget My 

Hatred (Thù này tôi không quên), We Must Break Them Down (Phải đánh đổ chúng 

nó), or Crush the Snake’s Head (Đập náp đầu rắn). These stories about the abuses by 

the landowning class, the vivid depictions of the peasant misery, the range of 

accusations, and the incendiary rhetoric, were intended to spark class hatred and 

encourage the spirit of struggle.  
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Most of the people who created these narratives had taken part in land reform. 

The claim that a narrative was “based on a real story” became a point of credibility in 

two ways. One rested simply on the readers’ trust that the narrative was based on a 

real-life event; the other was the belief in the author’s recognition that this 

transformative experience was worth sharing.  

Nguyễn Huy Tưởng’s three-volume novel, Brother Lục’s Story, was 

supposedly based on the story of Lục, a poor peasant who dared to denounce the 

landowner that he had known all his life. The author met Lục in a land reform training 

class in 1954 and was so moved by his life story that he turned it into a novel.211 Học 

Phi’s four-act play, Chị Hòa, reflected his transformation following his participation in 

the second wave of mobilization in Thái Nguyên.   

After three months of eating together, living together, and working 

together with my fellow peasant brothers and sisters, I have come to 

understand them better: I understand the miserable and bitter sufferings 

of the peasants living under the yoke of colonialism and feudalism. 

Every time they tell me about their sufferings, my heart is filled with 

love and boils with hatred. [Hence] I told myself that I must write 

something to serve the peasants’ struggle.212 

However, not all the narratives and their depictions accurately depicted 

conditions in the countryside, class relations, or crimes and accusations. Most 

narratives were created under pressure from the Party-state. Nguyễn Huy Tưởng wrote 

 
211 Nguyễn Huy Tưởng, Truyện Anh Lục: Tiểu Thuyết (NXB Văn Nghệ, 1956). 
https://www.tienphong.vn/van-nghe/gap-anh-luc-nhan-vat-tieu-thuyet-cua-cha-toi-562261.tpo 
212 Học Phi, Chị Hoa: Kịch 4 Màn (NXB Văn Nghê, 1955), p. 7. 
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Brother Luc’s Story when rent reduction and denunciation of landlords were the order 

of the day. According to Nguyễn’s son, his father fictionalized many elements of the 

story, including Lục, the landlord, Thị Cần, and her family. He made the landlord and 

her children into villains, even though her children had supported the revolution by 

serving in the military. In his journal, Nguyễn Huy Tưởng lamented, “Brother Lục’s 

Story is not accurate…[I] Couldn’t anticipate the consequences would be so bad. Do 

not ever write about real people and real events… One thing that pains [me]: I lie.”213 

 Despite Nguyễn Huy Tưởng's regrets, the Party-state wanted these distorted 

narratives. The effect of the Party-state's mass mobilization campaign was not just to 

mobilize the masses, but also to create an atmosphere so toxic that not even the most 

righteous person could escape it. So instead of reflecting reality, their narratives 

reflected the image of the countryside and land reform that the Party-state wanted to 

promote. Consequently, land reform narratives offered the peasants new concepts, new 

identities, and new modes of behavior. Through the narratives, peasants began to 

differentiate themselves in terms of class and the class struggle.  

However, for narratives to be effective, they had to contain at least some of the 

following elements and a structural model. The elements can be grouped into 

categories: an imperial enemy (France or the United States), feudal authority (the 

wealthy landowning class), or a rival (the State of Vietnam/Republic of Vietnam, Bảo 

Đại, Ngô Đình Diệm, or even the Catholics); protagonists and antagonists; a crime; the 

desire for vengeance; and a resolution.   

 
213 Nguyễn Huy Thắng, “Gặp anh Lục, nhân vật tiểu thuyết của cha tôi” Tiền Phong, accessed 
September 20, 2017, https://www.tienphong.vn/van-hoa/gap-anh-luc-nhan-vat-tieu-thuyet-cua-cha-toi-
562261.tpo. 
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 Before discussing the structural model for the narrative, I will explore the most 

common archetypes in land reform narratives. 214  Character archetype 1 was a 

vulnerable female peasant who was victimized by traditional feudal elements, usually 

the landlord or his henchmen. She was usually the central character in the story, but 

when she was not, it was her plight that drove the narrative.  

Character archetype 2 was a young peasant male who could not protect his 

loved ones or himself, despite being in a patriarchal society where such manliness was 

expected. He usually found himself homeless or forced to flee his village. His 

sufferings propelled the narrative, especially when he was not paired with a female 

protagonist.  

Character archetype 3 was infirm elderly peasants who had helplessly endured 

many years of feudal oppression and were inured to their fate. These elders were 

usually the parents of the protagonist. They were often depicted as dedicated and 

altruistic. At the same time, they had endured devastating losses, including the deaths 

of some of their children to sickness or starvation, and their own physical decline. 

Their own deaths left their surviving children bereaved and vulnerable.  

These first three character archetypes were usually the protagonists. Their 

defenselessness against the arrogance of the landowning class made them effective in 

eliciting the emotion from their audience that the Party-state desired. Moreover, their 

weakness was situational and concealed the strength and the fighting spirit ready to be 

mobilized whenever the time was right.   

 
214 The categorization and description of these archetypes are inspired by Brian James DeMare’s 
observation in Mao’s Cultural Army: Drama Troupes in China’s Rural Revolution (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015).  
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Character archetype 4 is the villainous landowner or village thug. This 

character is pure evil, especially to the protagonists. They were depicted as taking 

pleasure in cheating, exploiting, and oppressing the peasants. They abuse their 

position of power to commit countless heinous acts, such as rape, murder, theft, and 

treason against the Party-state.  

Character archetype 5 is Uncle Ho, the Party, and their extensions—the land 

reform cadres. Depicted as the saviors and protectors of the weak, they stand above 

both the protagonists and antagonists. Without them, the peasants do not have the 

protection of a virtuous social-political system. These heroes enter the village, 

intervene in its politics, and embolden the protagonists to defy feudal power. 

Moreover, they have the power to deliver justice.  

Character archetype 6 is the class-conscious peasant who has been radicalized 

by the land reform team. Infused with courage, educated with a new worldview, and 

armored with a new identity, these peasants channel their hatred of the landowning 

class into revolutionary action. 

An examination of the land reform narratives reveals that despite their 

differences in genre and style, they followed the same structural model. It was usually 

composed in the following sequence.  The readers are introduced to the protagonist 

and his or her hard life. The cause of the protagonist’s suffering is usually the 

landowner. This section of the narrative was often the most descriptive because it is 

intended to demonize the landowner and build sympathy for the protagonist.  

A series of evil deeds on the part of the landowner drives the protagonist out of 

his or her home and/or village and into even worse suffering. At this point the 
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narrative began to change for the positive, starting with the arrival of the land reform 

team that led to the encounter between the protagonist and the team, which would help 

transform the protagonist. Finally, after being educated, the protagonist becomes 

revolutionized and confidently denounces and overthrows the evil landowner.  

 A narrative that follows this structural model is the poem, “They Would Not 

Forego, Even in Death" [Chết cũng không từ]. Published in March of 1954 by the 

Literary and Arts Association, the poem consisted of 52 alternating lines of six-eight 

[lục bát] syllables. The poet Đức Lân composed this narrative using a traditional and 

popular form of verse. Regarded as the soul of Vietnamese culture, lục bát is the 

customary vehicle for Vietnamese folk poems [ca dao], which are commonly 

memorized and recited, especially among the poor, to reflect and educate themselves 

on life, morality, and human relationships. The poem was accompanied by eight 

illustrations by the artist Dư Tá.215 

The narrative begins with a dying father talking to his son, Quỳnh.  

Bảy ngày đối lả không cơm [Exhausted from seven days without rice] 

Ông Hai sắp chết gọi con đến gần [Old Hai, dying, calling his son to come near] 

“Bát ngô cha nợ tổng Bành, [“The bowl of corn I owe landlord Bành]  

Sang xin may hắn thương tình xóa cho [Go ask for his sympathy and forgiveness] 

Để cha chết được yên mồ [So I can go in peace”]216 

The father took his last breath, leaving behind a starving Quỳnh, who could not afford 

or find help to bury his father. As the body decomposes, the landlord’s wife arrives 

and plunders the dead man’s few assets, taking his broken baskets, bowls, and pots. 
 

215 Sinh Hoạt Văn Nghệ, số 3 (Hội Văn Nghệ Việt Nam, 1954), pp. 21-28. 
216 Ibid., p. 21. 
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She and the landlord Bành then plot to steal the dead man’s land. They return the next 

day with a forged land deed and place the dead man’s fingerprint on it. They then try 

to cover up their fraud by burning down the house and trying to kill Quynh.  

May Quỳnh chạy thoát khỏi làn [Luckily, Quỳnh escapes and flees the village] 

Dập vùi mưa gió lang thang tháng ngày [Drowning in strong winds and heavy 

rains, Quynh wanders aimlessly for days and months.] 

Ăn só chợ, ngủ hốc cây [He eats at the market’s nook corners, and sleeps under 

tree hollows] 

Không ai nương tựa đọa đầy bơ vơ [With no refuge, he is abused and abandoned]  

The arrival of the land reform changes his life. Imbued with class ideology and 

language, Quỳnh pours out his suffering, his resentment, and his hatred for the 

landowning class. On denunciation day, Quỳnh leads the denunciation of the landlord 

Bành. The story concluded: 

Từ xóm xa tới ngõ gần [From distant communes to nearby allies]  

Nhờ Đảng nay được áo lành cơm no [Thanks to the Party, everyone (now) has 

food and clothing] 

Ghi sâu công đức Cụ Hồ [Forever grateful to Uncle Hồ’s merits] 

Thi đua chăm bón lúa mùa thêm tươi [(Everyone) will embark on irrigating the 

land so the rice can be green.] 

Narratives such as this, whether factual or imaginary, can motivate and 

indoctrinate. They were created to teach cadres and peasants a new language and a 

new understanding of social relations in the village—via class categories. Hence, 

through narratives, the Party-state could reshape the countryside as it wished. 
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Conclusion 

For land reform to succeed, it was essential that the people involved, from 

cadres to peasants, believe in it. They must believe and be convinced of the land 

reform’s revolutionary objectives as well as the personal and social identities in which 

they were given and must adopt. Thus, in discussing the sources of indoctrination, I 

want to stress the critical role these sources have in crafting an effective agrarian 

revolutionary narrative that compelled people into taking action and carry out the 

Party-state’s policies. The effectiveness of this narrative is in its ability to reduce 

complex and diverse social, economic, and political realities into distinct antagonistic 

binaries of good versus evil, of revolution versus stagnation, and the poor versus the 

rich. Hence, the only possible outcome that could result from this antagonistic 

construct is violent conflict. 

By facilitating these sources of indoctrination among cadres and the public, 

specifically the peasants, the Party-state informed and educated land reform cadres 

and peasants of their identities and roles relative to the process of land reform and its 

goals, while empowering them with the tools and a sense of inspiration necessary to 

act. Thus, training manuals and guidelines on the legality of land reform gave cadres 

knowledge of the legal means that would enable them to impose power and authority, 

especially against those targeted. Foreign sources, in particular, sources translated or 

written about land reform in China and elsewhere gave cadres and peasants a taste of 

success, an understanding of what it takes to succeed, and the inspiration deriving 

from the belief that those foreign experiences could also be replicated in Vietnam. 
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Narratives in the forms of novels, short stories, essays, diaries, poetry, plays, art, films, 

and exhibits, created for the cadres and peasants a personal connection with local 

experiences elsewhere. Through that, cadres and peasants developed a shared 

experience while learning a new language and new understanding of social relations 

critical to the implementing of land reform.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ORCHESTRATING POLITICAL RITUALS AND  
THE TRIAL OF NGUYỄN THỊ NĂM  

 
 
 
Mobilizing the masses was a ritualistic performative process orchestrated by 

the Party-state to construct a Vietnamese state according to its desire. Through 

mobilizing the masses by inciting class antagonism, the Party-state inculcated a new 

set of state norms into rural populations to eradicate obstructionist social elites.  

Here, I am interested in regime consolidation, the establishment of the state 

and state institutions, and how this was implemented to establish the regime’s 

legitimacy and policies. This chapter examines the trial of the landlord Nguyễn Thị 

Năm during rent reduction’s experimental campaign to explore the intersection 

between politics and the performance of politics. This performance was ritualistic in 

the sense of dramatizing rent reduction and land reform through politics while 

convincing the people that they are being ruled in a way that satisfies their demands 

and aspirations.  

Ritual and performance are a way to think about state-building and its 

subsidiary components of institution building. When the history of modern Vietnam, 

and specifically the history of the wars in Vietnam, is discussed, it is common to 

concentrate on the successes of the communists against the French and later against 

South Vietnam and its ally, the United States. These successes were presumably the 

results of good intentions, good ideas, and good policies, and thereby accrue to the 

credit of the DRV. However, rarely do we examine how those policies were developed 
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or if they were contested. We pay even less attention to how policies were 

implemented, especially key decisions and processes that might reveal a great deal 

about policies, the people who initiated them, and their effect. By examining the 

ritualistic performance in mass mobilization to reduce rent and implement land 

reform, I hope to present a better understanding of the state, its leadership, and the 

people.  

Looking at the trial of Nguyễn Thị Nam, this chapter explores the ritual and 

performative process of mass mobilization, a crucial component in the implementation 

of rent reduction and land reform. Before examining Nguyễn Thị Năm, her 

background, her trial, the decisions to prosecute her, and its consequences, it is 

necessary to understand four phases of performative production in mass mobilization 

that led to her trial and prosecution. This included assembling implementing cadres, 

infiltrating villages,  training peasants to become accusers,  and performing class 

struggle.  

 

Assembling, Infiltrating, Training, and Performing 

Phase 1, to carry out and complete its rent reduction and land reform program, 

the Party-state mobilized an extraordinary number of land reform cadres. It began with 

230 cadres to implement the rent reduction experimental campaign. However, table 

4.1 shows the number rose drastically as the scope of implementation expanded with 

successive rent reduction campaigns and land reform campaigns between fall 1953 

and summer 1956. In land reform alone, the Party-state mobilized some 48,818 cadres 
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to carried out five waves of land reform in 3,314 communes. The total number of 

cadres mobilized for wave 5, land reform’s largest wave, was an incredible 32,804. 

    Table 4.1: Implementing Cadres in Rent Reduction and Land Reform Campaigns 
Rent Reduction Campaigns Land Reform Campaigns 

Wave # of Cadres Wave # of Cadres 
    
    
1 (Experiment) 230 (~300+) Experiment 1,300 
2 1,682 1 1,641 
3 3,158 2 4,627 
4 4,206217 3 11,510 
5 Inaccessible 4 Inaccessible 
6 4,385 5 32,804 
7 ~6,796218   
8 Inaccessible   

 

The DRV mobilized personnel from the bureaucracy and thus vastly expanded 

its. Those mobilized were typically young men. The initial 230 cadres were specially 

chosen from among the DRV’s best, most educated and most highly trained. However, 

to arrange for sufficient cadres to carry out mass mobilization, especially later waves 

of implementation, the Party-state, via the Ministry of Internal Affairs [Bộ Nội Vụ], 

mobilized Party cadres and officials from all government ministries, branches, and 

agencies.219 Thus, cadres came from a variety of different backgrounds. Some were 

well-educated intellectuals, including poets, writers, and artists, while many had only a 

grade 4 or 5 education. This, it argued, would allow administrative cadres, especially 

those in city centers, to understand the situation in the countryside and to improve 

 
217 245 of the 4,068 cadres were officials and employees from various Party and government agencies. 
218 PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 50. This number derived from taking 18,000 cadres were 
mobilized for both wave 7 of rent reduction and wave 3 of land reform and subtracting from it 11,510 
cadres who were assigned to carry out land reform. 
219 “Thông tư của Phủ thủ Tướng v/v kết hợp công tác chính quyền với phát động quần chúng năm 
1953,” UBCCCRĐLKVB, File no. 4, VNA-III, Hà Nội. Selected cadres came from ministries such as 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Police, etc.  
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their political stance.220 Obligating government officials and Party cadres from various 

places across the country to participate in mobilization campaigns forced them to 

witness and partake in class conflicts, thus reeducating and hardening their attitude, 

commitment, and loyalty to the Party-state.   

The cadres fell within three categories (A, B, C), defined by training, 

education, and political purity. Cadres in categories A and B had to have completed 

the Party’s educational training [chỉnh huấn] and have a politically impeccable history 

and working record. Category A cadres were tasked with mobilizing the masses. 

Category B cadres were also responsible for reorganizing local administrative 

institutions [chỉnh đốn chính quyền]. Category C cadres were mainly intellectuals and 

educated people, chosen to observe the mobilization, particularly class struggle and 

class denunciation. Because of their intellectual, social, and cultural influence, the 

Party-state expected them to play a key role in promulgating its policies.221 Such a 

person was Phạm Khắc Hòe, a high-ranking official in the court of the Nguyễn 

Dynasty’s last king, Bảo Đại, before joining the government of the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam.222    

The list of selected cadres from federal agencies was sent from their home 

agencies to the Ministry of Internal Affairs;223 regional cadres were sent either to the 

Interzone or the Provincial Administrative Resistance Committee. The list of selected 

 
220 “Công văn v/v tiêu chuân cán bộ đi tham gia phát động quần chúng,” PPT, File no. 1377, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội. 
221 “Thư ngày 18 tháng 9 năm 1953 của Bộ Trượng Bộ Nội Vụ v/v cử cán bộ đi phát động quần chúng,” 
PPT, File no. 1377, VNA-III, Hà Nội.  
222 “Danh sách cán bộ các ngành chính quyền ở TW đi tham gia phát động quần chúng,” PPT, File no. 
1377, VNA-III, Hà Nội.  
223 “Thư về danh sách cán bộ các ngành chính quyền ở TW đi tham gia phát động quần chúng,” PPT, 
File no. 1377, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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cadres contained the following information: name, age, social class (family and 

personal), year incorporated into the Party, political level, professional position, 

educational level, assigned category and wave, institutional evaluation, and literacy.224 

For each category of cadres, the Party-state assigned a set of rules and regulations that 

defined their tasks and responsibilities in mass mobilization. The Ministry of Internal 

Affairs and the Interzone or Provincial Administrative Committees used this 

information about the cadres to coordinate and deploy them to specific regions for the 

mass mobilization. Before the cadres were dispatched, they attended training and 

education sessions. For the duration of a campaign, they monitored and evaluated the 

mobilization, and submitted assessment reports to the central government.225 

Phase 2, mass mobilization began with the central authorities selecting a site, 

usually a province, zone, or Interzone.226 To launch a successful campaign, the site 

had to be an area where the military and political situation was relatively stable. The 

Party-state then sent a battalion of land reform cadres [đoàn cải cách ruộng đất] to the 

site. Once there, the battalion was subdivided into work teams [đội], each responsible 

for a commune [xã]. Through the local Party cell, the work team surveyed the 

situation in the commune, reorganized local Party organizations, including Party cells 

and women’s associations, convened meetings, and informed the population of 

 
224 This required information was for cadres categorized as A-type or B-type cadres. C-type cadres have 
a different form that required the following information: name, age, social class (family, personal), 
Party member of non-affiliated, professional position, institutional evaluation, and literacy ability. PPT, 
File no. 1377 has more detailed information on what constitutes each category.   
225 “Kế hoạch tổ chức các đoàn cán bộ chính quyền đi tham gia fát động quần chúng,” PPT, File no. 
1377, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
226 Zone [khu] is a military-administrative grouping of many administrative provinces. An Interzone 
[liên khu] is a military-administrative grouping of several zones. For example, Interzone Việt Bắc (1) 
was composed of zone 1, 10, 12, and 14, which together has 18 provinces: Lào Cai, Hà Giang, Cao 
Bằng, Lạng Sơn, Bắc Cạn, Bắc Giang, Bắc Ninh, Thái Nguyên, Tuyên Quang, Yên Bái, Phú Thọ, Vĩnh 
Yên, Phúc Yên, Hải Ninh, Quảng Yên, Sơn La, Lai Châu, and Hoà Bình.  
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government policies. Throughout the process, special attention was given to social 

groups deemed likely to be useful for later mobilization efforts. Disguised as peasants, 

members of the work team sought out 15 to 20 of the poorest peasants or laborers in 

the commune, asking for permission to live in their houses. They then applied the 

“three togethers,” [ba cùng] strategy, which consisted of eating [cùng ăn], living [cùng 

ở], and working [cùng làm] with those peasants and their families.  

The cadres usually stayed in the xã for two to three months and learned to do 

the same kind of work that peasants did. By visiting the poor and taking an interest in 

their suffering [thăm nghèo hỏi khổ], they learned about living in poverty.227  By 

learning the details of their hosts’ lives, the cadres were able to investigate the 

conditions, the sociopolitical makeup, and especially the class relationships between 

landlords and peasants. At the same time, the cadres would try to win their hosts’ trust, 

and thus recruit them to action. In explicitly contrasting the peasants’ poverty with the 

landlords’ abundance, the cadres called the peasants’ attention to social and class 

disparities. They convinced the peasants that cruel and ruthless landlords were the 

source of all their bad luck and suffering.  

They continued to indoctrinate the peasants until the peasants understood that 

the only way to improve their lives was to support the Party-state by getting rid of 

their “vile” exploiters. The ideologically mobilized peasant was called a root [rễ]. 

Once the peasant was full of resentment, the cadre withdrew from the peasant’s house 

and ended its direct involvement in the village. The roots were then ordered to recruit 

other poor and landless peasants. These newly mobilized peasants were called beads 
 

227 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị bộ chính trị về chỉnh đốn công tác phát động quần chúng’ [Resolution by 
the Politburo Conference on rectification of the task of mass mobilization]. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, p. 293. 
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[chuỗi]. This chain recruitment was called “growing roots and stringing beads” [bắt rễ 

xâu chuỗi]. The roots, as the most important element in the program, were responsible 

for connecting with cadres from nearby villages as well as gathering and exchanging 

information. Every detail of village life was investigated and documented; whether it 

be about land ownership or about a person fishing in a pond, because such 

information, no matter how seemingly irrelevant, could be used in public 

denunciations.  

Once the core instrument of mass mobilization was established, and hatred of 

the landlords was implanted, the cadres relied on the peasants to draw out the middle 

class and organize a Peasants’ Association. This Peasants’ Association was to begin 

turning the rest of the village against the landlords, traitors, and reactionaries. This 

process rallied the peasants to incite a class struggle and relieved the cadres from the 

responsibility of having to do it themselves. This gave the impression that the 

movement arose spontaneously from the peasants’ own desire to overthrow the 

landowning class.228  

After amassing enough information about a village, a member of the work 

team would make a personal report before a Provincial Party Committee [tỉnh ủy]. 

There, in consultation with the Committee, he profiled and classified the population of 

the village. He identified the landlords and accused them of whatever crimes were 

necessary to prosecute them. From this point on, the land reform battalion [đoàn cải 

cách ruộng đất] arrived to take full responsibility for village affairs. It appointed the 

backbone elements [cốt cán]—the trained roots and beads—to barricade and police the 
 

228 ‘Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương về phát động quần chúng trong năm 1953’ [Directive by the 
Party Central Executive Committee regarding mass mobilization in 1953]. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, p. 187. 
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village, cutting off all unauthorized communication in and out of the village while 

they awaited the ruling from the higher authorities, usually at the provincial, Interzone, 

and on occasion Party-state level.  

Phase 3, once the authorities had given their approval, the campaign of 

population classification began. This involved training peasants on how to classify the 

village population. For guidance, the government gave them documentation and 

instructions.229 After days of intensive study and discussion, those who attended the 

course deliberated on the three classes of landlords: 1) traitorous, reactionary, and 

cruel; 2) ordinary; 3) and those who participated in the resistance.230 Most if not all of 

the landlords, even those who had served the DRV or been decorated by Hồ Chí Minh 

for their achievements, were placed in the first class and charged. 231  However, 

anyone’s class status could be changed, depending on how he or she had acted during 

the mobilization campaign. As a result, many landlords became compliant. However, 

many still could not escape trial for treason, because the campaign had stipulated a 

fixed number of death sentences and terms of penal servitude.232 After the head of the 

landowning family had been arrested, the cadres would fabricate accusations to 

 
229 Sources for training cadres and peasants included Vì đâu tôi khổ [Why Am I suffering?], Đường Lối 
Phát Động Quần Chúng [The ways to launch the masses], Đội Về Đây Đời Ta Tươi Sáng: Tiến Lên 
[Our Lives Have Brightened since the Team Arrived: March Forward], Coi Chùng Địa Chủ Rất Ngoan 
Cố [Watchout, the landlords are very stubborn], Nhớ Lấy Để Trả Thù: Tôi Có 12 Anh Em Nay Chỉ Còn 
Một Mình Tôi [Remember to Take Revenge: I Had 12 Siblings and I Am the Only Survivor], Phải Đánh 
Đổ Chúng Nó [Must Overthrow Them], Truyện Chị Khoan: gương mẫu trong phát động quần chúng 
[The Story of Sister Khoan: an example of mass mobilization], Vùng Lên [Revolt], Kinh Nghiệm về 
Phơng Pháp Lãnh Đạo Trong Việc Cải Cách Ruộng Đất của Lưu-Trấn-Bản [Experience and Methods 
to Lead in Land Reform by Lưư Trấn Bản]. 
230 All landlords who remained in the Communist zone up to 1953 had played some part in the 
Resistance, either voluntarily or not, since Communist policy insisted that no one remain inactive.  
231 Exemplify by the case of Nguyễn Thị Năm from Thái Nguyên province. She was a resistance 
landowner who had strong credentials with the revolution but was the first person to be executed in 
Land Reform.  
232 ‘Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị về mấy vấn đề đặc biệt trong phát động quần chúng’ [Directive by the 
Politburo regarding several special issues in mass mobilization]. ĐCSVN, vol. 14, pp. 201-202. 
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pressure the family members, primarily to extort money and jewelry. Besides losing 

their property and enduring humiliation and mistreatment, members of the landlords’ 

families were prohibited from having contact with anyone. This included preventing 

them from working outside the house. Consequently, many of these people starved to 

death.233  

In special classes on exposing crimes, peasants were taught how the landlords 

had cheated, robbed, exploited, and oppressed them. They received a long list of 

crimes that the landlords for whom they had previously worked might have 

committed. Those who were trained to identify these crimes became known as 

“denouncers.” Each denouncer had to make at least one accusation against the 

landowner on trial. Some of these denouncers had been those drawn in by the promise 

of material rewards or political privileges. Others simply wished to avoid trouble. 

Lastly, some denounced others to deflect attention from themselves or to avoid guilt 

by association. The mass mobilization campaign caused so much fear that very few 

people could afford not to participate in it somehow.   

After compiling their lists of accusations, the denouncers were given rigorous 

training on public denunciation, to make their condemnations appear convincing in 

front of a crowd that could be as large as twenty thousand people. Under the 

supervision of a cadre, the denouncers memorized and rehearsed speeches, along with 

gestures and actions in front of a straw dummy. The trial would begin once all the 

preparations were completed. 

 
233 Hoàng Văn Chí, From Colonialism to Communism (New Delhi: Allied Publishers, 1964), pp. 156-
157. 
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Phase 4, the signature moment of rent reduction and land reform was a 

dramatic and stage-managed public accusation session. The purpose of a public 

accusation was to lead to a cao trào or an emotional climax. The goal was to merge 

the collective public with the Party-state and its policy. 

On the denouncing day, a multi-village crowd would congregate in a field. The 

crowd sat on the ground facing the tribunal’s Presidium (chủ tịch đoàn), composed of 

one presiding judge (chánh án) and several judges (thẩm phán) representing the 

Special People’s Court (tòa án nhân dân đặc biệt). The presiding judge would open the 

session by declaring the importance of overthrowing the traitorous and reactionary 

landlords who for thousands of years had exploited and oppressed them. He/she would 

then give an order, and the accused would be brought before the tribunal. The judge 

then called upon people from the crowd, usually the trained peasants, to come forward 

with their denunciation. Denouncers would arise, start pointing at the accused and hurl 

insults. The landlords, however, were not allowed to reply or to defend themselves.  

The denunciations would last from one to three days or nights, depending on 

the alleged crime, with each day or night is reserved for a specific type of crime 

(economic, moral, and political). On the day of or a few days after the denunciation, 

the Special People's Court, which was usually comprised entirely of peasants who 

knew very little about judicial procedure, would impose sentences. The sentences, 

often decided before the trial, ranged from the death penalty to hard labor and 

imprisonment, and generally included the confiscation of property.    

 

Nguyễn Thị Năm: Ritual Sacrifice and the Beginning of Incalculable Consequences  
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The experimental campaign handed down fourteen death sentences. The first 

was Nguyễn Thị Năm, a patriotic plantation owner in Thái Nguyên province who had 

contributed generously to the communist-led anti-colonial resistance. When discussing 

the decision to execute her, Hồ Chí Minh supposedly asked, “Couldn’t the land reform 

find a male despotic landlord to start the campaign instead of shooting a woman?” 

Despite his questioning of the decision and the promise to intervene, Nguyễn Thị Năm 

was executed to usher in the “sky-shaking and earth-shattering” land reform. The 

question, however, is why?  

Nguyễn Thị Năm was born in 1906 in Làng Bưởi, outside of Hà Nội. Her 

parents were small business owners, neither poor nor rich. Like most young women of 

her day, she married early. Her husband was the only son of a rich fish-sauce storage 

owner in the port city of Hải Phòng, but a profligate spender. Within a short time, he 

had squandered his entire inheritance on opium and other women. Nguyễn Thị Năm 

had to find a way to feed her two sons, her husband, and her mother-in-law. She 

opened a small diner, serving noodles and dog meat.234 

She then began selling scrap iron. She became the "Queen of Iron" in Hải 

Phòng, buying and selling steel imported from France. At the height of her success, 

she was also known as Ms. Cát Hanh Long. This was the name of her business in Hải 

Phòng, named after her sons, Nguyễn Hanh and Nguyễn Cát. 235  She then began 

 
234 Hoàng Nhật Linh, Nghề buôn: Mồ hôi, nước mắt, nụ cười [Trades: Sweat, Tears, Laughter] (Hà Nội: 
Trung Tâm Thông Tin HKTHC, 1993), 7; Dương Trung Quốc, “Viết nhân ngày thương binh liệt sĩ” [In 
Commemoration of Martyrs and Wounded Soldiers], Lao động, July 22, 2012, 
http://laodong.com.vn/lao-dong-cuoi-tuan/viet-nhan-ngay-thuong-binh-liet-si-75128.bld (accessed 
September 15, 2012). According to Xuân Ba’s March 8, 2014 article on Công An Nhân, Nguyễn Thị 
Năm’s husband passed away in 1945. 
235 Nguyễn Cát’s other name is Hoàng Công, which he often used for covert operations when he was 
still with the Việt Minh. 
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investing in plantation farming in the midland region of Thái Nguyên.236 In 1943, she 

bought the plantation of Reyllon in Đồng Hỷ, which she renamed Cát Hanh Long 

Plantation. At 1,283 mẫu [acres], it was the largest plantation in Thái Nguyên at the 

time, occupying about half the available land in the communes of Đồng Bẩm and Dân 

Chủ.237 

During the Japanese occupation of Indochina during World War II, a famine 

struck northern Vietnam from October 1944 to May 1945 [nạn đói năm Ất Dậu]. 

Between four hundred thousand and two million people starved to death.238 Nguyễn 

Thị Năm used her wealth to buy rice, food, and supplies to bring relief to people living 

on or near her plantation. She also hired peasants in the Thái Nguyên region to clear 

the forests on the land and begin farming. She bought herds of cattle to till the soil, 

hired peasants to farm rice and sugarcane, and imported equipment from France to 

establish Vietnam's first granulated sugar factory. As her businesses grew, she 

employed more than two thousand people and constructed camp housing for them. At 

the same time, she was trading timber and bamboo and, through these ventures, 

became even wealthier.239 In every sense, she was a true capitalist. 

 
236 Thái Nguyên is a mountainous, midland province in the northeast region of Vietnam, approximately 
seventy-five kilometers from Hà Nội and 120 kilometers from Hải Phòng Province. From 1947 to 1954, 
it (the district of Định Hóa) served as the operational headquarters of the VWP during the Resistance 
War against the French.                                                                                                                                                                                   
237 Nguyễn Duy Tiến, Quá trình thực hiện quyền sở hữu ruộng đất cho nông dân ở Thái Nguyên (1945–
1957) [The Process of Implementing the Right to Own Land for Peasants in Thái Nguyên (1945–
1957)], (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2002), 32, 81, 104. In a report made on July 14, 1953, Hoàng 
Quốc Việt stated that Nguyễn Thị Năm, at the time of her trial, had 1,346 mẫu of land. 
238 Fredrick Logevall, Embers of War (New York: Random House, 2012), pp. 79–81; Charles 
Hirschman, Samuel Preston, and Vu Manh Loi, “Vietnamese Casualties during the American War: A 
New Estimate,” Population and Development Review 21, no. 4 (1995), pp. 783-812. 
239 Hoàng Nhật Linh, pp. 8–12. 
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At the same time, she was also very patriotic, even before the August 

Revolution that gave rise to the VCP. While running her steel business in Hải Phòng, 

she became acquainted with many revolutionary activists who later held key positions 

in the VCP, such as Lê Đức Thọ, Hoàng Hữu Nhân, Hoàng Tùng, Vũ Quốc Uy, 

Hoàng Thế Thiện, and Nguyễn Đình Thi.240 In Thái Nguyên she sheltered a division 

of Việt Minh soldiers. In September 1945, during "Golden Week," Hồ Chí Minh asked 

the people to make donations to the economic growth of the newly established 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam and to support the military. His appeal was met with 

massive support, bringing in approximately twenty million French Indochinese 

piasters and 370 kilograms of gold. Most of the contributions came from merchants 

and landlords, including Nguyễn Thị Năm, who personally donated more than seven 

hundred ounces of gold in addition to rice, fabric, typewriters, and housing for Việt 

Minh cadres.241 

With her wealth, she could have protected her children from military service, 

but instead, she encouraged them to join the Việt Minh's army, even before the 1945 

August Revolution. When news came of the Việt Minh's rise to power in Hà Nội, 

Nguyễn Thị Năm left Hải Phòng immediately in her private car and went straight to 

Thái Nguyên to notify her sons and their comrades of the news. Shortly thereafter, her 

 
240 Dương Trung Quốc, “Viết nhân ngày thương binh liệt sĩ.” Lệ Đức Thọ was among the founders of 
the VWP and became head of the Party’s Central Organizing Committee and Hà Nội’s lead negotiator 
during the Paris Agreements in 1973; Hoàng Hữu Nhân was General Secretary of Hải Phòng; Hoàng 
Tùng was Chief Editor of Nhân Dân [The People], the official newspaper of the VWP; Vũ Quốc Uy 
was a famous writer and cultural politician; Hoàng Thế Thiên was a general in the Vietnam People’s 
Army; and Vũ Đình Thi was a writer and composer who was also a member of the Việt Minh. 
241 Dương Trung Quốc, “Viết nhân ngày thương binh liệt sĩ”; Xuân Ba, “Chuyện về người phụ nữ từng 
bị xử lý oan: Tìm mộ bà Cát Hanh Long,” [The Story of the Woman Who Was Wrongly Charged: 
Finding the Tomb of Cát Hanh Long] Công An Nhân Dân, March 8, 2014, http://cand.com.vn/Phong-
su/Chuyen-ve-nguoi-phu-nu-tung-bi-xu-ly-oan-Tim-mo-ba-Cat-Hanh-Long-307978/ (accessed April 5, 
2014). 
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sons joined the revolutionary forces in Hà Nội.242 Nguyễn Hanh, at the young age of 

22, accompanied the delegation of Nguyễn Lương Bằng and Trần Huy Liệu to the 

capital of Huế, located in central Vietnam, to force the abdication of Emperor Bảo Đại 

on August 25, 1945. Nguyễn Cát was injured when the national Resistance War 

against the French forces exploded in the area of Cầu Giấy, the gateway to Hà Nội. 

However, he later became a famous regimental commander of the Việt Minh’s 351th 

Division.243 

Hồ Chí Minh and the Việt Minh’s occupation of Hà Nội proved short-lived, 

however, as French forces returned to Vietnam and rapidly reestablished control of the 

city. After negotiations between Hồ Chí Minh and France broke down, Hồ Chí Minh 

and the Việt Minh leadership fled to their northern hillside base at Tân Trào, a village 

not far from the Thái Nguyên provincial capital and Nguyễn Thị Năm’s plantation. 

From there, Hồ Chí Minh and the Việt Minh launched the rural insurrection that 

started the First Indochina War on December 19, 1946. The war raged for eight years 

before it ended with the defeat of France at the Battle of Diện Biên Phủ and the 

signing of the Geneva Agreements on July 20, 1954. It was from this region that the 

VWP implemented its mass mobilization campaigns to reduce rent and implement 

land reform. 

During this period, before her being targeted beginning in 1952, Nguyễn Thị 

Năm was actively involved in many Party-state sponsored activities and organizations 

in Thái Nguyên Province and Interzone Việt Bắc. She served for three years as the 

 
242 Dương Trung Quốc, “Viết nhân Ngày Thương binh Liệt sĩ.” 
243 Ibid. In the article, Dương Trung Quốc suggested that it was the 351st Division, while Xuân Ba 
suggested the 308th Division. 



165 

president of the Women's Association in Thái Nguyên. She donated her wealth, 

including her villa in Đồng Bẩm commune, to support the resistance. Many 

revolutionary cadres and soldiers were stationed in her plantation, including Trường 

Chinh, Phạm Văn Đồng, and Võ Nguyễn Giáp.244 

 

Illustration 4.1: Hồ Chí Minh (red) and Nguyễn Thị Năm (yellow), circa 1950 

 

The Trial 

On May 22, 1953, about a month after Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP leadership 

launched the experimental mass mobilization campaign [công tác phát động quần 

chúng thí nghiệm] to carry out rent reduction, the first person to stand trial was 

 
244 Xuân Ba, “Chuyện về người phụ nữ từng bị xử lý oan: Tìm mộ bà Cát Hanh Long,” [The Story of 
the Woman Who Was Wrongly Charged: Finding the Tomb of Cát Hanh Long] Công An Nhân Dân, 
March 8, 2014, http://cand.com.vn/Phong-su/Chuyen-ve-nguoi-phu-nu-tung-bi-xu-ly-oan-Tim-mo-ba-
Cat-Hanh-Long-307978/ (accessed April 5, 2014). 



166 

Nguyễn Thị Năm.245 The choice was not accidental. Prior to the arrival of the land 

reform battalion, Nguyễn Thị Năm had been tried twice at the end of 1952 by the 

VWP Central Committee and the Thái Nguyên Provincial Committee. The first trial, 

on November 15, was organized by the đoàn thực nghiệm cải cách ruộng dất [land 

reform experimental batallion] and included the participation of three hundred tenants 

from the Đồng Bẩm and Dân Chủ communes. The trial ordered Nguyễn Thị Năm to 

comply with the government’s agrarian policies of reducing rent and interest while 

giving peasants the right to cultivate the fallow lands they cleared without taking rent. 

The second trial was carried out at Nguyễn Thị Năm’s plantation on the evening of 

December 20 to force her to fulfill the decisions made in the first trial and crush her 

political influence. This time, thousands of peasants from the estimated 4,554 

population of Đồng Bẩm and Dân Chủ attended. As a result, Nguyễn Thị Năm 

promised to carry out the peasants’ demands. However, both trials sparked early leftist 

deviations that went far beyond expectations, creating unnecessary tension and 

panicking the rich and landowning class.246 

The trial in May 1953, which took place on a hot day in the village of Đồng 

Bẩm, was larger and more open than the previous two trials at the end of 1952. More 

than five thousand247 people from Đồng Bẩm, Dân Chủ, and neighboring communes 

 
245 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953: Đồng chí Thịnh báo cáo trước hội 
đồng chính phủ ngày 25 tháng 6, 1953.” 
246 Nguyễn Duy Tiến, Quá trình thực hiện quyền sở hữu ruộng đất, 104–107; “Báo cáo tình hình phát 
động quần chúng từ1-4 đến 20-6-1953.” 
247 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng ở các xã thí điểm từ 1/5 đến 31/5 năm 1953,” PPTT, File 
no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. Trần Huy Liệu was a writer, journalist, historian, political activist, and 
head of the Văn-Sử-Địa [Literature, History, and Geography] journal. During the experimental 
campaign in Việt Bắc, Trần Huy Liệu served as a government inspector during the trials of Nguyễn Văn 
Bính and Nguyễn Thị Năm at Đồng Bẩm and Dân Chủ village in Thái Nguyên Province. In “Trích Nhật 
Ký Cải Cách Ruộng Đất” [Excerpt from Diary on Land Reform] taken from Trần Chiến’s Trần Huy 



167 

were crammed together at the foot of Voi Mountain, surrounded by other, lower hills 

on a road that led to the town of Thái Nguyên. They used tree branches to protect 

themselves from the sun and French combat aircraft. Under a red banner that read 

"Overthrow the despotic landlord Nguyễn Thị Năm, take back the land for the 

peasants," a thin woman in a brown blouse kneeled with others. Nearby stood her two 

sons, Nguyễn Hanh and Nguyễn Cát, also known as Hoàng Công,248 and her five 

associates, Sergeant Lê Đình Hàm, Lê Đình Phúc (Hoàng Văn Chính), Phạm Quang 

Chiêu, Nguyễn Văn Sâm, and Lê Đình Hào.249 

Sitting behind a rickety wooden table before the crowd was a chủ tịch đoàn 

[presidium], composed of one chánh án [presiding judge] and several thẩm phán 

[judges] representing the Special People’s Court.250 About a meter behind them were 

high-level land reform cadres assigned from the Central Committee for Land Reform 

 
Liệu: Cõi Người, published in Vietnam by the Kim Đồng publishing house in 2009, Trần Huy Liệu 
provided a very descriptive account of both trials. He indicated in the diary that about ten thousand 
[“một vạn”] attended Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial. 
248 Before being called back for trial, both Nguyễn Hanh and Nguyễn Công were training in Nanning 
and Kunming, China, respectively. Trần Huy Liệu’s account and archival materials support that both 
were tried with their mother, which means they were called back for trial. Trần Đĩnh, in his recent 
memoir titled Đèn Cù, also suggested that Nguyễn Công was called back from Kunming but did not 
indicate if he was tried with his mother and brother. A recently published article on Công An Nhân Dân 
Online [The People’s Police Online] by Xuân Ba, titled “Chuyện về người phụ nữ từng bị xử lý oan: 
Tìm mộ bà Cát Hanh Long” [The Story of the Woman Who Was Wrongly Charged: Finding the Tomb 
of Cát Hanh Long], indicated that both were called back sometime in June 1953—after the May 22 trial. 
The article stated that they were taken directly into prison in Thái Nguyên and were not aware of their 
mother’s execution until being informed by family members during visitation. The article seems to 
suggest that this information came from interviews with Nguyễn Hanh and his wife, Phạm Thị Cúc, 
currently residing in Hà Nội. 
249 The description of Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial in this section is based on information gathered from 
archival documents, Trần Huy Liệu’s diary, Hòang Nhật Linh’s accounts in Nghề buôn: Mồ hôi, nước 
mắt, nụ cười, and eyewitness accounts from Trần Văn Tông, Lê Thị Nỗi, and Nguyễn Sâm from Thái 
Nguyên, which were recorded during interviews conducted between August 2008 and June 2009 in 
Thái Nguyên, Vietnam. To protect the interviewees’ anonymity and confidentiality, the names here are 
pseudonyms. 
250 According to Trần Đức Thịnh's August 26, 1953 report to the Council of Ministers, the Special 
People's Courts in Interzone Việt Bắc were established from May 15, 1953, to July 15, 1953. The 
majority of judges that make up the presidium were peasants, one-third of whom were nominated by 
peasants at the commune level.  
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(CCLR). These cadres were among the 230 chosen and trained to direct the reform 

pilot program. They were there to supervise and guide the presidium through the 

tribunal process. 

The presiding judge rose and called on the masses to denounce the accused. 

His statement was followed by a roar of "Down with the evil landlord!" He continued 

by reading the personal profiles of the accused but did not identify their crimes. 

Nonetheless, each pause was followed by a wave of denunciations from the crowd. 

After his speech, he asked the peasants to expose the crimes of Nguyễn Thị Năm and 

her associates, demanding retributive compensation.251 

Many members of the crowd took turns denouncing and attacking the accused. 

A female peasant shouted, “Damn, Nguyễn Thị Năm! Stand up!” When Nguyễn Thị 

Năm weakly lifted herself from the ground, the peasant continued: “Do you know who 

I am? You are a cruel hypocrite. You've exploited our sweat and blood. Because of 

you, my whole family is poor and starving. Do you remember how many peasants 

have died of hunger and thirst for working on your plantations? Now, thanks to the 

Party, we have risen and you must pay back everything that you've taken from us." 

The cadres behind the table swung their arms in unison and shouted, "Down with the 

evil landlord! Down, down, down!" Everyone in the audience followed suit, raising 

their fists and shouting. The atmosphere was simmering with hatred, as more than 

thirty peasants took turns condemning the accused.252 Some of the accusers slapped 

Nguyễn Thị Năm and her sons. Others spat on them and forced them to crawl in the 

dirt, like animals. “You’re dogs!” one peasant yelled at them. The harshest 
 

251 Trần Văn Tông, interview by author, September 18, 2008, Thái Nguyên. 
252 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng ở các xã thí điểm từ 1/5 đến 31/5 năm 1953.”  
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denunciation came from Miss Dặng, a servant Nguyễn Thị Năm had loved and 

trusted.253 

The last trial of Nguyễn Thị Năm and her associates differed from her previous 

ones; the verbal and physical abuse lasted from 10:00 a.m. to 6:30 p.m.254 At the end 

of each trial, the presiding judge had read a prepared indictment, charging Nguyễn Thị 

Năm, her sons, and her associates with collusion with French and Japanese forces, 

communication with secret agents Hervé and Girovich,255 working with the traitor 

Cung Đình Vận,256  and communicating with Nguyễn Hải Thần257  to sabotage the 

resistance movement, and engaging in propaganda against the Việt Minh. Nguyễn Thị 

Năm was accused of exploiting labor, defaulting on payments, starving some people, 

and murdering 259. 258  As a result, she and Lê Đình Hàm were given death 

 
253 This depiction comes from interviews with Trần Văn Tông (September 18, 2008), Lê Thị Nỗi (April 
18, 2009), and Nguyễn Sâm (February 20, 2009) from Thái Nguyên. 
254 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng ở các xã thí điểm từ 1/5 đến 31/5 năm 1953.” 
255 In the reports that listed Nguyễn Thị Năm’s crimes, Girovich was described as Nguyễn Thị Năm’s 
lover. 
256 Cung Đình Vận was a tổng đốc or tuần phủ [provincial governor/chief] who was accused of being a 
traitor and member of Vietnam Quốc Dân Dản [Vietnamese Nationalist Party]. He was executed by the 
Việt Minh in Thái Nguyên on December 16, 1945.  
257 Nguyễn Hải Thần was a Vietnamese revolutionary leader who founded the Vietnam Cách Mạng 
Đồng Minh Hội (Việt Cách). He lobbied for the release and pardon of Hồ Chí Minh when the latter was 
in jail awaiting execution in China. After the August Revolution, he briefly joined Hồ Chí Minh’s 
coalition government, but later rejected the latter’s communist connection and fled to Nanjing, China. 
258 In his June 1, 1953, report, Trần Đức Thịnh listed the names of the fourteen people supposedly killed 
by Nguyễn Thị Năm: Nguyễn Văn Tiên, Nguyên Văn Yên, Nguyên Văn Tu, Nguyên Văn Hạt, Nguyễn 
Văn Yên, Phạm Công Thu, Nguyễn Văn Hap, Pho Văn Thông, Pho Văn Luc, Trần Anh Do, Phạm Văn 
Nhi, Nguyễn Xuân Lý, and Hà Văn Trung. 
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sentences.259 Her sons were imprisoned until the end of 1956 and after their release 

would endure lifelong discrimination and prejudice.260 

At the conclusion of his prepared statement, the judge shouted, “Execute the 

landowner Nguyễn Thị Năm! Execute the reactionary wicked landowner Nguyễn Thị 

Năm!” The audience, riled up, waved their fists at the dejected landowner and 

screamed, “Execute her! Execute the landowner Nguyễn Thị Năm.”261 

 

The Vitriolic Decision 

The complicated questions of who decided to persecute Nguyễn Thị Năm and 

why are of paramount importance. Nguyễn Thị Năm had been active in the VWP-

organized Women's Union of Thái Nguyên and Interzone Việt Bắc. She donated land 

to the revolutionary cause. She transformed her plantation into a base for many 

Special Forces regiments. She established camps large enough to shelter one thousand 

people. Soldiers stopped at her plantation to prepare for battle, and she gave them food 

and medication, treating them well—almost as if they were her own sons.262 During 

the resistance, Hồ Chí Minh, General Võ Nguyên Giáp, General Nguyễn Chí Thanh, 

General Secretary Trường Chinh, Prime Minister Phạm Văn Đồng, and senior Party 

leaders Lê Thành Nghị, Lê Giản, and Hoàng Quốc Việt were all concealed on her 

 
259 “Báo Cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953.” This report indicated that the 
peasant committee [đại hội nông dân] recommended the death sentence for Nguyễn Thị Năm, her two 
sons, and Lê Đình Hàm; a life sentence for Phạm Quang Chiêu; twenty years of labor and imprisonment 
for Hoàng Văn Chính; and other harsh punishments for Nguyễn Thị Năm’s other associates. These 
recommendations were reduced according to the desire of the masses and ordinance 151-SL for 
punishing landlords who resist laws. 
260 Xuân Ba, 2014. 
261 Nguyễn Sâm, interview by author, February 20, 2009, Thái Nguyên. 
262 Hoàng Nhật Linh, 12–13. 
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property and protected by Nguyễn Thị Năm.263 As a founding member of the VWP 

Women’s Union, Nguyễn Thị Năm regularly attended meetings with Hồ Chí Minh, 

Tôn Đức Thắng, and Hoàng Quốc Việt. 264  In fact, because of her strong, active 

support of the revolution, she was often called mẹ kháng chiến [mother of the 

resistance].265 So who would single her out and why? 

Some sources have argued that Chinese advisers had pressured Hồ Chí Minh 

and the VWP into prosecuting Nguyễn Thị Năm. According to Hoàng Tùng,266 chief 

editor of the VWP’s official newspaper Nhân Dân [The People] from 1954 to 1982, 

“the choice of Nguyễn Thị Năm as the first person was a result of someone having 

informed the Chinese advisers.” Hoàng Tùng added that, at a Politburo meeting, Hồ 

Chí Minh said, “I agree that those who are guilty must be punished, but I do not 

believe that it is ethical if the first shot [to start land reform] is directed at the head of a 

woman, especially when that person has helped the revolution. The French have a 

saying, ‘A woman should not be touched, not even with a rose petal.’” Nonetheless, at 

the insistence of Luo Guibo, Hồ Chí Minh reluctantly conceded: “I will follow the 

majority, but I still think it is not right.”267 

In Mặt Thật [True Face], Bùi Tín wrote: 

 
263 Hoàng Tùng, “Những kỷ niệm về Bác Hồ” [Memories of Uncle Hồ], Diễn Đàn, 
http://www.diendan.org/viet-nam/tu-lieu-hoang-tung-1920-2010-noi-ve-ho-chi-minh/ (accessed March 
23, 2012). 
264 Trần Đĩnh, Đèn cù: số phận Vietnam dưới chế độ cộng sản—tự truyện của người viết tiểu sử Hồ Chí 
Minh [Turning Lamp: The Fate of Vietnam under the Communist Regime: An Autobiography of the 
Person Who Wrote Hồ Chí Minh’s Biography] (California: Người Việt Books, 2014), 83. 
265 Nguyễn Quang Duy, “Bà Cát Thành Long Nguyễn Thị Năm và ông Hồ Chí Minh” [Cát Thanh Long 
Nguyễn Thị Năm and Hồ Chí Minh], Dân Luận, 2010, http://danluan.org/node/5567 (accessed July 20, 
2010). 
266 Real name Trần Khánh Thọ (1920-2010). 
267 Hoàng Tùng, “Những kỷ niệm về Bác Hồ.” 
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Hoàng Quốc Việt [Chief Director of the Pilot Campaign in Thái 

Nguyên] recalled that he immediately headed back to Hà Nội to inform 

Hồ Chí Minh of the critical situation. Hồ Chí Minh listened attentively 

and stated, “This is not good! [We] cannot open the campaign by 

shooting a woman, especially one that has nourished communist 

soldiers and a mother of an officer in the People’s Army.” He promised 

to intervene and to tell Trường Chinh268 about this serious and urgent 

matter. 

However, Bùi Tín found no action was taken, and pleas to reverse the verdict came too 

late. All the journalists and writers who participated in the campaign had already 

drafted their accusations, condemnations, and convictions. “Uncle Hồ knew it was not 

right,” as Hoàng Quốc Việt conveyed to Bùi Tín, “but even he did not dare to tell them 

[the Chinese advisers] . . . They were the sons of God, Mao’s special envoys.”269 

Former Deputy Prime Minister Đoàn Duy Thành stated in his unpublished 

memoir Hồi Ký Làm Người Là Khó [Being a Person is Difficult]: 

After the completion of the rectification of errors campaign, many 

senior officials told me that, “When preparing to shoot Nguyễn Thị 

 
268 During land reform Trường Chinh served as both the General Secretary of the VWP and head of the 
Central Committee on Land Reform (CCLR).  
269 Thành Tín, Mặt thật [True Face] (California: Sài Gòn Press, 1993), 38–39. Bùi Tín was a former 
colonel in the PAVN and former assistant editor of the VWP’s newspaper Nhân Dân. In 1990 Bùi Tin 
left Vietnam to live in exile in Paris after he became disillusioned with post-war corruption and the 
continuing isolation of Vietnam. Once abroad, he wrote and expressed his dissatisfaction with 
Vietnam’s Communist leadership and political system. This recount by Bùi Tín of his conversation with 
Hoàng Quốc Việt is interesting but contradicting, as it does not seem reasonable that Hồ Chí Minh was 
somehow in Hà Nội instead of Thái Nguyên or the general Việt Bắc area in the late spring and early 
summer of 1953. Considering Trần Đỉnh’s recent recount of Hồ Chí Minh’s presence at the Nguyễn Thị 
Năm trial, Hồ Chí Minh must have been in Thái Nguyên. Thus, it is not clear why both Hoàng Quốc 
Việt and Bùi Tín suggested that Hồ Chí Minh was in Hà Nội in mid-1953. 
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Năm, Uncle Hồ intervened and questioned, ‘Couldn’t the land reform 

find a male despotic landlord to start the campaign instead of shooting 

a female?'" But the enforcement officials reported that they had asked 

Chinese advisers and were answered, "Regardless of a male or female 

tiger, they are all man-eaters!" And thus they just executed her.270 

According to these accounts, Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP leadership were depicted as 

powerless against the Chinese advisers. 

From these accounts it seems that the Chinese advisers were the main force 

behind the land reform campaign, including the conviction and execution of Nguyễn 

Thị Năm; Hồ Chí Minh and other VWP leaders were mere bystanders. This argument 

is supported by Luo Guibo’s proposal to his Vietnamese comrades and the presence of 

many Chinese advisers in Vietnam who were there to teach and carry out the land 

reform plan. However, if this was indeed the case, it raises the question of Hồ Chí 

Minh and his government’s agency in the activities surrounding the land reform. If the 

Vietnamese leaders based their political survival on the idea that they were the rightful 

leaders of the Vietnamese nation and its revolutionary movement, why would they 

capitulate to the Chinese advisers? If they were so incapable of doing what they 

believed was right, what does this say about their legitimacy? The answer might be a 

matter of pragmatism, where the benefits outweighed the costs. Putting Nguyễn Thị 

Năm on trial and executing her made it clear that no one was safe—not even a woman 

who had extended generous support to the revolutionary struggle. Moreover, it sent a 

 
270 Đoàn Duy Thành, Hồi ký làm người là khó [Being a Person is Difficult], Rosea, 2013, 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/6249263/Hoi-Ky-Doan-Duy-Thanh (accessed November 12, 2013). 
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message to factions within the VWP who did not support the ideological turn that 

began in 1952. 

However, among the anecdotal arguments of who might have been 

responsible, there is the suspicion that privately, Hồ Chí Minh was against land 

reform. This theory was most ardently put forward by Hoàng Tùng, who suggested 

that Hồ Chí Minh was genuinely upset by the execution of a woman. In this argument, 

he blamed Stalin and Mao Zedong for pressuring Hồ Chí Minh, as early as 1950, to 

carry out land reform. Hoàng Tùng claimed, "After meeting Stalin and Mao [in 1950], 

the two continued to pressure Uncle [Hồ Chí Minh] to act as they had, which meant 

carrying out the worker-peasant alliance led by the Party, establishing a worker-

peasant government, and then carrying out land reform. Uncle did not yet want to 

carry out land reform [at that time]."271 

However, historical records indicate that the image of a reluctant Hồ Chí Minh 

is merely an attempt to deflect responsibility from him to protect his reputation as the 

incorruptible leader of the Vietnamese Communist revolutionary struggle. Thus, it is 

possible that these accounts emerged after it became clear that the land reform was 

highly unpopular and it was important to shield Hồ Chí Minh from association with its 

excesses. General Secretary of the Party Trường Chinh and General Võ Nguyên Giáp 

might have been the Party's most formidable theoretician and most brilliant military 

strategist, but Hồ Chí Minh was the most charismatic figure of the resistance 

movement. Today, the memory of his personality is still the dominant symbol of the 

party, although this is a crafted and polished memory that has been used to advance 

 
271 Hoàng Tùng, “Những kỷ niệm về Bác Hồ.” 
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particular interests, claim legitimacy, and suppress dissent. But if we look at the 

documents from the early- to mid-1950s, Hồ Chí Minh, especially in 1952, had a great 

deal of input in the decision-making processes. He was the life of the VWP. 

Hence, when the mass mobilization campaign started to commit errors and 

spark local uprisings in 1956, Hồ Chí Minh demoted Trường Chinh and other 

members of the Land Reform Committee. He asked General Võ Nguyên Giáp, revered 

as a military hero among the Vietnamese for his victory at Điện Biên Phủ, to make a 

public apology on behalf of the government on October 31, 1956.272 Hồ Chí Minh, 

however, made no such admission. Instead, he kept a low public profile during the 

correction of errors campaign, and only during a session of the DRV National 

Assembly did he tearfully acknowledge that serious mistakes had been committed. 

Yet, he defended the program. 273  Moreover, recently released internal documents 

show that Hồ Chí Minh continued to insist that the mass mobilization campaign was 

the right policy.274 His insistence was to justify the campaign by legitimizing the goals 

designed by ranking leadership while ascribing the errors to bad implementation by 

lower cadres. 

A thorough examination of Hồ Chi Minh's political influence during the land 

reform period shows that he was the supreme decision-maker in North Vietnam. By 

1952, with political recognition and military support from both the Soviet Union and 

China assured, Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP leadership knew that it was the right time 

to implement land reform. They believed that only through radical land reform could 

 
272 Nhân Dân, October 31, 1956. 
273 Duiker, p. 488. 
274 Hồ Chí Minh Toàn Tập, tập 8 (Hà Nội: Chính Trị Quốc Gia, 2001), p. 596. 
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they earn the peasants' support and conclude the war against France, thereby taking 

some of the economic pressure off the party. Moreover, by adopting the Chinese land 

reform model, the VWP bound China to the progression and future of the Vietnamese 

revolution. Hence, Hồ Chí Minh invited the Chinese to assist with his reform program 

while he arranged to make it happen. Although the Chinese presence was significant 

and, at times, overwhelming, it was not unwanted; quite the opposite.275 

In his memoir Droplet in the Sea (1986), Hồ Chí Minh’s friend and former 

Vietnamese Ambassador to China, Hoàng Văn Hoan, suggested that the Central 

Committee for Land Reform “granted the land reform teams the power to execute 

despot landlords to enhance the spirits of the peasants. The execution of landlords in 

Thái Nguyên, which later spread to other areas, was seen as a good method to raise the 

power of the peasants.”276 However, this sense of power gave the VWP and its reform 

cadres the liberty to exert a massive campaign that resulted in terrifying 

consequences. 277  Violence erupted when people used the chaos created by the 

campaign as a pretext to settle old scores. 

The Vietnam Institute of Economics claimed that the campaign categorized [số 

bị quy trong cải cách ruộng đất] 172,008 individuals as “cruel and bullying 

 
275 In late September 1950, immediately after Luo Guibo’s return to China, thinking that it was the end 
of his mission in Vietnam, the top VWP leaders, including Hồ Chí Minh and Trường Chinh, forwarded 
Mao Zedong a telegraph requesting Luo Guibo’s return to Vietnam to serve as Hồ Chí Minh’s Advisor-
General. Dương Danh Dy, pp. 5–6. 
276 Hoàng Văn Hoan, Giọt nước trong biển cả: Hồi ký cách mạng [Droplet in the Sea] (Vietnam: TVN, 
1986), p. 360. 
277 The phrase “nhất đội nhì trời” (literally: team first, God second) is still used today to describe the 
intense power the land reform cadres had to terrorize villagers—a power that is above that of God. A 
very nuanced depiction of this expression is in Tô Hoài’s land reform novel Ba Người Khác, published 
by Đà Nẵng publishing house in 2007. The story of Nguyễn Thị Năm and the terror created during the 
land reform inspired Bùi Diễm, former South Vietnamese Ambassador to the United States, in 1956, to 
produce a movie depicting the land reform titled Chúng Tôi Muốn Sống [We Want to Live].  
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landlords,” “landlords,” “revolutionary landlords,” or “rich peasants,” but a staggering 

71.66 percent or 123,266 were wrongly branded [số bị qui sai]. Of these, 20,493 of the 

26,453 people classified as cruel and bullying landlords had been misclassified.278 

These figures do not give us a definitive number of people who might have been 

executed [xử tử] versus those who were wrongly executed. However, they show that 

the number of errors committed, just in the form of categorizing people, was 

undeniably dramatic. 

By mid-1952, Hồ Chí Minh and other leaders of the VWP understood that it 

was time to implement some type of agrarian reform. What is surprising, however, is 

that so many senior and influential leaders of the Communist Party and the DRV 

government turned their backs on their benefactress—unless this was meant to 

emphasize that they were more than willing to defy the united front of all races, 

classes, religions, and political affiliations for the common national interest, by 

approving her death sentence.279 This was not just a verdict against an enemy, but 

rather, one aimed against a person who had been actively helping the Communists—

one that they accused of a litany of fabricated crimes.280 

Certainly, Luo Guibo and his team of Chinese advisers were influential. In 

fact, their presence, work, and influence during the land reform were enthusiastically 

acknowledged during a conference: “All of us brother and sister representatives of the 

peasants, as well as staff and personnel serving the conference thank the Chinese 

 
278 Đặng Phong, ed., Lịch sử kinh tế Vietnam, tập II [Vietnam Economic History, Volume II] (Hà Nội: 
Institute of Economics, 2002), p. 85. 
279 “Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương về kháng chiến kiến quốc” [Directive by the Central 
Executive Committee on Resistance and State Formation], Văn Kiện Đảng, tập 8, 1945 (Hà Nội: Chính 
Trị Quốc Gia, 2001), p. 32. 
280 A meticulous discussion is available in Holcombe's dissertation, pp. 56–69.   
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advisers and staff for providing us many highly valuable experiences and for 

dedicatedly, day and night, working and helping us complete the land reform at the six 

communes and for actively helping us carry out this conference.”281 However, what 

could the Chinese advisers have done if Hồ Chí Minh, as the leader of the DRV, had 

opposed their wishes or suggested a more culpable person? If he realized they were 

wrong, why did he continue using them as late as 1956? Considering the legal 

documents issued and communications exchanged during the land reform, if Hồ Chí 

Minh had overseen the development of policies in those secret Politburo meetings, 

chosen the cadres to carry out the pilot program, and read the declaration to commence 

the campaign, would he not have been able to choose who to execute and who to 

spare? Simply put, if he could not save her, who could have? It might appear, then, 

that he had made up his mind. 

To provide the legal apparatus for the land reform cadres to crush the 

landowning class, as Luo Guibo recommended, Hồ Chí Minh issued on April 12, 

1953, Decree 151/SL, which stipulated the punishments for landlords who opposed the 

laws during mass mobilization. Comprising fourteen articles, it defined the categories 

of landlords, crimes, and punishments. Most crimes, such as dispersing properties, 

trying to cross into enemy territory, or sabotaging production, were punishable by one 

to five years of imprisonment. Other crimes, such as colluding with the enemy, spying, 

killing, or organizing groups to foment destruction against the government, were 

punishable by ten years of imprisonment, life imprisonment, or execution. 282 

 
281 “Báo cáo tổng kết cải cách ruộng đất thắng lợi ở 6 xã thỉ điểm tại Thái Nguyên năm 1954,” PPTT, 
File no. 1494, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
282 “Sắc lệnh số 151/SL” [Decree 151/SL]. 
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However, in reality, anyone could be accused of and prosecuted for any of these 

crimes since the trials during land reform tended to be based on accusations rather 

than legitimate evidence.  

At her May 22, 1953, public trial, Nguyễn Thị Năm was, per Decree 151/SL, 

convicted of all her crimes, and sentenced to death. However, she was not 

immediately executed because early in the land reform campaign—especially during 

the experimental stage—there was a grace period for reform cadres to make detailed 

reports on cases, which would then be sent to the CCLR and the Politburo for 

review.283 Once reviewed, they were sent to Hồ Chí Minh, who had the final word.284 

During the month that the report was being prepared and making its way up the chain 
 

283 Nguyễn Minh Cần, “Cuộc cải cách ruộng đất 50 năm trước đây tại miền Bắc” [The Land Reform 
Fifty Years Ago in the North], Radio Free Asia, 2006, 
http://www.rfa.org/vietnamese/in_depth/LandReform50YearsAgo_NAn-20060515.html (accessed June 
10, 2010); “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh trong ban ruộng đất T.Ư. tình hình phát động quần chúng (từ 1-
4 đến 30-4-1953)”; “Báo cáo tình phát động quần chúng tứ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953”; “Báo cáo của đồng chí 
Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt I (từ tháng 4 đến 20 tháng 8 năm 
1953),” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. The September 14, 1953 report “Tóm tắt tình hình phát 
động quần chúng trong tháng 81953” (PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA—III, Hà Nội), written by Cù Huy 
Cận to summarize phase 1 [đợt 1] of the experimental campaign, indicated that before making the 
decision to execute the land reform battalion II in Interzone IV had asked for instruction from the Party 
Central Committee. The report stated, “The batallion had asked approval from the Party Central 
Committee. [The batallion] recommended for approval of eight death penalties. The Disciplinary 
Committee [ban xử trí] agreed to execute five, sentenced two for life, and one for twenty years 
imprisonment." This suggests that there must have been a similar request for approval by the land 
reform battalion I in Interzone Việt Bắc. 
284 The archival catalogue on land reform at the Vietnam National Archive lists multiple files requesting 
Hồ Chí Minh’s final approval before indictment and execution. It also contains files of landlords’ 
petitions requesting Hồ Chí Minh’s pardon. Researchers can see the list of file names but are not 
permitted to access the files. Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị ngày 3 
tháng 11 năm 1954 về mấy vấn đề cần chú ý trong khi xử trí bọn địa chủ có tội ác trong phát động quần 
chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất” [Directive by the Puliburo on November 3, 1954 on Issues that 
Require Attention when Dealing with Criminal Landlords During Mass Mobilization for Rent 
Reduction and Land Reform], 352-358, stated that all cases must be reviewed and given approval by a 
higher committee before they could prosecute or convict the defenders. Cases requesting amnesty [ân 
xá] or mitigation [ân giảm] must request permission from the Central Government [Trung Ương], while 
the decision “has to be decided by President Hồ.” Although this directive was issued more than a year 
after Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial, it nonetheless shows that different phases of review existed. Thus, it is 
reasonable to suggest that there must have been some careful deliberation before the final decision was 
made, especially for a momentous case like Nguyễn Thị Năm’s. Of course, when the mass mobilization 
intensified and expanded more broadly, standardized procedures such as the one prescribed above 
ceased to exist in some places or were frequently not followed in others due to local conditions.  
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of command, Nguyễn Thị Năm was kept under arrest. It is possible that the leadership 

was expected to use this period to resolve any possible disagreements within the Party 

concerning Nguyễn Thị Năm’s fate. Moreover, this period gave the Party time to 

continue vilifying and denouncing Nguyễn Thị Năm, reassuring the public that her 

punishment was just to make her an example. 

Between March 1 and July 21, 1953, the VWP, through its mouthpiece, the 

Nhân Dân, published five articles about the struggle against Nguyễn Thị Năm. The 

first four articles were “Vụ Cát-Hanh-Long: Phát động nông dân đấu tranh” [The Case 

of Cát Hanh Long: Mobilizing the Peasants to Struggle] by N.D. (March 1, 1953), 

“Một cuộc hội nghị quan trọng” [An Important Conference] by H.D. (March 6, 1953), 

“Mấy bài học lớn” [Important Lessons] by Minh Nghĩa (April 1, 1953), and “Đại hội 

nông dân đấu tranh” [The Peasant Meeting Struggle] by T.Đ. (July 6, 1953). In his 

recent memoir Đèn Cù [Turning Lamp], Trần Đĩnh, a key journalist for Nhân Dân, 

confirmed that Trường Chinh assigned him to follow the development of the Nguyễn 

Thị Năm trial, publicize the struggle, and praise the strength of the mobilized peasants. 

Concerning Nguyễn Thị Năm’s crime, Trường Chinh told Trần Đĩnh to “just follow 

the documents and indictments by the reform team.” 285  Thus, Trần Đĩnh was 

responsible for writing the four long articles about Nguyễn Thị Năm’s case. His last 

article was written two weeks after the trial and publicized the denunciations at 

Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial. 

After more than a month of deliberation, which was probably sufficient for Hồ 

Chí Minh to be apprised of Nguyễn Thị Năm’s case and its verdict, and a series of 

 
285 Trần Đĩnh, p. 84. 
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public incriminations, Nguyễn Thị Năm was taken before a crowd and tied to a tree 

trunk before a firing squad of five soldiers. The captain shouted out the instructions: 

“Raise your arms! Load your guns! The enemy is in front. Fire!” Her body went into 

shock and then stopped moving. There was blood. The captain walked up to her and 

counted the bullet holes in her body. “One, two, three, four—one shot missed the 

target.” Then he pulled a pistol, pressed it to her temple, and pulled the trigger.286 

The exact date of Nguyễn Thị Năm’s execution is still unclear, but two reports 

made at the Hội nghị Ủy ban Liên Việt Toàn Quốc [The All-Nation Meeting of United 

Vietnam] on July 14, 1953, and July 17, 1953, are helpful. The first report was made 

by Hoàng Quốc Việt, chief director of the pilot campaign in Thái Nguyên, in which he 

specified that Nguyễn Thị Năm along with four other landlords had been sentenced to 

death. However, he did not indicate whether the sentence had been carried out.287 

Three days later, Trần Đức Thịnh, executive member of the Peasant Mobilization 

Committee, who was responsible for making progress reports on the experimental 

phase in Việt Bắc and Interzone IV, reported that Nguyễn Thị Năm had been 

executed: “According to a report received, the Special People’s Courts in Việt Bắc has 

executed [xử tử] five ringleaders: Nguyễn Thị Năm, Sergeant Lê Đình Hàm, Trần 

Thúc Cáp, Dương Văn Trung, Nguyễn Quang Minh.”288 As such, it is reasonable to 

 
286 Hoàng Nhật Linh, pp. 5–6. According to nghị định [decree] 254/TTg issued by Phạm Văn Đồng on 
May 11, 1953, the Communal Resistance Committee [ủy ban kháng chiến hành chính xã] was given the 
responsibility of carrying out the death sentence/execution. The committee was to be assisted by the 
communal police [công an] and communal guerilla forces [du kích]. 
287 “Báo cáo về thắng lợi của công tác phát động quần chúng trình hội nghị ban thường trực Ủy ban 
Liên Việt Toàn Quốc,” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
288 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 15-7-1953 của đồng chí Thịnh báo cáo tại Hội 
Nghị Ủy Ban Liên Việt Toàn Quốc ngày 17-7 nắm 1953,” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. In 
his report to the Council of Ministers [hội đồng chính phủ] on August 26, 1953, Trần Đức Thịnh stated 
that in Thái Nguyên and Phú Thọ, there were 150 categorized as landlords, of which fifty-four had been 
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infer that Nguyễn Thị Năm was executed between July 14 and 17, or perhaps before 

July 14. 

Following the execution, on July 21, 1953,289 Nhân Dân published the last of 

the series of articles on the struggle against Nguyễn Thị Năm, titled “Địa chủ ác ghê” 

[Landlords are so atrocious]. It reads: 

Ancient sages have taught that “the rich are inhumane.” Everyone 
knows that landlords are evil with their exploitive ways, but who would 
have thought that there are those who kill without blinking an eye? This 
is a particular example. The miserable old hag Cát Hanh Long, her two 
sons, and their subordinates have killed fourteen peasants and tortured 
and disabled dozens. They killed thirty-two families, including two 
hundred people: In 1944, they sent thirty-seven families to their 
plantations to deforest and cultivate for them. They worked [them] hard 
but fed them meagerly. After a few short months, because of the 
hardships, thirty-two families died; not a single one survived. They 
raped more than thirty peasants: In 1945, they brought sixty-five 
farmers from Thái Bình Province to their plantation…A few days later, 
thirty died…From 1944 to 1945, they brought home twenty orphans to 
raise. They made these children live in the basement, fed them 
insufficiently, and relentlessly overworked and beat them. After just a 
few months, fifteen died. As a result, the hag Cát Hanh Long directly 
and indirectly murdered 260 people. The scenes of them torturing 
peasant debtors are no less cruel than the colonial French…And that is 
not to mention their counter-revolutionary crimes. They have colluded 

 
tried. The Special People’s Court gave Nguyễn Thị Năm, Lê Đình Hàm (Đồn Bẩm commune), Trần 
Thuc Cap, Ngô Tuyết Ninh (Phúc Xuân commune), Bùi Văn Minh (Tân Trào commune), Dương Văn 
Trung, Lê Đình Khoi (Nhã Lộng commune), and Phi Thành Y (Tu Hiệp commune) the death penalty. 
Of these, Nguyễn Thị Năm, Lê Đình Hàm, Trần Thuc Cap, and Ngô Tuyết Ninh were executed. 
However, in contrast to the July 17 report, this report did not mention if Dương Văn Trung and Dương 
Văn Minh were executed. Of the 150 categorized landlords, fifty-five were given prison sentences 
ranging from one year to life, sixteen were given probation terms, and five had not yet been tried. 
Furthermore, Trần Đức Thịnh’s August 26, 1953 report on phase I of the experimental campaign also 
stated that the total number of categorized landlords in Interzone IV was 306, of which 205 were 
scheduled to be tried. However, as of July 26, 1953, only 180 have been tried and the rest were to be 
tried by the end of July. Of those tried, Phạm Văn Tang (Tu Dân commune), Lê Đình Xuyên (Hoàn Fu 
commune), Lê Duy Diêng (Chuy Giang commune), Phan Van Noc (Đông Tiên commune), Hà Quang 
Nam, and Trinh Hữu Dũng (Minh Hông commune) were given the death penalty. Phạm Văn Tang, Lê 
Đình Xuyên, and Phan Van Noc were executed, while Lê Duy Diêng committed suicide. Aside from 
those who were named to be executed in Interzone Việt Bắc and Interzone IV, there were others who, 
out of fear or pressure, took their own lives.   
289 July 21, 1953, was also the day on which the Summing-up Conference of the Experiment Mass 
Mobilization Campaign began in Thái Nguyên and Phú Thọ.  
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with the French and the Japanese to arrest cadres. After the August 
Revolution, they conspired with the French and Vietnamese 
collaborators to sabotage the resistance. In the mass mobilization 
campaign, local people gave enough evidence to denounce them. Cát 
Hanh Long and her sons could not refute [these accusations] and 
confessed to the crimes of harming the people and the nation. Their 
crimes can never be fully written, and their evils can never be washed 
clean.290 
 

“Địa chủ ác ghê” was penned by C.B. Unknown to the Vietnamese public at the time, 

this penname was one of approximately 66 known aliases that Hồ Chí Minh used 

mostly for writing articles in Nhân Dân to promote the Party’s policies.291  From 

March 11, 1951, to March 1, 1957, 147 articles were signed C.B.292 According to Bùi 

Tín, "[A]t that time, all Nhân Dân articles marked with the inscription 'C.B.' were 

"Của Bác" [of/belonging to Uncle], were regarded as sacred, had to be printed 

immediately on the front page, just right below the headline293 and could not get one 

 
290 C.B. [Hồ Chí Minh], “Địa chủ ác ghê” [The Landlord is so Atrocious], Nhân Dân, July 21, 1953; 
C.B., Phát động quần chúng tăng gia sản xuất [Mobilizing the Masses to Increase Production] (Hà Nội: 
Nhân Dân, 1955), pp. 27–28.  
291 This writer tallied this number by examining the primary (newspapers, magazines, letters, selected 
works) and secondary (Sophie Quinn-Judge’s Ho Chi Minh: The Missing Years 1919-1941 and William 
Duiker’s Ho Chi Minh) sources. 
292 Hồ Chí Minh Toàn Tập [Hồ Chí Minh Complete Selected Works] included 147 documents signed 
"C.B." It is worth mentioning that, apart from the pseudonym "C.B.," Hồ Chí Minh also used "Đ.X." as 
a pen name to publish more than fifty different articles of similar content in the newspaper Cứu Quốc. 
On November 2, 1953, issue 2459 of Cứu Quốc, Hồ Chí Minh used Đ.X. to publish “Địa chủ phản 
động ác ghê” [Reactionary Landlords are so Atrocious] to denounce the landowner class. Critics of Hồ 
Chí Minh and the land reform have, on occasion, referenced and correlated this article with “Địa chủ ác 
ghê,” assuming, because of the similarity of the titles, that it was a re-publication of the latter article in 
Cứu Quốc. However, the two articles are not the same. Whereas “Địa chủ ác ghê” concentrated 
primarily on denouncing Nguyễn Thị Năm, “Địa chủ phản động ác ghê” focused on denouncing all 
landlords who were considered reactionaries. It cannot be assumed, with certainty, that Hồ Chí Minh 
penned all the articles signed C.B. or D.X.; however, this does not necessarily absolve Hồ Chí Minh 
from being responsible for their release given the fact that he was still politically influential when the 
land reform was being carried out. 
293. It is worth noting that articles written under the pseudonym "C.B." were almost always printed in 
the top left corner of page 2 of Nhân Dân, under the column titled “Nói mà nghè” [Speak and Listen]. It 
is possible that Bùi Tín remembered this fact incorrectly. 
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dot, comma wrong.”294 Furthermore, Trần Đĩnh revealed that the article was written 

by Hồ Chí Minh. He stated, “Perhaps to coordinate with my article [“Đại hội nông dân 

đấu tranh”], C.B. sent “Địa chủ ác ghê.”295 

Trần Đĩnh’s most revealing claim, however, was that both Hồ Chí Minh and 

Trường Chinh secretly observed the trial of Nguyễn Thị Năm. He claimed that “Uncle 

Hồ covered his beard to attend one trial and Trường Chinh wore sunglasses 

throughout.”296 If Trần Đĩnh’s account is true, it refutes past anecdotes concerning Hồ 

Chí Minh’s whereabouts and knowledge of the trial. In particular, it contradicts the 

belief that Hồ Chí Minh was in Hà Nội or far from the site of the trial and that news of 

Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial and execution had to be brought to him at the last minute, too 

late for him to intervene. Distance-wise, if Hồ Chí Minh, at the time of Nguyễn Thị 

Năm’s trial, was residing at the Việt Minh headquarters in the district of Định Hóa, 

Thái Nguyên Province, then he was only about 45 to 50 kilometers west of Đồng Bẩm, 

the site of Nguyễn Thị Năm’s trial. By foot, it would have taken him eleven to twelve 

hours get there. Hence, it is reasonable to suggest that Hồ Chí Minh was close enough 

to be informed of the trial, if not physically there, as Trần Đĩnh claimed. Moreover, 

even if Hồ Chí Minh was not at the trial, he would still have known about it since 

between May 23 and August 26 a string of six reports to the Party’s leadership 

detailed the progress of the experimental campaign as well as the trial of Nguyễn Thị 

 
294 “Đèn Cù: Giải ảo Hồ Chí Minh” [Turning Lamp: Virtually Undressing Hồ Chí Minh], BBC News 
Vietnamese, September 20, 2014, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/vietnamese/vietnam/2014/09/140920_buitin_dencu_trandinh (accessed October 
10, 2014) 
295 Trần Đĩnh, p. 85. 
296 Ibid., p. 84. 
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Năm.297 Five of the six reports were delivered before Hồ Chí Minh wrote his Nhân 

Dân article on July 21, 1953. 

 
 

Map 4.1: Nguyễn Thị Năm Trial Site at Thái Nguyên Province, Đồng Hỷ District, 
Đồng Bẩm Commune 

 

If Hồ Chí Minh was indeed present at Nguyễn Thị Năm's trial on May 22, 

1953, or was close enough to know the details, and then took more than a month to 

deliberate over the matter, why did he not stop her execution? Instead, why, after his 

cadres executed her, did he publish a vitriolic attack on her—especially if he had 

 
297 The following is a list of reports on the experimental campaign that also discussed the case of 
Nguyễn Thị Năm, accessed from PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội: “Báo cáo của đ/c Thịnh trong 
Ban ruộng đất T.U.—Tình hình phát động quần chúng (từ 1- đến 30-4-1953),” dated May 23, 1953; 
“Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng ở các xã thí điểm từ 15 đến 31/5 năm 1953,” dated June 1, 
1953; “Báo cáo tình hình phát động từ 1-4 đến 20-6-1953,” dated June 25, 1953; “Báo cáo về thắng lợi 
của công tác phát động quần chúng trình hội nghị ban thường trực Ủy ban Liên Việt Toàn Quốc,” dated 
July 14, 1953; “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng từ 1-4 đến 15-7-1953 của đồng chí Thịnh bảo 
cáo tại Hội Nghị Ủy Ban Liên Việt Toàn Quốc ngày 17-7 nắm 1953,” delivered on July 17 and dated 
July 31, 1953; “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt 
I” (từ tháng 4 đến 20 tháng 8, năm 1953),” dated August 26, 1953.  
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thought, as some narratives have suggested, that executing her was not the right thing 

to do? Perhaps he thought it was needed to justify the decision to execute Nguyễn Thị 

Năm to calm any turmoil that might have spread after news of her execution was 

announced. This was demonstrated in Trần Đức Thịnh's August 26, 1953, assessment 

of the mobilization campaign, in which he stated that "the movement at the experiment 

areas met many obstacles . . . especially the impact of the struggle against Nguyễn Thị 

Năm in Đồng Bẩm led traitors and reactionary bullies to prepare to counter because 

they knew that they too will eventually be denounced."298 As such, Hồ Chí Minh’s 

article may have smoothed over some of the difficulties that Trần Đức Thịnh later 

reported, while pushing forward mass mobilization by promoting Nguyễn Thị Năm 

and her crimes as the universal symbol of the entire landowner class that needed to be 

washed clean. 

Chosen as the guiding example for mass mobilization, the prosecution of 

Nguyễn Thị Năm was orchestrated to inflame the peasants’ fury. The charges against 

her had to be completely indefensible; the participants in the trials had to be chosen 

with care, the statements read by the court presidium had to be prepared and well-

rehearsed, and the propaganda machine had to depict an evil and treacherous Nguyễn 

Thị Năm to convince the public that retribution was just. The first three articles on the 

Nguyễn Thị Năm trial presented her crimes against the people and the nation, incited 

public outrage against her, and prepared the public for đấu tố [struggle]. The fourth 

article, written after the trial, detailed the May 22 struggle against Nguyễn Thị Năm. 

After her execution, Hồ Chí Minh wrote “Địa chủ ác ghê” to condemn Nguyễn Thị 
 

298 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt I” (từ tháng 
4 đến 20 tháng 8, năm 1953).” 
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Năm. Direct and powerful, it concentrated on her long list of crimes to counter in 

advance any possible argument or evidence that her defenders might put forth. It 

therefore justified the Party’s action. This was necessary because it was possible that 

emotions would eventually wane and the peasants would become indifferent to the 

mobilization program as news of Nguyễn Thị Năm’s execution spread. Trần Đức 

Thịnh, in his routine progress reports on the experimental mass mobilization 

campaign, indicated that news of the trials against Nguyễn Thị Năm frightened the 

landowning class and created obstacles to the movement.299 

Consequently, the article advanced the Party's action against thousands of 

people in the ensuing years. It became a template for cadres to catalog the "crimes" 

allegedly committed by landlords and powerful proof that even staunch patriots were 

susceptible to the same punishment. Thus, the article was republished in internal 

mobilization guidelines as a lesson for land reform cadres.300 As disturbing as her 

persecution and execution were, Nguyễn Thị Năm’s case came to symbolize the 

lengths that top decision-makers and local cadres would go to in order to push land 

reform forward. Such powers led to errors that remain incalculable. 

 

Conclusion 

The bullets fired into Nguyễn Thị Năm’s body speak volumes about Hồ Chí 

Minh and the Vietnamese Communist leadership. A single command issue by Hồ Chí 

Minh to stay her execution would have not only saved Nguyễn Thị Năm, but also 

 
299 “Báo cáo tình hình từ 1-4 đến 15-7-53 của đc Thịnh báo cáo tại hội nghị ủy ban Liên-Việt toàn quốc 
ngày 17-7 năm 1953,” PPTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
300 C.B., Phát động quần chúng và tăng gia sản xuất, pp. 27–28. 
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many other people who were wrongly persecuted or killed during rent reduction and 

land reform campaigns. Yet, Hồ Chí Minh did not give the command to save her, nor 

did he want to. The decision to prosecute and execute her was intentional. Hoàng 

Tùng confirmed this in his memoirs, stating that the VWP’s Politburo convened and 

decided on Nguyễn Thị Năm’s fate.301 Moreover, more than a month passed between 

the verdict and the execution, which was plenty of time for Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP 

to review her case. They knew that executing a friend of the revolution was a 

necessary evil. Publicly persecuting, humiliating, and finally executing someone who 

had given tremendously to the revolution placed the emphasis squarely on power and 

class struggle. 

In prosecuting a patriotic landowner on false charges and demonizing her 

while ignoring the contributions that she and her family had made to the revolutionary 

movement, the Party leaders turned her trial into a source of inspiration for members 

of the Party and government apparatus, and to a lesser extent for the public. The 

intense Party-directed press coverage of her case and of later ones foreshadowed 

accusations that would be leveled against tens of thousands of villagers over the 

following three years. Moreover, by staging the public denunciation scene for mass 

consumption, the Party created and strengthened class consciousness. Through 

witnessing, participating in or reading accounts of the show trial, implementing 

cadres, peasants, and Vietnamese in general were compelled to see their world through 

the lens of class. In violent class spectacle, class consciousness was embedded, 

dividing communities into classes, each of which was treated differently. 

 
301 Hoàng Tùng, “Những kỷ niệm về Bác Hồ.” 
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Her execution foreshadowed the innumerable consequences that came in the 

program’s later phases, which showed that in the Party’s struggle to gain power, 

everyone is susceptible to the same fate. Enabling the trial and execution of Nguyễn 

Thị Năm meant that one’s contributions to the revolution would not ensure protection, 

even though there were guidelines on class struggle that carefully explained that a 

person's actions before 1945 and between 1945 and the land reform should be taken 

into account during the trial. Indeed, the guidelines stated that people who showed 

genuine contrition were entitled to lighter sentences. However, this was not always the 

case. Rather, it depended on the political conditions. 

After signing the Geneva Agreements, the Party advocated for the pardoning 

of several prisoners, including political prisoners. However, it strongly opposed 

granting amnesty to landlords. The Party feared that releasing the landlords before the 

completion of land reform would raise suspicions among the peasants, thereby 

hampering class struggle. Landlords who had been sentenced to ten years or more 

were not to be pardoned except when politically expedient. Only under special 

circumstances were certain people sentenced to terms of ten years or less allowed 

amnesty: those who showed that they were contrite and willing to engage in labor 

reform, and those whose release could elevate the international reputation of the 

Party.302 

 
302 “Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị ngày 3 tháng 11 năm 1954 về mấy vấn đề cần chú ý trong khi xử trí bọn địa 
chủ có tội ác trong phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất” [Directive by the Puliburo on 
November 3, 1954 on Issues that Require Attention when Dealing with Criminal Landlords During 
Mass Mobilization for Rent Reduction and Land Reform], Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, pp. 
357–358. 
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Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP leadership must have been aware of the violence 

that accompanied the Chinese land reform of the late 1940s and early 1950s, but they 

wanted to use land reforms in Vietnam as a means of acquiring political power. There 

is no doubt that the program redistributed land to the peasants and garnered the 

support needed to defeat the French at Điện Biên Phủ in 1954, but the process was not 

the ideal version promulgated by official policy. This point is made clear in Trần Đức 

Thịnh’s August 26, 1953, report on the experimental campaign, in which he suggested 

that the program had gone too far. In his assessment, Trần Đức Thịnh stated: 

In recent days the area of struggle has been too wide, in Việt Bắc some 

communes denunciated eleven out of sixteen landlords. Especially in 

Interzone IV, one-third of the landlords were denounced. Some small 

landlords were denounced but had very few crimes. Or their children 

who were forced to kneel even though they were not directly involved 

in the exploitation.303 

Nonetheless, mass mobilization and land reform continued, reaching higher 

extremes, with more orders calling for more hatred of the rich and landowning class. 

Nguyễn Thị Năm became the example that Hồ Chí Minh used to plunge rural Vietnam 

into fear and conflict, ultimately forcing the peasants to submit to the political 

structure that he and the VWP created. By instilling and fomenting hatred among 

social classes,304 Hồ Chi Minh and the VWP opened the gates for Party cadres as well 

 
303 “Báo cáo của đồng chí Thịnh ở hội đồng chính phủ tháng 8 về phát động quần chúng đợt I” (từ tháng 
4 đến 20 tháng 8, năm 1953).”  
304 “Báo cáo tổng kết phát động quần chúng đấu tranh thực hiện cải cách ruộng đất của đoàn công tác 
thí nghiệm cải cách ruộng đất T.W.,” PPTT, File no. 1575, VNA-III, Hà Nội. The report indicated that 
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as many people to engage in indiscriminate persecution, confiscation, and violence, all 

in the service of the Party. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“the masses generally only resented the ringleader landlords who committed many felonies and have 
not developed vindictive hatred for the entire landlord class.”  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

MOBILIZING THE MASSES AND THE BATTLE OF ĐIỆN BIÊN PHỦ  
 
 
 

Previous chapters explained how the communist-led DRV’s land policies were 

shaped by changing military and political conditions and by the Party-state’s strategy 

to defeat the French and prevent a possible U.S. intervention. By late 1952, the Party-

state resolved to turn the tide against the French in 1953 and 1954. Mobilizing the 

masses to reduce rent and implement land reform thus became a critical objective for 

military success. By situating this objective within the war against French, especially 

the developments that led to the Battle of Điện Biên Phủ, this chapter surveys the 

waves of rent reduction and land reform that were carried out from August 1953 to 

May 1954. It focuses on the Party-state’s argument for land reform, the Land Reform 

Law of December 1953, and the degree to which mass mobilization to reduce rent and 

carry out land reform contributed to the DRV’s victory in the Battle of Điện Biên Phủ 

and ended the First Indochina War. 

During this period, from August 1953 to May 1954, the Party-state 

implemented three waves of rent reduction and the experimental wave of land reform. 

Following the experimental campaign, also known as wave 1, wave 2 of rent reduction 

began in August 1953, with wave 3 and 4 successively followed until May 1954. The 

land reform’s experimental wave, however, began in December 1953. Both rent 

reduction and land reform were carried out in regions under the DRV’s military 

control. However, land reform was implemented only in areas where rent reduction 

has already been carried out.   
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Une Sortie Honorable 

 On May 19, 1953, a month after the DRV began its experimental campaign to 

reduce rent (Chapter 3), General Henri-Eugene Navarre arrived in Sài Gòn to take the 

helm as the Commander-in-Chief of the French Union Forces (FUF) in Indochina. His 

arrival in Vietnam needs to be seen in relation to France’s strategic priority, which was 

strengthening France’s role in Europe and the Atlantic community against the 

expansionist Soviet Union. By 1953, the war between France and the DRV-led Việt 

Minh had lasted more than six years. Lacking any sign that it could militarily defeat 

the DRV and win the war, France could not afford to continue investing in an ever-

costlier conventional war in Indochina and still have the financial resources to back 

European defense. The most viable solution was a face-saving departure from 

Indochina—une sortie honorable. 

 Navarre was sent to Indochina to stabilize the region and create the battlefield 

conditions that would enable the French diplomats to negotiate a favorable peace 

settlement. A month later, Navarre returned to Paris to report “that there was no 

possibility of winning the war in Indochina.” He then returned to Vietnam with only 

ten battalions, much fewer than what he had hoped for. Limited by what he had been 

given, Navarre devised a two-stage plan. The first stage focused on spending part of 

1953 and 1954 on rebuilding and retraining the FUF; the second stage consisted of 
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using the rebuilt forces to deliver a decisive military blow to the Việt Minh in 1954 or 

1955. The intent was to force the latter to the negotiation table on France’s terms.305  

The strategy to rebuild and retrain FUF before delivering a decisive attack on 

the Việt Minh required the French army to initially adopt a defensive posture in the 

north while avoiding engagement in large-scale battles with the DRV’s main 

divisions. Instead, it conducted search-and-destroy missions to disrupt DRV’s depots, 

access routes, and the coastal villages that the Việt Minh used to mount attacks on the 

main highway linking Vietnam’s northern, central, and southern regions. Moreover, 

rather than protecting the northern delta, Navarre attacked the weaker forces in 

southern and central Vietnam. The objective was to retake and pacify southern central 

areas the DRV had controlled since 1945-1946 and placing them under the control of 

the Associated State of Vietnam (ASV). To prepare the ASV to control these areas, 

the French would continue training the ASV’s national army. The details of Navarre’s 

strategic approach were discussed with the United States, which offered nearly $400 

million in assistance. In July 1953, the French government approved what had become 

known as the “Navarre Plan.”306   

Navarre’s plan to allow the ASV more control coincided with two important 

developments. On July 3 the French government announced its intention to give total 

independence and sovereignty to the three Associated States, one of which was the 

Associated State of Vietnam headed by Bảo Đại. On July 27, the armistice ending 

hostilities in Korea was signed. Korea was divided between a communist north and 

 
305 Christopher Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam (UK: Penguin Random House, 2016), 
pp. 282-283. 
306 Christopher Goscha, Historical Dictionary of the Indochina War (1945-1954): An International and 
Interdisciplinary Approach (Copenhagen: NiASPress, 2011), pp. 306-307.  
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democratic south at the 38th parallel. International observers viewed this as a potential 

model for resolving the conflict in Vietnam. Hence, retaking control of the southern 

and central regions and giving the French-supported ASV sovereign control over those 

regions before entering negotiations with the DRV would be considered an honorable 

way for France to exit Vietnam.   

The DRV, in contrast, took the opportunity presented by the French’s military 

pause to regroup. In light of the shift towards international détente following Joseph 

Stalin’s death in March and the Korean armistice in July, the DRV believed that it too 

had to score a major victory to gain the upper hand in negotiations with France. To do 

so, it had to strengthen its armed forces, reorganize its main artillery regiment, and 

create an anti-air battalion to engage an entrenched enemy position. Moreover, to 

prevent French forces from concentrating, the DRV strategy centered on dispersing 

French troops across Indochina.307 As a result, mobilizing the masses to implement 

rent reduction campaigns and land reform campaigns became crucial to raising the 

manpower, resources, and logistics needed to win a major victory. Mass mobilization 

intensified following the completion of the experimental campaign.     

 

Reevaluating mass mobilization and making adjustments  

The decision to move forward with rent reduction and land reform was rooted 

in the VWP's Fourth Plenum in January 1953. The Plenum emphasized the thorough 

mobilization of the people's strength and resources through taxation, labor 

conscription, and recruitment to sustain the anti-colonial war against France, 
 

307 Christopher Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam (UK: Penguin Random House, 2016), 
p. 283. 
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overthrow the Bảo Đại regime, and prevent direct U.S. intervention in Vietnam.308 

This point was reiterated through resolutions and directives issued by the Party’s 

Politburo following the rent reduction experimental campaign, which ended in August 

1953, approximately four months after it began.  

To prepare for the following waves of mobilization to implement rent 

reduction and then land reform and achieve its political goal, the Politburo reevaluated 

the rent reduction’s experiment campaign and modified its approach. In terms of time, 

the Party-state believed that the experimental campaign had taken too long and 

therefore demanded that the next waves of rent reduction be swift, steady, simple, but 

productive. This was in part influenced by the approval of the Navarre Plan in July, 

which created a level of urgency on the Party-state, forcing it to conclude that a more 

drawn-out and complicated mass mobilization, especially with prolonged class 

tensions, would not benefit the anti-colonial war. The war would not be sustainable if 

it cannot quickly achieve the task of overthrowing the traditional rural elites and 

landowning classes.309  

The Party-state also concluded that its policy line and approach during the 

experimental campaign to reduce rent had been correct, and that it had successfully 

mobilized the peasants in the designated communes to increase production and join 

the resistance.310 However, it acknowledged that several deficiencies had reduced the 

 
308 ‘Điện của Bộ Chính Trị về việc có cải cách ruộng đất trong kháng chiến hay không’ [Cable by the 
Politburo on whether or not to carry out land reform during the resistance war], 3 July 1953, in Văn 
Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 253-257. 
309 “Chỉ thị của Bộ Chính Trị ngày 7 tháng 9 năm 1953 về bước tiến, phương pháp và yêu cầu cụ thể 
trong phát động quần chúng giảm tô,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 320-321. 
310 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 277-293.  
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effectiveness of mass mobilization. 311  These deficiencies, explained the General 

Secretary of the Party, Trường Chinh, derived from flawed policies and procedures set 

by the central committee in relation to cadres’ mindset and behavior.312 The worst of 

these deficiencies was the slogan calling for the neutralization of rich peasants, which 

forced them to side with the landowner class, thus undermining the Party-state's 

central goal of isolating the landlords. This weakened the rent reduction campaign by 

making the scope of denunciation struggle too wide, creating too many unintended 

enemies at once and making the campaign unwieldy.  

Thus, the Politburo suggested changing the slogan in wave 2 of rent reduction 

to call for solidarity with the rich peasants. To support this adjustment, the Politburo 

passed a resolution affirming that rent reduction was only a preparatory phase to 

achieve the main goal of implementing widespread land reform. Thus, the number of 

rich peasants and landlords to be targeted for class struggle during wave 2 of rent 

reduction had to be limited, the process should be as simple as possible, and the 

implementation time should not be needlessly prolonged.313  

The adjustments that the Politburo put forward in this resolution revealed the 

Party’s Machiavellian aim, which targeted both the landowner class and rich peasants. 

However, it could be conjectured that following the experimental campaign, Party 

leaders realized that singling out rich peasants would impair the economic potential of 

rich and middle peasants, whose support was still crucial to the war effort and in 
 

311 “Cách tiến hành phát động quần chúng hơi chậm, diện đấu và diện đã kích hơi rộng, yếu cầu đấu 
tranh hơi cao, làm cho quần chúng mệt mỏi.” 
312 ‘Mấy vấn đề về phát động quần chúng năm nay, ngày 12 tháng 8 năm 1953,’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 
14, pp. 295-296; “Kết luận về vấn đề lãnh đạo,” and “Kết luận về kiểm thảo chấp hành chính sách 
chung của Đảng,” PTT, File no. 1384, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
313 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, p. 279.  
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providing job opportunities and a livelihood for the poor and landless peasants who 

were sustaining the DRV economy.314  

During the rent reduction experimental campaign, cadres reportedly isolated 

the middle peasants instead of making the best use of them. For example, in Đồng 

Bẩm commune, Thái Nguyên Province, 70 middle peasants were coerced into 

relinquishing 80 mẫu of farmland and 460 kilos of rice. Elsewhere, mobilization teams 

sealed up middle peasants’ houses, forced them to repay remuneration debts to 

domestic workers, adopted children, and concubines, and invited the poor and landless 

peasants to denounce them. Under this pressure, some middle peasants took their own 

lives. The middle peasants in some communes decided not to hire labor or adopt 

children to work the fields for fear of having to pay remuneration or of having their 

social class upgraded to the status of rich peasants. This was a devastating blow to 

rural production.315 Rich peasants fared even worse. They were attacked economically 

and politically; some were prosecuted as if landlords. These rich peasants lost the 

incentive to hire laborers, thus decreasing work opportunities and making life even 

harder for poor and landless peasants.316    

As a consequence, the Party-state leaders temporarily abandoned their 

campaign against rich peasants, since it could not afford to alienate the three wealthy 

social classes that had constituted much of the Party-state’s capital support since the 

beginning of the anti-colonial war. This was especially important given that the Party-

 
314 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 279-282.  
315 “Mấy vấn đề về phát động quần chúng năm nay, ngày 12 tháng 8 năm 1953,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 
14, pp. 303-305. 
316 Ibid., pp. 305-306. 
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state did not have enough cadres with the experience to mobilize the masses against 

the politically influential rich and landowning classes. 317  Hence, it adjusted by 

targeting only one social class, the landowner class, during rent reduction before 

expanding it to other social classes during the land reform, which was the more 

important objective.  

The purpose of ceasing the denunciations of rich peasants was mainly for the 

strategic and temporary reason of sustaining the economy for the anti-colonial war 

while allowing the Party-state to concentrate on isolating the landowner class and 

breaking their political ties to the political system in the countryside. This approach 

would take advantage of the rich peasants' agrarian economy while reassuring the 

middle peasants to continue increasing their production. Disturbing the rich peasants 

by prosecuting or disenfranchising them, as was the case in the experimental 

campaign, would interrupt the flow of financial support that created economic 

opportunities for middle peasants and poor and landless peasants alike. Maintaining a 

relationship with the rich peasants was solely for that purpose; the Party-state never 

truly wanted to trust or integrate the rich peasants. The resolution proved this point by 

stressing the importance of barring rich peasants from any leadership role in the 

village, and membership in the Party or even their local Peasants’ Association [nông 

hội].318 The emphasis was to rely on the poor and landless peasants, the largest but 

also the easiest group for the Party to control by applying Mao Zedong’s strategy of 

 
317 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, p. 280. 
318 Ibid., p. 282. 
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“taking advantage of the majority, attacking the minority, utilizing conflicts, and 

defeating each one.”319 

The Party-state’s order for wave 2, and the remainder waves, of rent reduction 

was to divide the landowner class into sub-categories and deal with each accordingly. 

The purpose was to organize the working peasants and unite them with small business 

owners, students, intellectuals, bureaucrats, educators, and artists to spearhead 

denunciation struggles against landlords who had been categorized as traitors, 

reactionaries, and despots, especially the most aggressive and “sinful” ringleaders.  

The objectives for this wave of rent reduction were to transfer the political and 

economic strength of the landowner class to the peasants.320 It was also necessary to 

understand the situation in the countryside better, reorganize communal organizations, 

train more cadres, and enhance class consciousness among the masses.321 Training 

implementing cadres was especially important to advance rent reduction and then land 

reform. Among the chronic problems in the experimental campaign were the lack of 

cadres, their inability or refusal to adapt to the hardships of living in the countryside 

and their distrust of the masses. The result, according to the Party’s evaluation, was 

impatience when enforcing policies and directives.322 

 
319 Ibid., p. 283. 
320 However, for the purpose of not wanting to disrupt the economic interests and potentials of the rich 
and middle peasants, even landlords who hasn't been charged, the Party decided to forgo the issue of 
remuneration, as well as easing its emphasis on reducing certain rent or on dividing confiscated 
properties, etc.…, which it had demanded in the experimental campaign. The reason is that applying 
such demand during rent reduction would complicate and prolong the process of mobilization, affecting 
the plan to switch over to land reform.   
321 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 282-285. 
322 ‘Mấy vấn đề về phát động quần chúng năm nay, ngày 12 tháng 8 năm 1953,’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 
14, pp. 296-303; “Kết luận về kiểm thảo chấp hành chính sách chung của Đảng,” PTT, File no. 1384, 
VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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In an important acknowledgment, the Party-state admitted that too many 

landlords had been persecuted and the scope of denunciation in the rent reduction 

experimental campaign had been too sweeping, causing confusion and panic. As a 

result, the Party-state decided that in wave 2 of rent reduction, the number of 

denunciations should be limited to between one and three families consistent with the 

size of the mobilized communes. In communes of ten thousand or more, four to five 

landowner families at the most should be denounced. However, this time the Party-

state ordered that only those who had been accused of a crime should be prosecuted, 

not their innocent families. Again, the purpose was to allow the Party-state and its 

cadres to take more control of the mobilization and to complete it in a timely and more 

efficient manner. To this end, and especially in handling political cases involving 

reactionary activities and espionage, the Party-state incorporated local police forces to 

lead investigations instead of relying on the masses, as it had done in the experimental 

campaign.323  

The Party also prescribed six rules for cases of capital punishment [xử tử], but 

like the experimental campaign of rent reduction, the final decisions had to be 

approved by the Party’s central committee before being enforced. These capital cases 

had been investigated thoroughly and information concerning them had to be sent to 

the Party’s central committee for review and approval before the trial. What this 

meant, however, was that the Party leaders decided the verdicts in advance; the trials 

were merely theatrical formalities before the accused were executed. The show trials 

 
323 “Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 287-288; “Báo cáo tình hình về cán bộ công 
an tham gia vào các đội công tác phát động quần chúng,” PTT, File no. 1384, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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were displays of the Party’s force. According to the resolution, “Such penalty 

approach would have a major impact on mass mobilization and would make the 

peasants more animated.324  

With these adjustments and the demand for better efficiency, the Party-state 

stipulated that each wave of rent reduction, beginning with wave 2, should be 

implemented within two months. Ten days for recruiting poor and landless peasants as 

activists, ten days for organizing training sessions for recruited activists and surveil 

possible denunciation targets, and ten days for sending the recruited activists to recruit 

further activists themselves. Furthermore, between 10 and 15 days should be reserved 

for implementing class struggle and redistributing confiscated property, and around 

the same amount of time for restructuring organizations, educating the masses, and 

summarizing the implementing experience. 325  This shortening of the time for 

implementing rent reduction campaigns resulted from the fear of a French-Bảo Đại 

land reform policy that would drain popular support from the Party-state.326  

 On August 14, 1953, five days after the Politburo issued its resolution on 

reorganizing mass mobilization, Hoàng Quốc Việt, a Politburo member who was head 

of the experimental campaign in the Thái Nguyên-Việt Bắc region, returned to Việt 

Bắc and alerted the cadres to prepare for wave 2 of rent reduction. The resolution, 

however, was initially met with uneasiness among the implementing cadres, especially 

with changes that led to contradictions in the treatment of rich peasants and confusion 

 
324 ‘Nghị quyết của hội nghị Bộ Chính Trị từ ngày 8 đến ngày 9 tháng 8 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn công 
tác phát động quần chúng’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, p. 289. 
325 Ibid., pp. 290-293; “Chỉ thị của Bộ Chính Trị ngày 7 tháng 9 năm 1953 về bước tiến, phương pháp 
và yêu cầu cụ thể trong phát động quần chúng giảm tô,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 322-332. 
326 ‘Mấy vấn đề về phát động quần chúng năm nay, ngày 12 tháng 8 năm 1953,’ in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 
14, pp. 296-297. 
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over the time and procedure for carrying out the campaign. In terms of the latter, “a 

large number [of cadres] were afraid that the timeline of two months is too hasty to 

complete [the campaign] on time.” However, Party-state leaders convinced the cadres 

to push forward with wave 2 of rent reduction.327 The cadres’ concerns suggested that 

the new adjustment in the time of implementation could cause problems, but their 

concerns failed to dissuade the Party-state.    

 

Wave 2 of Rent Reduction 

The Party-state scheduled wave 2 of rent reduction from August 30 to October 

30, 1953. Within these two months, cadres were assigned to carry out five steps, with 

each step lasting a set number of days. The Party-state prescribed 10 days for each of 

the first four steps and 15 days for the fifth. Wave 2 of rent reduction was 

implemented in 162 communes in 35 districts. The communes were in 10 provinces in 

DRV-controlled military zones; Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Thái Nguyên, and Bắc Giang 

were part of the Việt Bắc Interzone, Yên Bái in the Tây Bắc Zone, Hòa Bình and Ninh 

Bình in Interzone III, and Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh in Interzone IV.328 In terms 

of ethnicity and religion, 86 of the 162 communes had Catholic residents and 33 had 

residents who were ethnic minorities living along with ethnic Kinh, the ethnic 

 
327 “Báo cáo tình hình hội nghị tổng kết tháng 8 năm 1953 của Đoàn công tác ruộng đất LKVB,” 
UBCCRDLKVB, File no. 7, VNA-III, Hà Nội; “Giải đáp thắc mắc và những quyết định mới của trung 
ương bổ sung chính sách phát động quần chúng,” PTT, File no. 1384, VNA-III, Hà Nội.  
328 “Báo cáo tiếp về phát động đợt 2 và tiến hành đợt 3 (từ 20-1-1953 đến 20-12-1953), PTT, File no. 
1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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majority.329 The 162 communes that underwent rent reduction had a population of 

approximately 771,685 and about 298,846 mẫu and 6 sào of farmland.330  

The Party-state mobilized 1,682 cadres for this wave. In terms of political 

affiliation and rankings, 87 of the 1,682 were provincial officials, 546 were district 

officials, 909 were village officials, and 140 were either regular Party members or not 

Party members. The cadres were divided into four implementing battalions [đoàn] 

each one responsible for the task of carrying rent reduction in designated provinces.331 

The first battalion was responsible for Bắc Giang and Thái Nguyên; battalion 2 for 

Phú Thọ, Yên Bái, and Tuyên Quang; battalion 3 for Hòa Bình, Ninh bình, and Thanh 

Hóa; and battalion 4 for Nghệ An and Hà Tĩnh. The four battalions were subdivided 

into 65 teams, of 12-35 cadres each, overseeing the campaign in up to four communes. 

Additionally, there was direct involvement of four officials from the central 

government and 11 at the Interzone level.332  

Upon arrival at their designated location, cadres began carrying out the five 

steps. They categorized 2,930 families as belonging to the landowner class, of which 

260 individuals (8.88%) were prosecuted as traitors, reactionaries, and despots. On 

average, fewer than two landlords were prosecuted in each commune. Of the 162 

communes that underwent mass mobilization, 12 had no prosecutions because there 

were no category A landlords in these locations. Other landlords described by the 
 

329 “Báo cáo tiếp về phát động đợt 2 và tiến hành đợt 3 (từ 20-1-1953 đến 20-12-1953), PTT, File no. 
1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
330 "Mẫu" and "sào" are Vietnamese measure units. One mẫu equals 3,600 square meters in North 
Vietnam and 4,970 square meters in Central Vietnam. One sào equals to 360 square meters. 10 sào 
equals to one mẫu. The numbers of people and farmland indicated here are from a summary report on 
January 7, 1954, that had not account for data of 13 communes from Tuyên Quang and Yên Bái.  
331 A đoàn or battalion of rent-reduction/land reform cadres was responsible for land reform in a 
considerable area, not necessarily limited to a single province. 
332 “Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng tháng 12-1953,” PTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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Party as landlords type B and C were rounded up and reeducated until they admitted 

guilt and made restitution to the peasants. By the end of the campaign, the Special 

People's Court had sentenced 337 people, 37 of whom were executed. There were also 

41 suicides: 38 landlords, two middle peasants, and one poor peasant. Nonetheless, the 

Party summary report indicated that the implementation of wave 2, especially in terms 

of prosecuting the landowner class, had been more successful than the experimental 

campaign (wave 1). The reason given was that the scope of class struggle to prosecute 

the landlords in this wave was smaller and therefore enabled cadres to better prepare 

for class struggle, particularly in mobilizing the peasants against the landlords.333 

Furthermore, the campaign supposedly discovered 33 reactionary organizations and 

five spy operations.334   

 In terms of confiscating properties and resources, wave 2 confiscated 

3,963,358 kilograms of rice, more than 10 lạng335 of gold, 15 lạng of silver, and a pair 

of elephant tusks. Confiscated items were usually traded for rice and distributed 

among the peasants. The Party’s summary report indicated that it distributed the 

confiscated items among 8,682 households in 40 communes in Thái Nguyên and Bắc 

Giang, which was 29,781 people. This was about 21% of the total population in the 40 

communes. The wealth was distributed among the poor, landless, and middle peasants, 

 
333 “Báo cáo tiếp về phát động đợt 2 và tiến hành đợt 3 (từ 20-1-1953 đến 20-12-1953), PTT, File no. 
1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
334 “Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng tháng 12-1953,” PTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
335 “Lạng” is a Vietnamese measure unit. One lạng equals 100 grams.  
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with each landless household receiving an average of 93 kilograms of rice, while poor 

and middle peasant households received 92 and 68 kilograms of rice, respectively.336  

 Wave 2 also reclaimed farmlands that supposedly belonged to the peasants but 

that had been appropriated by the landlords along with the confiscated lands belonging 

to landlords who were or were likely to be incriminated. In Thái Nguyên and Bắc 

Giang, implementing cadres reclaimed 154 mẫu and 6 sào of farmlands while 

confiscating 761 mẫu 5 sào and 12 thước.337 The lands were then given to the peasants 

to cultivate. They also confiscated 32 houses, 136 housing compartments, and 136 

cattle. The redistributed resources were mostly used, at the encouragement of the 

Party-state, to purchase cattle and farming equipment as part of the Party-state’s 

objective to improve and increase agricultural production. For example, three 

communes in Thanh Hóa used the redistributed resources to buy 220 buffalo and 

cattle, while another four communes bought 1,100 pigs and 300 farming 

implements.338  

In this wave, the Party-state subdivided 155 communes into 326 smaller ones. 

Thirty-three original communes from Thái Nguyên that had undergone mass 

mobilization were divided into 55; 46 from Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Yên Bái were 

divided into 94; 51 in Thanh Hóa and provinces in Interzone 3 were divided into 119; 

25 in Nghệ An and Hà Tĩnh were divided into 58.339 Moreover, they reorganized local 

party cells, party cell executives, peasant associations, committees on administrative 

 
336 These numbers are based on a January 7, 1954, Party summary report titled "Tốm tắt tình hình phát 
động quần chúng tháng 12-1953."  
337 “Thước” is a Vietnamese meter, which is 0.4 of a Western meter. 
338 “Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng tháng 12-1953,” PTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
339 Ibid. These numbers did not include the communes in Bắc Giang Province.  
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resistance, police, and guerrilla units. Five party cells were disbanded because they 

were deemed to have been infiltrated by spy organizations.  

In mobilizing the masses to implement rent reduction and later land reform, the 

most important step is arguably the subdivision of territorial administrative 

organizations, including Party cells. The subdivision of the communes and the 

reorganization of local Party cells and administrative organizations was intended to 

divide and conquer. Breaking up communes made it harder for the smaller territorial 

administrative divisions to form a more cohesive administrative body against the 

Party-state. At the same time, reorganizing Party cells and local administrative 

organizations enabled the Party-state to screen and reclassify administrative personnel 

to eliminate enemies and other possible threats. Party cells fell into one of three 

categories: 1) administrative personnel and Party members who had a good political 

stance and who faithfully carried out the Party-state’s policies; 2) those with 

administrative personnel who were influenced by the landowner class, even though 

many of these members had a “good” political stance; and 3) “bad elements” 

controlling the Party cells, including landlords and bullies.  

“Bad” elements were removed from their position, expelled from the Party, 

and replaced with those whom the Party-state had determined were more obedient. 

Party cells and Party members belonging to the first category were retained and relied 

upon to carry out the Party-state’s policies. “Bad” Party members and individuals 

included those whom the Party-state deemed to have come from the exploitive class or 

individuals who betrayed the Party-led revolution, who acted as spy agents, or 
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participated in reactionary or religious organizations to sabotage the Party-state’s 

agenda.340 

Categorizing Party cells and other administrative organs, as well as individual 

Party members or administrative personnel, enabled the Party-state to reorganize the 

structure of leadership in the countryside. Members of the second category were vetted 

and reeducated before being assigned their tasks. Most members of the last category of 

Party cells and Party members were pushed out, except for the few who were 

considered good and were retained and reeducated before being used again.341 In Thái 

Nguyên and Bắc Giang, the Party-state expelled 71 alleged reactionaries and evil 

despots, including 21 Party members.342 They were replaced with men and women 

identified as politically clean, who took up leadership positions within the newly 

reorganized administrative agencies.   

 Besides what the Party-state tried to achieve, mass mobilization could 

metaphorically be compared to an experiential workshop. This workshop allowed the 

participants, including the cadres and the population, to observe Maoist military 

discipline and practice to harden their class position and behavior as prescribed by the 

communist party. Moreover, it enabled the Party-state to screen and sharpen the 

personnel that it hoped would become both the backbone and the tentacles that would 

help the Party-state consolidate power and maintain control. Each wave of 

mobilization was another step-in training and developing more ardent cadres to serve 

the Party-state. Hence, throughout mass mobilization, cadres’ successes and failures 

 
340 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 10 tháng 11 năm 1953 về chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong phát động 
quần chúng,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 359-361. 
341 Ibid., pp. 356-364. 
342 “Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng tháng 12-1953,” PTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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were constantly being evaluated. At the end of each mobilization campaign, the Party-

state selected exemplary cadres for public praise, while criticizing errors and mistakes. 

Wave 2 of mobilization saw an increased number of cadres hardening their class 

position.  

Nonetheless, like the rent reduction experimental campaign, there were still 

problems with inexperienced cadres that lacked a clear understanding of the Party-

state's policies; others were reported to have had a poor sense of organization and an 

aversion to life in the countryside and therefore did not trust the peasants and their 

revolutionary potential. As a result of these issues, wave 2 of rent reduction was not 

completed until between November 8 and 17, 1953, contrary to the Party-state's 

expectation and original timeline.343 The problems and delays experienced in wave 2 

as well as in the experimental campaign suggest that mobilizing the masses to 

implement the Party-state’s policies demanded more time and preparation than had 

been expected. In their evaluations, the Party-state recognized this problem but rushed 

to implement rent reduction because it was crucial to creating the right conditions for 

land reform, which would enable them to gain control over the countryside and 

mobilize the manpower and resources to repel the French.   

 

Navarre’s Endgame Plan at Điện Biên Phủ 

 While wave 2 of rent reduction was being carried out, on October 15 and 16, 

French Union forces attacked Việt Minh-controlled areas in Interzone 3 and landed 

 
343 "Lịch công tác đợt II," PTT, File no. 1384, VNA-III, Hà Nội; "Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần 
chúng tháng 12-1953," PTT, File no. 1388, VNA-III, Hà Nội. The schedule outlined specific details on 
how to carry out each step, including the number of people to recruit, to train, or whom to recruit.   



210 

forces along the shore of Thanh Hóa—Interzone 4. The French concentration at the 

time of the attack was on Nho Quan, a rural district of Ninh Bình Province (Interzone 

3) in the Red River Delta that bordered both Hòa Bình Province and Thanh Hóa 

Province. The Party-state saw the military attack as an attempt to destroy the Việt 

Minh’s rear and cut off the arterial road that connected Interzone 4 and Interzone 3 to 

prevent Việt Minh forces from penetrating the French-controlled Northern delta. This 

aim, according to Party-state, included pillaging Việt Minh’s resources, forcibly 

conscripting soldiers, and disrupting mass mobilization campaigns.344  

 This confrontation directly affected the wave 2 mobilizations in Hòa Bình, 

Ninh Bình, and Thanh Hóa. To protect mass mobilization from the French military 

threat, the Party’s Secretariat, in a communiqué to all the Interzones, zones and mass 

mobilizing battalions, advised that mobilizing communes in areas close to the sea and 

large roads must be prepared to evacuate landlords, including those categorized as 

reactionary landlords and cruel despotic oligarchs, inland before enemy forces arrived. 

These individuals had to be kept far from the French so that they can be mobilized 

against and prosecuted once the military situation calmed and mass mobilization 

resumed. However, communes far from the French’s threat were to continue with 

mass mobilization to reduce rent. When threatened, mobilizing battalions and teams 

had to be prepared to suspend mass mobilization and instead mobilize the masses 

against enemy forces. They must stay in the communes to lead the fight, protect the 

harvest, organize evacuations, and maintain the morale of the masses.345  

 
344 “Thông cáo của Ban Bí Thư ngày 21 tháng 10 nắm 1953 về việc địch đánh ra vùng tự do Liên khu 3 
và Thanh Hóa,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 336-337. 
345 Ibid., pp. 336-339. 
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This preemptive attack was part of the French strategy following the adoption 

of the Navarre Plan. However, by mid-September 1953, DRV's intelligence had 

learned of the Plan's basic elements, which allowed the Vietnamese Politburo to 

devise counter strategies. The DRV's immediate response was to use its forces in those 

regions to ambush enemy forces rather than engage in direct combat. The emphasis 

was on protecting the resources in those regions, including crops, reserves, and 

especially the lives of young people. Furthermore, the Politburo understood that 

Navarre was preparing his forces to take the offensive in the north in the fall and 

winter of 1953-1954 to hold the Tonkin lowlands. So instead of attacking the northern 

delta and allowing the French the advantage of concentrating their artillery and air 

power to counterattack, the Politburo decided to disperse French forces to other 

sectors. 346  Hence, the DRV ordered forces elsewhere, including those behind the 

enemy in the Northern delta as well as battlegrounds in the central administrative 

grouping of Bình-Trị-Thiên, Interzone 5, and the Southern Interzone, to take 

advantage of French oversight and expand the military conflict. The purpose was to 

divide French forces and render them unable to attack Interzones 3 and 4.347 

However, the DRV’s diversion strategy was not limited to areas within 

Vietnam alone. Instead, it also scattered the French towards northwestern Vietnam and 

upper Laos, which then spread to the center and south of Laos, and even as far as 

northeast Cambodia. This strategic diversion, known as the Winter-Spring Plan [Chiên 

dịch Đông Xuân] from October 1953 and May 1954, changed the course of the 

 
346 Christopher Goscha, The Penguin History of Modern Vietnam (UK: Penguin Random House, 2016), 
p. 283. 
347 “Thông cáo của Ban Bí Thư ngày 21 tháng 10 nắm 1953 về việc địch đánh ra vùng tự do Liên khu 3 
và Thanh Hóa,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, p. 338. 
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military conflict in Indochina in the DRV’s favor. The Politburo’s diversion and 

dispersement strategy lured Navarre into thinking that the DRV was determined to 

take Laos. Consequently, Navarre committed his forces to Điện Biên Phủ, a town in 

the province of Lai Châu in the northwestern region of Vietnam, bordering Laos. Điện 

Biên Phủ is 300 kilometers west of Hà Nội, at a major junction of routes that 

connected northern Laos, China, and strategically important DRV zones, including the 

Northwestern Zone [Khu Tay Bắc] and Interzone Việt Bắc [Liên Khu Việt Bắc], as 

well as Interzones 3 and 4 in the Red River Delta. It was also an extensive source of 

rice for the DRV and more importantly, a major center of the opium trade that 

generated 500,000,000 French francs annually. 

Assuming that the DRV was bent on taking Laos, on November 20, 1953, 

Navarre began Operation Castor by ordering the construction of a series of entrenched 

outposts to garrison Điện Biên Phủ. The objectives were to block the DRV’s transport 

routes and prevent it from sending troops and supplies from Vietnam into Laos, while 

also trying to take control of the opium trade—a source of income that both the DRV 

and the French coveted. Furthermore, his decision was also intended to restore a sense 

of mobility and lift the offensive spirit of the French army, which had become passive 

and road-bound, by bringing the war into DRV territory. Thus, Điện Biên Phủ became 

the base for an operation in which Navarre hoped to draw DRV troops into a pitched 

battle where it would be destroyed by French firepower, as had happened in 1952 in 

Nà Sản, Sơn La Province.348 

 
348 Keith Taylor, A History of the Vietnamese (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 558. 
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Drawing upon Nà Sản’s victory, Navarre parachuted six battalions, 800 

paratroopers, into Điện Biện Phủ and prepared a fortified camp and two airstrips in the 

valley of Điện Biên Phủ to link the base with Hà Nội. The French stationed twelve 

battle-hardened battalions in the valley, ready to mow down the attacking DRV troops. 

Morale ran high and even got to a point when many French Union soldiers were 

worried that the Vietnamese would not show up. Their worries, however, were 

misplaced. 

 

In Pursuit of the Endgame 

As Navarre was planning for a decisive victory, the DRV and its commander, 

General Võ Nguyên Giáp, sensed the potential for a decisive blow against the French. 

However, the DRV knew that to achieve a military victory against a more 

technologically advanced enemy, its army had to be fully prepared and supplied. On 

November 9, 1953, twelve days before the start of Operation Castor, the Party's 

Secretariat issued a call to all northern DRV-controlled zones, especially Interzones 

Việt Bắc, Interzone Tây Bắc, and Interzones 3 and 4, to mobilize military supplies. 

The call indicated that the demand to supply troops and the frontline was increasingly 

urgent, especially with growing demand and facing the logistical difficulty of 

transporting supplies across the longer distance from DRV-controlled areas. The call 

also suggested that the DRV was preparing for a more concentrated and manoeuvrist 

military approach that required its army to be supplied at all times to carry out attacks 

anywhere at a moment’s notice. This necessitated a speedy, mobile, and sufficient 
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supply system, a demand that the Party understood to be extremely heavy and needed 

the support of the population.349 

To facilitate the supply system, the Central Government established the Central 

Council on Supplying the Front [Hội đồng cung cấp mặt trận Trung ương] to organize 

the mobilization and transportation of supplies. Expecting the demand for supplies to 

be more constant, the DRV insisted on creating a fixed system of supplies that 

included establishing offices and organizing specialized cadres to manage the 

mobilization of goods at every level of government. This comprised transport, 

granaries, trade, medical care, postal service, police, propaganda, and roads. The 

Council was responsible for assigning each Interzone an amount of goods that each 

must supply. However, Interzone Việt Bắc and Interzone 4 were ordered to provide 

more in compensation for the difficulty that Interzone Tây Bắc had experienced in 

gathering goods. The most-needed items were rice and meat.350  

 The Party-state stressed the importance of propaganda in mobilizing goods, 

specifically in conveying to the masses the urgency of supplying the war. To do so, the 

Party stressed the importance of elevating the fighting spirit of the masses and 

enhancing their sense of responsibility for supporting the DRV’s needs and objectives. 

Propaganda cadres, in contrast, were commanded to act with urgency, endure 

hardship, be alert and ready to confront the enemy while conserving the people’s 

strength. Once the goods had been gathered, the DRV transported them by vehicle, 

 
349 “Thông tri của ban bí thư ngày 9 tháng 11 năm 1953, về nhiệm vụ cung cấp cho mặt trận,” in Văn 
Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, p. 344. 
350 Ibid., p. 345. 
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riverboats, and the use of manual laborers. The bicycle was extremely effective.351 

However, civilian porters [dân công] were most important in carrying supplies to the 

battlefields.  

Once Navarre began to entrench his troops at Điện Biên Phủ, Võ Nguyên Giáp 

quickly surrounded the valley with his troops and heavy artillery, including 200 heavy 

howitzers and other supplies. However, much of Giáp’s success had to do with the 

DRV’s rent reduction campaigns. Mobilizing the masses to reduce rent, especially the 

experimental campaign and wave 2 implemented before Navarre began to anchor his 

troops at Điện Biên Phủ, gave the DRV and Giáp an advantage against the French. 

However, rent reduction alone was not enough. For this reason, the DRV resolved to 

move forward with land reform.     

 

Arguments for Moving Forward with Land Reform  

 Sensing a major battle against French forces was imminent, from November 

14-23, 1953, VWP leadership convened the joint VWP’s Fifth Plenum and the First 

National Conference to debate the immediate situation and the task of implementing 

land reform. The main objective of these meetings was to develop and push forward a 

policy outline for land reform, presented in two important speeches by President Hồ 

Chí Minh and Trường Chinh, the Party’s General Secretary. Thus, it is necessary to 

review their extensive argument for why land reform was necessary and how to go 

about implementing it. These speeches demonstrate the leadership role Hồ Chí Minh, 
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Trường Chinh, and other Party leaders played in pushing forward with radical land 

reform.  

In his general report to the Fifth Plenum, Hồ Chí Minh once again reiterated 

the importance of land reform to liberate the peasants from feudalism and to mobilize 

them for the anti-colonial war.352 In a protracted war between the French and the 

DRV, the countryside would be a source of human and material resources available 

for either side to seize for themselves. Winning the countryside meant taking control 

of strategic geographical areas in addition to gaining the capacity to regulate 

production, collect taxes, and mobilize manpower for the war. Thus, whoever won 

control of the countryside would benefit greatly. Consolidating the countryside 

through land reform was thus seen as the most important step in reaching those 

objectives.  

The French, through the establishment of the ASV and its intention to give the 

ASV complete independence and sovereignty, was able to recruit anti-communist 

Vietnamese to fight the DRV. This made the war much more complicated for the 

DRV, for it then had to compete against not just the French but also another 

Vietnamese political entity for control, legitimacy, and allegiance. In 1953, as the 

DRV was pushing more radical rent reduction, the Bảo Đại-led ASV responded with 

its version of a land distribution reform law [cải cách điền địa]. The law, for example, 

stated that rents for land were not to exceed 15% of the crop, while also limiting the 

 
352 “Báo cáo của chủ tịch Hồ Chí Minh về tình hình trước mắt và nhiệm vụ cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn 
Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 374-376. 
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amount of land a landowner could hold in different regions. 353  Although it is 

impossible to know the extent to which this law was enforced, and especially with the 

ASV being the weakest of the three competing political entities, it was considered a 

threat by the DRV. Party documents show that the Party-state was worried about the 

ASV plan. It wasn’t that the DRV expected the program to be a success; they feared 

that it would divert the support of landlords and peasants to the ASV. The DRV was 

most apprehensive about areas controlled by either the French or ASV. The prospect 

of such a policy concerned the DRV leadership and forced them to conclude that their 

implementation of the first two waves of rent reduction had failed to increase 

agricultural production and raise the necessary manpower to support the war.  

What the DRV needed was the full implementation of land reform, which 

entailed the destruction of the traditional land-tenure system, the seizure of land and 

property from the landowning classes and its redistribution among the peasantry. The 

DRV would then be able to compete with the ASV for the peasants’ allegiance. This 

allegiance, Hồ Chí Minh argued, would bring many peasants into the anti-colonial 

war, expanding the DRV forces while enrolling more civilian porters. At the same 

time, the DRV could use the peasants to raise more food for the troops on the 

battlefields, turning the war in its favor. Hồ Chí Minh, however, suggested it was also 

necessary to maintain the United Front. Thus, the implementation of land reform, 

especially the class struggle against the landowning classes, had to be selective.354 

This was Hồ Chí Minh’s more cautious reasoning at the end of 1953 when the war had 

 
353 Đặng Phong, Lịch Sử Kinh Tế Việt Nam 1945-2000, Tập 1:1945-1954 (Hà Nội: NXB Khoa Học Xã 
Hội, 2002), pp.488-489. 
354 Ibid., pp. 372-380. 
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still not shifted in favor of the DRV. His stance, however, changed in the following 

years. 

In his concluding remarks, Hồ Chí Minh asserted, "Our strength rests on the 

tens of millions of peasant laborers ready and waiting for our Party and our 

Government to mobilize them and to lead them to rise and defeat the yoke of feudal 

and colonial slavery. With well-thought planning and skillful leadership, that strength 

will turn heaven and earth, and defeat the colonialists and feudalists no matter how 

many people they have. We can conclude that under the proper leadership of the Party 

and the Government, successful land reform will enable us to take a long step toward 

victory [in the resistance war] and to build up the nation.”355 Following Hồ Chí Minh’s 

opening report, delegates at the Fifth Plenum drafted a land reform proposal for the 

Party’s First National Conference, convened in late November 1953, immediately 

after the Fifth Plenum. The proposal was promptly discussed and approved.   

 Trường Chinh answered Hồ Chí Minh’s call with a 72-page report, 

“Implementing Land Reform.” This report provided the argument and framework for 

implementing radical land reform. In a great display of stamina, the General Secretary 

of the Party gave the details of five points of the land reform policy and the methods 

of implementing it. The first point explained why land reform had to accompany the 

resistance war. The second point was on how to abolish the imperialist and feudalist 
 

355 Ibid., p. 383. In a similar report before the Third Meeting of the National Assembly between 
December 1 and 4, 1953, Hồ Chí Minh made several subtle changes to encourage the National 
Assembly to pass the Land Reform Law. For example, switching the order between the terms "Party" 
and "Government" by placing "Government" ahead of "Party" to give the impression that the National 
Assembly was more important and esteemed than the Party. Furthermore, in his concluding sentence, 
following the phrase "proper leadership of the Party and the Government" he also added, "and with the 
dedicated help of the National Assembly and the [United] Front." The report titled "Tình hình trước mắt 
và nhiệm vụ cải cách ruộng đất" can be found in Luật Cải Cách Ruộng Đất [Land Reform Law] (Quốc 
Hội Việt Nam, 1954), pp. 49-55.  
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possession of land. Point three centered on giving land to the peasants to realize the 

principle of land to the tillers [người cày có ruộng]. Point four was on the importance 

of mobilizing the masses for land reform. The final point was on consolidating the 

Party’s power and strengthening the role of Party leadership during and after land 

reform.356 

Trường Chinh commented that the Vietnamese revolutionary path had brought 

Vietnam to a point at which land reform was necessary; the resistance war demanded 

land reform; the population demanded land reform. In his opening paragraph, Trường 

Chinh explained the rationale for land reform: "Our people are currently fighting a 

resistance war as well as carrying out the task of building a nation. At this time, 

everything must attend to the success of those two tasks. Land reform is within that 

purpose." Land reform was thus a means of economic development to supply the 

battlefields and sustain and win the war against France.357   

 The DRV was concerned about competing with the ASV’s land reform policy. 

It also had trouble collecting taxes and controlling agricultural production. Elaborating 

on a point Hồ Chí Minh had made in his report, Trường Chinh shrugged off the ASV’s 

land reform as nothing more than a scam. He then attacked the landowning classes by 

claiming that since 1945, many landlords had infiltrated administrative positions and 

organizations in the villages. He also accused them of becoming more reactionary 

through collaborating with enemies and establishing reactionary organizations to 

sabotage the DRV’s land, tax, and production policies. This, Trường Chinh reasoned, 

hindered the DRV's ability to supply its troops and prosecute the war. Also, he 
 

356 “Thực hiện cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 384-456. 
357 Ibid., pp. 384-385. 
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accused landlords of sabotaging the DRV's second wave of rent reduction by killing 

cadres, destroying houses, poisoning village water systems, acting as informants and 

providing the French with strategic information that they needed to attack Interzones 3 

and 4.358  

For those reasons, the DRV leadership insisted that moving forward with 

implementing land reform would finally enable them to remove the landowning 

classes and village elites from power and demolish the traditional social-political 

institutions at the village. At that point, the DRV would have control of the 

countryside and be in a better position to recruit and strengthen its military, mobilize 

civilian porters, and secure the level of production it needed to continue the war.  

In a break from the policy of national unity, which called for class solidarity 

against the French, Trường Chinh argued that in adopting that policy the DRV 

overlooked both the potential of the peasants in the resistance war and the national 

democratic revolution. As a consequent, the DRV veered more towards anti-

colonialism and undervalued the importance of anti-feudalism as a critical step in 

making the former objective successful. Such misjudgment blinded it to the need for 

land reform during the anti-colonial war.359  

Trường Chinh also acknowledged that the DRV’s misjudgment was a result of 

having mechanically applied the revolutionary experience of the Chinese Communist 

Party during the Second Sino-Japanese War. According to Trường Chinh, because of 

the CCP’s alliance with Chiang Kai-sek and the Kuomintang, the Chinese Nationalist 

Party, the CCP resorted to rent reduction only to appease the representatives of the 
 

358 Ibid., pp. 393-396. 
359 Ibid., p. 397. 
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landowner and the bourgeois class. Using this example, the VWP's General Secretary 

argued Vietnam did not have a comparable collaborative alliance to the CCP and 

therefore should not be limited to rent reduction. The results of the DRV's 

misjudgment and soft approach, Trường Chinh claimed, were errors relating to the 

National United Front, the military, the government, and the communist party.360  

Trường Chinh’s comparison is arguably problematic because he was 

intentionally minimizing, if not expunging, the important collaborative alliance among 

nationalist groups in the struggle against the French, of which the communists were 

one among many. Although the communists dominated the struggle, for many years 

they depended on political and military support from other nationalists before the 

Soviet Union and Communist China came to their aid. In fact, the VWP's predecessor, 

the Indochinese Communist Party, had to dissolve itself in November 1945, realizing 

that the Party could not operate publicly and maintain the support of other nationalists. 

Hence, from 1945 to 1950, the communist-led resistance was supported mainly by 

nationalist landlords and the bourgeoisie. In neglecting this crucial past and in pushing 

for the eradication of the landowning class, Trường Chinh and the Party-state were 

determined to betray their supporters, thus reflecting the Machiavellianism of the 

Party-state.  

Moreover, in criticizing the Party for its blanket application of the CCP’s 

moderate land policy of 1937 to 1945, Trường Chinh acknowledged the importance of 

the Chinese revolutionary experience in framing Vietnamese revolutionary policies. 

More importantly, he was shifting the Party toward a more radical Chinese 
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revolutionary experience, the 1950-1953 land reform. Unlike the moderate land 

policies of the Jiangxi Soviet and Yan'an periods, the land reform in the early 1950s 

was much more coercive, leading to the expropriation and execution of many 

landlords. This was the model that Hồ Chí Minh, Trường Chinh, and the VWP wanted 

to replicate.  

 According to Trường Chinh, to eradicate the landowner class and feudal 

exploitation, the DRV had to rely on the landless and poor peasants [bần cố nông] 

while uniting with the middle peasants [trung nông]. According to the Party, these 

groups together accounted for about 90% of the rural population. Bringing them 

together would create the strength necessary to defeat the landowning classes, 

including the rich peasants and especially the landlords. However, to avoid crippling 

the rural economy, the DRV had to join forces with the rich peasants who would 

continue to hire laborers and increase production.361 Solidarity with the rich peasants, 

however, was only a temporary strategic calculation. The DRV never fully trusted the 

rich peasants, who like the landowner class was influential in the countryside. For this 

reason, the DRV tended to view rich peasants as exploiters. Certainly, this 

categorization said more about where this social class belonged within the DRV's 

strategic calculation. 

  When it came to abolishing imperialist and feudalist possession of land, 

Trường Chinh proposed drawing distinctions among types of landlords and types of 

land. Trường Chinh categorized landlords as traitors, reactionaries, and despots; as 

normal; as revolutionaries. Land was categorized by its owners: colonialists, 
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feudalists, peasants, and the government. Land belonging to colonialists was to be 

confiscated without compensation. However, lands belonging to feudal landlords 

could be confiscated without compensation; requisitioned without compensation; or 

purchased at a price set by the government. Confiscation of lands and property 

(including cattle, farm implements, surplus goods, and unoccupied houses) was a form 

of punishment against anti-revolutionists and people who have committed crimes 

against the resistance and the people. Requisition was a way of getting land and 

property for better use, usually as public or semi-public land and property. Purchasing 

land or property was a way of granting allowance for revolutionary landlords, those 

who made contributions to the resistance war as well as those who had not committed 

any crimes. Despite its aim of wiping out the landowner class, Trường Chinh did 

suggest regulations to prevent excessive confiscation and requisition that would 

deprive the landlords of the ability to survive.362 However, the effectiveness of these 

regulations was much different.  

Trường Chinh, however, stated that the treatment of landlords should be based 

on their class and political attitudes, as judged by the communist-led DRV and its 

cadres, not by the total area of land or amount of property that they owned. By 

situating the abolition of feudalism within the anti-colonial war he found it acceptable 

to judge the landlords by their political attitudes. Moreover, nowhere in the report did 

he specify what a landowner was, let alone what it meant to be reactionary, 

revolutionary or neutral.  
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There were several plausible reasons for ambiguity. One is that because of 

Vietnam’s narrow and hilly topography, especially in the upland north, not many 

people could be described as landlords. Indeed, some people owned more land than 

others, who hired laborers, collected rents and interest, and even exploited and abused 

others, but the extent was a different matter. Was there such a discrepancy between the 

rich and the poor in Vietnam? Were all feudal landlords evil? Or did the DRV simply 

follow an inappropriate model that set a quota for enemies of the people?  

VWP leaders based their land policies, especially their categorization of social 

classes, on the Chinese Communist Party’s model. However, the land situation in 

Vietnam was not comparable to China’s. Vietnam simply did not have many 

landlords; arguably, it did not have a landowner class at all, especially in northern 

Vietnam. Moreover, even if there was a landowner class, Vietnam’s landlords did not 

own nearly as much land as their counterparts in China did. Hồ Chí Minh and other 

leaders of the DRV knew this perfectly well but went forward with mass mobilization. 

Under the guidance of their communist brethren, they insisted that it was the way to 

take control of the countryside and win the war. By not quantifying the categories 

according to the amount of land and property owned and instead by looking at 

political attitudes, Trường Chinh shifted attention from that reality. Instead, he, Hồ 

Chí Minh and the DRV turned the campaign to politics. And as an alternative, this 

gave the DRV leeway to target whomever it desired.  

Moreover, by placing land reform within the anti-colonial war, Trường Chinh 

lumped those feudalistic landlords with the French, Bảo Đại and the ASV, and 

branded them enemies of the people and the Vietnamese nation. This calculation gave 
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the DRV the ability to accuse and prosecute people not so much based on what they 

owned, but on what the DRV deemed politically dangerous and threatening to their 

power and control of the Vietnamese nation. Consequently, under the pretext of "land 

for the tillers,'” the DRV used mass mobilization and class conflict to target 

exploitative landlords and supposed enemies or dissenters. These included members of 

competing political parties, anti-communist nationalists, Christians, and Buddhists. At 

the village level, the DRV used these categories to remove traditional elites and to 

abolish the old administrative system. Through land reform, the DRV could strengthen 

its power, especially the VWP's, by replacing those traditional institutions and 

officials with its own. The ambiguity of Trường Chinh's proposal gave the DRV an 

advantage, but it could lead to many unforeseen problems, including false accusations 

and violence once mass mobilization was deployed.  

These problems, especially the violence, were expected by DRV leadership 

when deciding to proceed with land reform. In his discussion on mobilizing the 

masses, Trường Chinh affirmed, without explanation, that “it is impossible to 

peacefully carry out land reform.”363 It seemed like Trường Chinh and other DRV 

leaders had given up on that option. Hence, based on what they had learned from 

China’s experience, they already knew that land reform had to be violent. In stressing 

that peaceful land reform was not achievable, the DRV was sending a warning to 

prepare all, including party members and officials, to expect the worst. The process of 

mobilizing the masses would be hostile if not violent, especially when class 

antagonism was instigated to ferment hatred and conflict among different social 
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classes. The poor and landless peasants would be pitted against the rich peasants and 

landlords. Interestingly, violence was considered to be an option, but it is not 

surprising that Trường Chinh and the DRV warned about the potential for violence. 

Since adopting the Chinese model of revolutionary success following 1949, the DRV 

also accepted the CCP's land reform model. Guided by Chinese advisors, beginning 

with the rent reduction campaign, leaders of the DRV understood the outcomes in 

Vietnam could very well repeat the violent consequences resulting from the Chinese 

land reform experience. 

Since long before taking control of mainland China in 1949, the CCP had 

experimented with various measures of land redistribution in areas where it 

maintained a stronghold, such as the Jiangxi Soviet and Yenan. A nationwide land 

reform campaign, however, began in 1950 and lasted until the spring of 1953. The 

result led to the abrogated landownership by the landowning class and the introduction 

of peasant landownership. In total, approximately 700 million mu (47 million hectares) 

of land and various means of agricultural production (implements, livestock, and 

houses) were distributed among 300 million peasants. Nationally, it helped liberate 

productive forces, increase agricultural productivity, and lay the basis for the 

industrialization of China. Despite those achievements, the reform program led to the 

massive mistreatment of the accused landlords as it tilted violently to the left. To 

permanently link peasants to the revolutionary process, the CCP mobilized them to be 

directly involved in the process of overthrowing the landowning class, including 

participating in denunciation and killing of the accused. The result was the execution 

of an estimated one to three million landlords. 
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According to Trường Chinh, the DRV’s experimental campaign and wave 2 of 

rent reduction, running from April until November 1953, had laid the foundation for 

general mass mobilization and reorganization of administrative governments and 

removed accused subversive traitors, reactionaries, and despots. Trường Chinh pointed 

out, however, instead of being submissive, the landlords have launched counterattacks 

against the peasants and the DRV’s newly created political organs. They used their 

connections to break the spine of the DRV, composed of poor and landless peasants, 

removing them from leadership in newly mobilized communes. This resulted, 

according to the General Secretary, in more intense class struggles. For that reason, 

Trường Chinh argued that the mobilization to implement land reform had to be more 

resolute. In this way, Trường Chinh signified the potential of deploying the coercive 

power of the state against the landowner class. He declared, “Our government is also a 

sharp weapon [to be used] against feudal landlords. We need to use it and manifest its 

effect [by] combining mass struggle with administrative measures by the people's 

government.”364 

 Trường Chinh was indicating a significant change by VWP leaders. Since 

1945, almost every land-related policy, including the decision to mobilize the masses 

to implement rent reduction earlier in the year, had been decided by the communist 

party. Party resolutions, directives, communique, and decrees were used to enforce 

those decisions. The DRV was a democratic façade for the National Assembly. The 

VWP was behind almost every major social, economic and political decisions relating 

to the DRV. Hence, the VWP was all-powerful, all-knowing, and thus had the 
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authority to bypass the government and rule by decree. By suggesting that the Party 

should utilize the government as a weapon against the landowning class, Trường 

Chinh and leadership of the VWP understood that to successfully enforce land reform, 

it needed to use ostensibly democratic institutions to propose a law that everyone 

would be compelled to follow. By putting land reform under the legal premise of the 

government, Party leadership legitimized the land reform program; it could legally 

implicate and prosecute as well as use government forces for executive decisions.    

 Trường Chinh went on to describe the different steps in mass mobilization. 

Like the steps for the imposition of rent reduction, it included developing a motto and 

a method for land reform. At that point, cadres could isolate and dismantle the 

landowner class while rallying the other classes against them. Identifying people by 

social class became essential. Cadres had to be able to distinguish friends from 

enemies and to know on which class to depend, with which to unite, and against which 

to rally. For land reform to succeed, it had to depend on a classification system to 

break the social makeup of villages.365   

However, believing that the living standards had changed, Trường Chinh 

stressed that a new classification system had to be based on the prevailing situation in 

the countryside at the time. This new classification, Trường Chinh instructed, must 

begin with December 1953, the month in which the Party-state intended to pass the 

land reform law and begin the process of implementing land reform. Thus, to update 

past classifications, cadres had to consider the records of each individual before and 

after December 1953. Each social class was assigned a specific number of years to be 
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examined. For landlords, cadres had to examine their records between January 1949 

and December 1953. For instance, to lower a landowner's class status, cadres would 

scrutinize everything that that landowner had done from 1949 to 1953 to see if the 

landowner had fallen from power, ceased to exploit land rents, and had directly 

engaged in farming for those five years. For rich peasants, cadres would have to 

examine their records from early 1951 to late 1953 to see whether they had continued 

or reduced their exploitative ways and if their standard of living had remained 

comparable to that of middle peasants. Middle and landless peasants had to have their 

living standards since 1952 checked.366  

In contrast, to consider if an individual’s class category should be upgraded, 

cadres would examine if the individual had improved his living standards while also 

becoming more exploitative. For example, a rich peasant's class status should be 

upgraded if he lived an exploitive life like that of a landowner for three consecutive 

years either before or after the Land Reform Law. Similarly, middle peasants must be 

upgraded to rich peasants if they led an exploitative life like that of the rich peasants. 

Poor and landless peasants who used the purchase of additional land and cattle to 

improve their means and resources for a year or more would have to be reclassified. 

However, other poor and landless peasants whose living standards improved because 

they acquired additional farmland by renting or receiving temporarily distributed land 

for less than three years would not be reclassified. This proposed method of 

reclassification, according to Trường Chinh, separated the rich and landowner classes 
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while enhancing the DRV’s strength in the countryside by increasing the number of 

poor and landless peasants that they hoped to turn against the landlords.367 

The DRV's land reform policy was meant to be implemented throughout 

Vietnam, including behind enemy lines. However, an area had to meet three 

conditions: 1) it had to be politically and militarily stable; 2) a majority of the 

residents had to demand land reform; 3) there had to be enough cadres to lead the 

mass mobilization. Given the DRV's political and military position at the time of the 

VWP’s Fifth Plenum and the First National Conference, held successively from 

November 14-23, 1953, Trường Chinh stated that land reform could be implemented 

only in free areas under DRV control. Having learned a hard lesson in the rent 

reduction campaigns, the DRV decided against carrying out land reform in areas that it 

did not control, including guerilla bases and temporarily occupied areas, until the 

DRV’s political and military position had improved.368  

Similarly, ethnic minority regions influenced by thổ tỷ [bandits], lang đạo 

[village headmen], phìa tạo [ethnic Tai ruling elite] were to refrain from carrying out 

land reform. It was considered disadvantageous because those areas were considered 

too complicated, and the DRV simply did not have enough cadres. The land situation 

in Interzone 5 and especially the Southern Interzone, was different from that in 

northern Vietnam and therefore needed a special set of regulations. Hence, the DRV 

decided that those regions focus first on returning abandoned and donated land to the 

peasants and reducing rent.369   
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 For land reform to succeed, Trường Chinh stressed that mobilization had to be 

deliberate, gradual, orderly, and disciplined. Hence, the mass mobilization campaigns 

to reduce rent that began in April 1953 were preparing the ground for land reform. 

Thus, land reform must only be implemented in areas that had already undergone rent 

reduction. Once enough cadres were trained, the DRV would then expand land reform 

to other places that had not yet experienced rent reduction. In terms of timing, the 

central government would set the program for implementation. Hence, every major 

decision about land reform had to be made and or approved by the DRV’s central 

government; this included the leaders of the VWP.370  

Every step, from policy preparation to preparation of cadres’ mindset and 

organization, had to be coordinated carefully. The VWP surveyed the countryside and 

used that information to craft the land reform policy. Once the land reform policy is 

approved by the Party-state, a propaganda campaign would educate cadres and the 

masses using newspapers, radio in addition to training courses in army units, Party and 

government agencies, factories and schools. In the countryside, it had to reach villages 

and townships in DRV-controlled areas and the enemy’s rear. The purpose was to 

educate and indoctrinate as many people as possible, particularly peasants and 

workers, about the Party-state’s land policy. The masses had to understand their 

responsibility in the communist-led struggle against the landowning class, to increase 

production and participate in all resistance tasks.371 

To facilitate the propaganda campaign and carry out land reform, the Party-

state had to reorganize Party organizations by purging ‘bad elements’ and training 
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land reform cadres. Part of this task had already been done through Party and military 

rectification campaigns over the years, as well as with the rent reduction campaign 

that began in April. According to Trường Chinh, however, those campaigns were 

underprepared, especially in terms of training cadres to conduct the land reform. 

Hence, places that were considered not ready for land reform but were undergoing or 

would be undergoing rent reduction were to combine that task with reorganizing and 

strengthening the military, civil, administrative, and Party organizations. Most 

important was the removal of rich peasants and landlords and their associates from 

Party cells, peasant associations, and commune administrations, including the 

Committee on Administrative Resistance [Ủy ban kháng chiến hành chính], guerrilla 

militias, and local police forces. Replacing those ‘bad elements’ [phần tử xấu] would 

be backbone elements [cốt cán] of poor and landless peasants that the DRV cadres 

selected to build and strengthen the armed forces in the communes. The emphasis, 

again, was to use the different waves of rent reduction to train cadres and harvest the 

conditions for land reform. Trường Chinh also called on state factories, government 

agencies and Party organizations to have plans for workers and officials, inside and 

outside the Party, to participate in land reform. The objective was to recruit more 

cadres to carry out the land reform while grooming those individuals into political 

agents who could represent the Party-state’s political ideology and goals.372  

According to Trường Chinh, it was ideologically and organizationally 

necessary “to delineate a clear boundary between the Party and the exploiting class.” 

The General Secretary made three proposals to reach that objective. The first was to 
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purge all elements related to the exploiting landowning class or directly participating 

in exploitation. The second was to enlist all Party members in mass mobilization to 

carry out land reform. Land reform, according to Trường Chinh, was a way for cadres 

to enhance their political stance, improve their conduct, and become more faithful 

servants of the people and the Party. For that reason, Party members and officials in 

administrative branches under the Party’s executive committee, from the central 

government to the district level, were advised to take turns engaging in mass 

mobilization. In this way, Party members would improve their class awareness and 

become better at identifying enemies of the Party, including members of the exploiting 

class. This would also make Party members more submissive to the Party’s policies. 

The final proposal was to appoint active Party members from the poor and landless 

class to Party committees. The purpose was to strengthen the leadership role of the 

Party, giving the Party control over local administrations and organizations.373  

 

Land Reform Law 

Immediately following Hồ Chí Minh and Trường Chinh’s speeches in 

November 1953, the VWP’s First National Conference deliberated on and revised the 

Party’s platform on land reform [cương lĩnh ruống đất] originally issued in January 

1953 at the Party’s Fourth Plenum. The land reform platform has 23 clauses. The first 

seven pertained to confiscating, requisitioning, and purchasing land, farm animals and 

implements, and other sources of property from the landowning classes, which 

includes landlords, religious groups, and foreigners. The eighth clause expunged all 

 
373 Ibid., pp. 444-447. 
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debts owed to landlords by peasants, laborers, and those in the poor class. Clauses 10 

and 11 protected the assets of rich and middle peasants. Clause 12 guarded industries 

and businesses from harm, especially those belonging to revolutionary and regular 

landlords. Clauses 14 to 16 made provision for the redistribution of property among 

landless and poor peasants, as well as veterans and their families who did not have 

enough land to sustain a livelihood.  

Clauses 17 and 18 made provisions for enemies of the program, including 

landlords, ASV soldiers, and their families. Clause 17 stipulated that except for those 

whose crimes warranted a prison term of five years and above, targeted landlords and 

their families must be afforded the same amount of land as peasants. Clause 18 

provided land for ASV deserters, or those who were demobilized and for their 

families. Clause 20 put all coffee and rubber plantations, experimental camps, mines, 

and historical sites under DRV management. Clause 22 established Land Reform 

Committees from the central to the provincial levels. These committees were 

responsible for mass mobilization and land reform. At the commune level, the 

leadership role went to the Peasants’ Representative Congress [hội nghị đại biểu nông 

dân] and the Peasants’ Association Executive Committee [Ban chấp hành nông hội].374 

The clauses in the Party’s platform on land reform were more than a set of 

rules and regulations to guide Party members; they were an outline for creating the 

Land Reform Law [Luật Cải Cách Ruộng Đất]. Slightly more than one week after the 

VWP voted to move forward with land reform, the DRV’s National Assembly 

convened on December 1-4, 1953, to pass the Land Reform Law. Hồ Chí Minh signed 
 

374 Ban Kinh Tế Chính Phủ Trung Ương, Tập San Kinh Tết, số 12, 1953, (Hà Nội: Nhà In Quốc Gia, 
1953), pp. 3-5.  
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it into law on December 19. Contrary to the Party’s platform, which was limited to 

Party members, passing the Land Reform Law through the National Assembly was a 

strategic way for the Party-state to expand its reach by creating a legal framework for 

nationwide land reform. Here, the Party-state used the law to authorize Party members 

and DRV officials to carry out their policy, while landlords and peasants were 

subordinated to that legal framework.  

The Land Reform Law had five articles and 38 clauses that defined the purpose 

and meaning of land reform. Articles 2 and 3 defined the terms for confiscating, 

requisitioning, and purchasing land, and for redistributing land and property. To 

implement land reform, the Law stipulated that land reform committees be established 

at the central, zone, and provincial levels. Under the direction of the government, these 

committees were responsible for mass mobilization and land reform, including 

appointing Special People’s Courts to exercise judicial powers and perform judicial 

functions.375  

 

Land Reform, the Experimental Campaign 

 Two days after Hồ Chí Minh signed the Land Reform Law, on December 21, 

1953, the Party-state began an experimental land reform campaign in six newly 

divided communes in Đại Từ District, Thái Nguyên Province: Tân Thái, Trần Phú, 

Bình Thuận, Độc Lập, Hùng Sơn, and An My, all in Đại Từ District. These newly 

divided communes were chosen because they had already undergone rent reduction 

and were ready for land reform. Moreover, like the experimental campaign to reduce 
 

375 Khóa Họp Lần Thứ III của Quốc Hội Nước Việt Nam Dân Chủ Cộng Hoa, Luật Cải Cách Ruộng 
Đất, Vietnam National Assembly, 1954, pp. 11-17. 
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rent earlier that year, these areas were chosen because of their proximity to the Party-

state’s headquarters, which could monitor the implementation. 

 The total population in these six communes was 10,792, of which 10,287 were 

Kinh ethnic, 222 Thổ, 140 Trai, 143 ethnic Chinese. Geographically, the communes 

were adjacent to each other. The smallest population were Độc Lập, with a population 

of 1,211, while the largest was Hùng Sơn with a population of 3,125 that included 

Catholics.376  

 The experimental campaign in Thái Nguyên Province was scheduled for 

completion in two months but was eventually extended to three and finished on March 

21, 1954. The campaign prosecuted and sentenced 97 landlords, confiscated 2,610 

mẫu of land, 325 cattle, 1,062 farm implements, 33 houses, and 2,479 kilograms of 

grain. These were divided among poor and landless peasants.377 According to Party 

reports, the campaign abolished the land tenure regime, confiscated land belonging to 

landlords and Frenchmen, and redistributed it among 56% of the population in the six 

communes. It also exposed the exploitive landlords and bullies who had eluded 

prosecution during rent reduction campaigns and removed most of them from local 

administrative organizations.378  

Most importantly, the campaign revealed for the Party-state that the situation 

in the countryside was much more complicated than they had envisioned. Recognizing 

that mass mobilization for land reform was targeting their livelihoods, interests, and 

 
376 “Báo cáo tình hình chung đợt thí điểm cải cách ruộng đất và bước một đợc một cải cách ruộng đất,” 
File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 17. 
377 Nguyễn Văn Nhật, eds., Lịch Sử Việt Nam: Tập 11 Từ Năm 1951 Đến Năm 1954 (Hà Nội: 
NXBKHXH, 2017), p. 286. 
378 “Tốm tắt và nhận xét tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất trong 6 tháng 
đầu năm 54,” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 42. 
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safety, many targeted landlords resisted. Others claimed to have been wrongly 

accused. Resistance took many forms, such as through signing a property over to 

relatives or associates, including middle and poor peasants, or through bribery. For the 

Party-state, defiance of the land policy was tantamount to sabotaging the Party-state 

and something that had to be stopped, by violence if necessary. In a report 

summarizing the experimental campaign, the Central Committee on Land Reform 

reiterated argued, “The [resistance in the experimental campaign] shows that land 

reform cannot be done peacefully," even though when acknowledging that most Party 

cells, Peasant Associations, and local administrations had been cleansed and 

reorganized during rent reduction.379 Dissatisfied with the rent reduction campaign and 

insisting that land reform could not be implemented peacefully, the Party-state wanted 

to use it to eradicate the landowner class. 

Nonetheless, the land reform experimental campaign’s main objective, similar 

to the one carried out at the beginning of the rent reduction experimental campaign, 

was to gain for the Party-state and cadres the experience needed to implement land 

reform. This included learning more about class categories, confiscating, 

requisitioning, compulsory buying, and redistributing land, and training cadres.380 This 

last task was essential, so right after the experimental campaign, the Party-state 

devoted two months to training more than 1,300 cadres before moving on to wave 1 of 

land reform. Nine hundred of the cadres had previously worked on rent reduction 

campaigns and 127 had participated in the experimental campaign. The training ended 

on May 25, 1954, two weeks after the battle of Điện Biên Phủ. The Party-state 
 

379 Ibid., p. 43. 
380 “Thực hiện cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng, vol. 14, pp. 440, 451 
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initiated wave 1 of land reform in 47 communes in Thái Nguyên Province. Hoàng 

Quốc Việt, a prominent member of the Politburo, directed 1,368 implementing 

cadres.381   

 

Wave 3 of Rent Reduction 

 While the Party-state passed the Land Reform Law and began the experimental 

campaign to train cadres for land reform, rent reduction campaigns continued laying 

the groundwork for land reform. On December 10, 1953, a week after the National 

Assembly ratified the Land Reform Law, wave 3 of mass mobilization for rent 

reduction began in Interzone Việt Bắc and Zone Tay Bắc, covering the provinces of 

Phú Thọ, Thái Nguyên, Bắc Giang, Bắc Cạn, Tuyên Quang, and Yên Bái. Interzone 4 

followed on December 23 in Nghê An and Hà Tinh. Interestingly, wave 3 did not 

include Thanh Hóa province and Interzone 3 because those regions were being 

threatened by French forces.382  

This wave mobilized 3,158 cadres to carry out mass mobilization in 226 

communes, 119 of which had ethnic minority residents, and 90 of which had Catholic 

residents. The total population in these communes was 909,400, of which six percent 

were Catholics and twelve percent were ethnic minorities. This mass mobilization 

campaign categorized 2,879 families as landlords. The campaign indicted 394 people, 

reeducated 620, imprisoned 512, and executed 37. Of the 394 indicted, nine were 

 
381 “Tốm tắt và nhận xét tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất trong 6 tháng 
đầu năm 54,” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 42. 
382 “Tốm tắt và nhận xét tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất trong 6 tháng 
đầu nắm 1954,” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội. 
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Catholic priests from Phú Thọ, Nghệ An, and Hà Tĩnh. An average of two individuals 

from each commune were indicted.383  

According to Party reports, the campaign identified 42 reactionary and 

espionage organizations, seven from Phú Thọ, 23 from Nghệ An and Hà Tĩnh, and 12 

from Tuyên Quang and Yên Bái. The largest was French-associated organizations in 

Nghệ An and Tuyên Quang. Moreover, the campaign appropriated 4,830 tons of rice. 

The rice was distributed among 57,346 households, comprising 204,286 peasants.384 

The Party’s evaluation of the campaign suggested that it achieved better results 

than the previous two waves, especially in terms of resolving ethnic conflicts, 

shortening the process of public prosecution, and confiscating and collecting property 

more efficiently. However, like previous waves, there were also shortcomings. As a 

result, there were failed prosecutions, while some cases required two to three retrials 

to convict. The six communes in Phú Thọ Province mostly failed to convict targeted 

landlords. At times, cadres applied different types of torture to extract information or 

confessions, including stuffing the accused’s mouth with rags or threatening to shoot 

them. Cadres tended to use force against Catholics and ethnic minorities.    

 

Wave 4 of Rent Reduction 

The first three waves of rent reduction were managed by the central 

government [trung ương]. Policies and guidelines were imposed from the top down 

and information was related up to ranking officials, including Hồ Chí Minh and 

 
383 Ibid. 
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Chinese advisors like Luo Quibo and Zhang Dequn. 385  Wave 4, however, was 

different; the central government entrusted zones and provinces with the responsibility 

of directing mobilization campaigns.  

Like the previous waves, mobilization expanded into more provinces, 

particularly in the northern border and the north-central coastal regions. But unlike the 

previous three waves, wave 4 spread to many regions with large ethnic minority 

populations. Thirteen provinces belonged to Interzones Việt Bắc, 3, 4, and the Tay 

Bắc Zone. The number of communes that underwent rent reduction was 224, two less 

than the total in wave 3, affecting a population of approximately one million. Of the 

224 communes, 112 had ethnic minorities, another 112 had a Catholic population, and 

28 were fishing villages along the coastal provinces. A million people were affected, 

16% were ethnic minorities, 6% were Catholics, and 1% were fishermen. The starting 

dates for this wave varied significantly from one geographical region to another, 

particularly in the northern and southern coastal provinces. Ten provinces, Phú Thọ, 

Tuyên Quang, Bắc Giang, Vĩnh Phúc, Cao Bằng, Bắc Cạn, Lạng Sơn, Yên Bái, Nghệ 

An, and Hà Tình, began wave 4 between March 2-10, 1954. Thanh Hóa began on 

April 6 and two provinces in Interzone 3 began on April 10.  

For this wave, the Party-state raised the number of cadres to 4,206 from the 

3,158 in wave 3. Of those, about 1,948 were new recruits to replace 900 cadres who 

were involved in previous rent reduction campaigns but had been withdrawn and 

assigned to the land reform campaign. As a consequence, the battalions and teams 

participating in wave 4 of rent reduction did not have the same experience or quality 
 

385 Tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô trong tháng 1-1954,” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội. 
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as had previous teams. Most of the cadres were ethnic Kinh Việt, with only 15 ethnic 

minorities in Việt Bắc, 25 in Yên Bái, and 34 in Interzone 4. Moreover, unlike 

previous campaigns, cadres in wave 4 were assigned to mobilize the campaign in areas 

that were already familiar to them. 

The composition and placement of cadres for this wave created many 

problems, especially when the campaign extended to more unfamiliar and more 

populous areas. As the wave intensified and pushed into the border areas between Hà 

Nội and China and around the north-central coastal regions, it encountered problems 

with Catholics, ethnic minorities, fishermen, and bandits. Bandits and fishermen made 

mobilization even more difficult. Bandits controlled the mountain communes with 

ethnic minority populations. Seven of these communes were from Thanh Sơn district 

in Phú Thọ and other communes were in districts such as Lạc Thủy, Hòa Bình, and 

Thạch Thành in Thanh Hóa. With very few ethnic minority cadres, communication 

problems made it harder for cadres to infiltrate and mobilize peasants in the highland 

regions. 

The second issue was what to do with coastal populations that survived on in 

fishing and salt farming. Most of the land policies issued by the Party-state were 

tailored to issues pertaining to farmland, not to production and exploitation in coastal 

areas, where the main source of income was through salt farming or fishing. 

Furthermore, with each additional campaign, especially following the passage of the 

Land Reform Law and the beginning of land reform in early 1954, the landowning 

class began resisting the Party-state’s policies and mobilization campaign. There were 

reports of landlords threatening or even killing poor and landless peasants, in Nghệ 
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An, Tuyên Quang, and Yên Bái. Catholics in places such as Thanh Hóa and Nghệ An 

recruited followers to defy the surveillance of the implementing teams. Party 

documents also accused the landowner class and enemy forces of supporting and 

operating spying activities, including planting spies in party cells and among the 

backbone elements [cốt cán] to interfere with implementing teams.386 This became 

even more convoluted when cadres were implementing the campaign in areas where 

they had been raised, mobilizing and prosecuting people that they knew, whether they 

liked them or not. The result was accusations of revenge-seeking and conflicts of 

interest. Consequently, the campaign took longer than the allotted two months to 

complete. For example, provinces like Phú Thọ, Vĩnh Phúc, Cao Bằng, Bắc Giang, 

and Lạng Sơn took three months, while Bắc Giang took even longer.  

Despite those problems, the campaign affected a population of approximately 

one million people.387 It categorized 3,676 households as landlords, a drastic increase 

from 2,879 in wave 3 and 2,930 in wave 2. Of those categorized, the Party-state sent 

1,013 away for reeducation, denunciated 430, imprisoned 155, and executed 60—

more than in previous campaigns. The campaign appropriated 3,726 tons of rice by 

June 1954 and distributed it among 200,000 peasants.388  

 

Assessing rent reduction from December 1953 to June 1954 

 
386 “Tốm tắt và nhận xét tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất trong 6 tháng 
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 Despite achieving success, the campaigns continued to encounter personnel 

problems relating to implementing cadres lacking a strong class stance and not fully 

comprehending the policies of the Party-state. In an improvement upon the initial two 

waves of rent reduction, waves 3 and 4 saw cadres who were better at enduring the 

requisite hardships to penetrate the village and recruit the people who would stand up 

to the landowner class. Many of these cadres were office workers from the city who 

were more comfortable with filing than plowing. They were assigned to remote 

regions, usually in the highlands where they had to endure, a harsher environment. 

They also had to interact with people with different cultural and linguistic practices. 

But with each wave, the cadres seemed to have gained experience and become more 

acclimated to peasant life. This improvement had much to do with the Party-state’s 

policy to retain the same cadres from one campaign to the next.      

 While the campaigns benefited from cadres who had adjusted to difficult 

conditions during mass mobilization, they also suffered from cadres lacking the class 

conviction that the Party-state demanded. Their inability to persuade undermined the 

campaigns’ attempts to destroy the landowner class. During the initial stages of mass 

mobilization, for example, cadres tended to rely too heavily on information provided 

by members of the old administrative organizations, especially peasants who could be 

recruited as activists. This resulted in some implementing teams admitting landlords, 

including category 1 landlords, into Peasants’ Associations, while mistakenly 

elevating some peasants to landowner status. Some teams even went as far as 

attacking the peasants, as happened in Vĩnh Phúc and Yên Bái, or covering up for 

landlords as in Phú Thọ. There were a few cadres whom the Party-state deemed as 
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rightist for being lenient on the landowner class by lowering the rent reduction rate, 

not vigorously collecting arrears, or becoming discouraged having to prosecute 

Catholic landlords. Mass mobilization also encountered problems caused by 

experienced cadres. While they could adjust to new environments and hardships, 

experienced cadres developed subjective and complacent tendencies that jeopardized 

the unity of the mobilizing teams. Some became more arrogant and often belittled 

others with less experience. Others disregarded the opinions of fellow cadres or were 

unwilling to admit wrongdoing to save face.  

In some rent reduction campaigns, cadres did not strictly follow the Party-

state's five steps of mobilization, the "three togethers," inquiring into peasants' 

suffering, and recruiting good peasant activists [bắt rễ]. In Thạch Kiệt, a commune in 

Phú Thọ province, 21 of 23 cadres did not follow the three togethers. Instead of 

working in the fields alongside the peasants they were trying to recruit, cadres would 

stay in bed at home. Other cadres complained about the lack of food in the households 

to which they were assigned and thus resorted to purchasing additional food to eat 

separately while their hosts ate yams and cassavas. These factors did not help the 

recruitment of peasant activists who would be willing to challenge the landlords. 

Many activists recruited in the first three stages of mass mobilization were eventually 

disqualified. Mobilization battalions in Cao Bằng, Bắc Giang, and Lạng Sơn rejected 

67% of their initial recruits, and Lạng Sơn eliminated 90%. Some communes rejected 

all of them.389  

 
389 Ibid., pp. 39-40. 
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 Besides not having the diligence that the Party-state expected of them, cadre 

battalions and teams also showed a poor understanding of policies and protocols. 

When dealing with minorities in areas controlled by bandits, cadres avoided going to 

ranking officials for approval. Instead, they showed themselves insensitive to minority 

cultural practices by imposing supremacist practices such as forcing the minorities to 

speak in the native language of the Kinh Vietnamese. Some teams went as far as 

forcing ethnic Man women to shave their heads, change the way they dressed their 

hair or remove their jewelry. Others ignored the opinions of local minorities when 

making decisions on issues such as dividing communes.390 

 Implementing cadres also abused their power in Catholic regions. They often 

relied on information provided by a few to accuse and incriminate many Catholic 

priests or reactionary landlords. Without fully mobilizing the peasants, they hastily put 

the accused under surveillance. In some cases, they even went ahead with public 

denunciation without preparing for it. They forced their way into churches and 

compelled priests to return rent. Some went as far as instigating religious tension 

between non-Christians and Christians. Consequently, it led to confusion and 

resentment among the population. This created opportunities for the Party-state’s 

enemies in places such as Thanh Hóa and Nghệ An to deepen the conflicts between 

Christians and non-Christians to encourage resistance against the mobilizing teams.391      

For mass mobilization to destroy the Party-state’s enemies, implementing 

cadres had to have a good grasp of the Party-state’s policies, enforce those policies 

widely, and rely on the support of a united population. However, as rent reduction 
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intensified with each wave of mass mobilization, implementing cadres became an 

impediment to the process by expanding the scope of pursuit and suppression and 

becoming too coercive. It became harder to prosecute landlords while terrorizing the 

entire population. The confusion and fear led to many suicides. In fact, there were 74 

in Thanh Hóa alone during wave 4 of rent reduction, the largest during that phase.392  

Official documents show that the Party-state declared most of their mobilizing 

efforts successful, while also recognizing the mistakes and deviations that occurred 

during implementation. These errors were detrimental to the objective of the Party-

state and its image, while others did more harm to people who were wrongly accused 

and prosecuted. However, instead of trying to minimize the potential for mistakes, the 

Party-state walked the fine line between curbing excesses and not wanting to constrain 

the cadres. The Party-state was therefore more willing to accept deviations in the 

interest of revolutionizing and transforming the villages. This approach became 

consequential in latter stages of rent reduction and land reform when mass 

mobilization was intensified. 

 

Diện Biên Phủ 

 At one minute past noon on March 13, 1954, with their logistics ready and 

artillery trained on the French, the Vietnamese 312th and 308th divisions attacked.393 

The swift and powerful attack knocked out a number of unprotected French artillery 
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393 Lịch sử đảng bộ bộ tổng tham mưu cơ quan bộ quốc phòng (1945-2005), Tập 1: đảnb bộ bộ tổng 
tham mưu trong hai cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp và chống Mỹ (1945-1975) (Hà Nội: NXB Quân Đội 
Nhân Dân, 2011), p. 211. 



247 

guns. The Vietnamese objective was to bombard the airstrip and cut off the French 

lifeline. They reached their objective by March 17.  

The attack dealt a devasting first blow for the French. Well-coordinated 

Vietnamese artillery fire rained down on 15,000 French Union troops camping in the 

valley of Điện Biên Phủ. The French attempted to fight, but inclement weather, cloud 

cover, and the rugged terrain made it difficult for French cannons and planes to locate 

Vietnamese soldiers camouflaged in the surrounding hills. French confidence cracked 

immediately. Only two days after the attack, on March 15, Colonel Charles Jean 

Clément Piroth, commander of French artillery at Điên Biên Phủ, after having circled 

the camp to apologize to his fellow officers and soldiers, returned to his bunker, 

removed the pin from a grenade and clutched it to his chest, blowing himself up. 

Before the battle started, Piroth had been bold and optimistic, but he realized 

immediately that he had underestimated his enemy.394 

 Tuesday, March 30, 1954, 15 days after the first attack, the Party-state ordered 

its second. Relying on the 316th, 308th, 312th divisions, the attack was directed on the 

cluster of base points on the east and west side of the French stronghold. The objective 

was to expand slowly down the hills to encircle and reduce the French stronghold by 

splitting their main force into smaller groups and attacking each individually while 

destroying their supply missions from the air.395  

 
394 Windrow, M. C., The Last Valley: Dien Bien Phu and the French Defeat in Vietnam (Boston: Da 
Capo Press, 2004), p. 412. 
395 Lịch sử đảng bộ bộ tổng tham mưu cơ quan bộ quốc phòng (1945-2005), Tập 1: đảnb bộ bộ tổng 
tham mưu trong hai cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp và chống Mỹ (1945-1975) (Hà Nội: NXB Quân Đội 
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 The second attack dragged on for 26 grueling days. As Vietnamese troops were 

sent down the hills, they encountered intense counterattack by French Union forces. 

Against machine gun and artillery fire, the Vietnamese suffered terrible casualties. As 

soldiers on both sides tried to engage each other at a closer distance, they had to 

maneuver around trenches filled with corpses, blood, mud, and water caused by 

torrential rains. The combination of rain, mud, and rotting corpses bred disease and 

infections, which was spread by yellow flies that fed and bred on the corpses.396  

Facing exhaustive destruction and death, many soldiers, especially 

Vietnamese, became demoralized and insubordinate. In an assessment report, a Party-

state political agency acknowledged that “besides the exemplary bravery, cunning, and 

creative spirits [of some], there appeared some unusual attitudes such as the fear of 

making a sacrifice, of enduring challenges, and of not strictly obeying orders.” At a 

conference organized by the General Commissar on April 29, just four days after the 

end of the second attack, Vietnamese military leaders responsible for leading the fight 

at Điện Biên Phủ recognized that this was a serious problem that had to be solved. 

They saw the need for an internal struggle, using criticism and self-criticism, to 

increase the confidence, morale, enthusiasm, and unity necessary that soldiers and 

officers needed to defeat the French. This also entailed ensuring that the soldiers’ 

material needs were being met, to compensate for the miserable combat conditions.397  
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Exactly one week after the end of the second attack, on the night of Saturday, 

May 1, Võ Nguyên Giáp and his men launched the third attack. The 308th, 312th, 304th, 

and 316th divisions, captured the remaining high points in the east, narrowing the 

French occupation on the west.398 The French repelled some of the Vietnamese, but by 

May 7, all French positions had been overrun by 25,000 Vietnamese soldiers, ending 

the battle. 

 

Map 5.1: Battle of Điện Biên Phủ399 

 

Supplying Điện Biên Phủ 

The Vietnamese defeat of the French at Điện Biên Phủ had broken the French 

will and ended the First Indochina War without giving the French the honorable exit 
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that they had sought. The significance of the battle resonated far and wide. However, 

beyond military strategies, the determination of the Vietnamese troops, and the 

effectiveness of modern weapons, the Party-state owed much of the success at Điện 

Biên Phủ to enormous civilian support. The root of that support lay in mass 

mobilization to implement rent reduction and land reform. Mass mobilization gave the 

Party-state control of parts of the countryside, its resources, and its residents. In 

undertaking radical mass mobilization, the Party-state anticipated a final military 

engagement with the French. However, to win, they could not rely simply on military 

power. They needed poor and landless peasants, to supply the human and material 

resources necessary to defeat the French. For this reason, mobilizing the masses to 

reduce rent, to implement land reform, and to redistribute land was vital. 

By offering land to poor and landless peasants who had never owned land 

before, the Party-state’s objective was to win their hearts and minds. The peasants who 

benefited from mass mobilization would be eager to increase their agricultural 

production that would accrue to the Party-state through taxation or donation. At the 

same time, the Party-state would legitimize itself and consolidate its power to 

persuade and/or coerce. In addition, peasants would be more willing to join the army, 

providing the labor and supplies needed to directly engage the French and to gain a 

military victory.  

The foundation of the victory at Điện Biên Phủ was laid in January 1953, when 

the Party-state decided to accelerate mass mobilization to reduce rent and implement 

more radical land reform. By the time the first shot was fired at Điện Biên Phủ on 

March 13, the Party-state had launched four waves of rent reduction, passed the Land 
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Reform Law, and completed the experimental campaign for land reform. Rent 

reduction alone mobilized class struggle and confiscated and redistributed land and 

property in 631 of 1289 communes in northern provinces controlled by the DRV. 

These campaigns affected 2.5 million people who would support Vietnamese troops at 

Điện Biên Phủ. 

When the French deployed 15,000 French Union troops to the valley of Điện 

Biên Phủ along with their artillery and airpower, General Võ Nguyên Giáp countered 

by positioning five elite divisions [đại đoàn] around Điện Biên Phủ. This were the 

304th, 308th, 312th, and 316th infantry, and the 351st Heavy Artillery Division. There 

were approximately 55,000 Vietnamese troops, almost four times the number of 

French, and the Vietnamese had a continuous supply of weapons, rice, and medicine. 

Unlike the French whose supplies were delivered by air, the Vietnamese faced a major 

logistical obstacle. Nonetheless, through the course of seven months, from the initial 

positioning of troops at Điện Biên Phủ to the end of the battle in May 1954, the Party-

state’s logistical services mobilized hundreds of cattle, 628 motor vehicles, 128 trucks, 

11,800 boats and rafts, and more than 20,000 bicycles to deliver 23,126 to 30,000 tons 

of rice along with 266 tons of salt, 800 tons of vegetables, 992 tons of meat, 917 tons 

of foodstuffs, and tens of thousands of tons of weapons, ammunition, and medicine.400 

These numbers exceeded the Party-state initial supply estimation. How did the 

Vietnamese achieve such a colossal task? 

 
400 Lịch sử đảng bộ bộ tổng tham mưu cơ quan bộ quốc phòng (1945-2005), Tập 1: đảnb bộ bộ tổng 
tham mưu trong hai cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp và chống Mỹ (1945-1975) (Hà Nội: NXB Quân Đội 
Nhân Dân, 2011), p. 210; Hồng Thinh, eds., Việt Nam: Những Sự Kiện Lịch Sử Nổi Bất (1945-1975) 
(Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 2015), pp. 56-57; Lịch sử hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1944-
1954) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 1995), p. 290. 
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     Table 5.1: Good Supplies (measure unit: ton)401 
Region Rice Meat Vegetables Salt Foodstuffs 
      
Tây Bắc 7,311 389 800   
Việt Bắc 5,299 454   226 
Interzone 3 1,464 64  266 51 
Thanh Hóa 9,052 85   640 
Total 23,126 992 800 266 917 

 

Once the Politburo decided that Điện Biên Phủ was going to be the 

battleground to engage the French, it immediately established the Central Council on 

Supplying and the Interzone Council on Supplying as core organs of its logistics 

apparatus. The latter encompassed Interzones Việt Bắc, Tây Bắc, 3, and 4.402 Their 

mission was to mobilize human and material resources for battle. The Party-state 

constructed two supply routes, one from Tây Bắc to Điện Biên Phủ, the other from 

Interzone Việt Bắc, 3, and 4 to Điện Biên Phủ.  

Outside of utilizing the resources directly at Điện Biên Phủ and nearby areas as 

the immediate source of support for the troops, 403  the Party-state chose these 

Interzones as locations to mobilize support for Điện Biên Phủ for two reasons. The 

first was proximity. All of the Interzones were in upper Vietnam, close enough to 

transport supplies to Điên Biên Phủ. The second and more important reason was that 

the Party-state controlled the people and resources of the area, particularly those that 

had undergone mass mobilization to reduce rent and land reform. 

 
401 Lịch sử hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1944-1954) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 1995), p. 
290. 
402 Interzone 4 contained five provinces: Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh, Quảng Bình, and Thừa Thiên. 
During the mobilization to support Điện Biên Phủ, only Thanh Hóa and the northern part of Nghê An 
were mobilized to directly support the battle at Điện Biên Phủ. Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh, and Quảng Bình 
were mobilized to provide for the battlefields in Southern and Central Laos.  
403 Điện Biên Phủ was the largest producer of rice in the Tây Bắc region. The Tây Bắc Zone produced 
more than 7,000 tons of rice.  
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That was the political objective of the Party-state’s land policies, beginning in 

1952 so that when military conditions demanded a massive mobilization of manpower 

and material resources, the Party-state would be in a position to oblige. The 

engagement between Vietnamese forces and French Union forces at Điện Biên Phủ 

came at the right time. The battle was fought at a time when the Party-state had 

mobilized the masses and gained control over nearly half of the communes in upper 

northern Vietnam. These campaigns affected the livelihoods of 2.5 million people, 

most were peasants who felt indebted to the Party-state that had given them land. The 

Party-state, for its part, understood this relationship and focused on the Interzones, 

especially those that had undergone mobilization, to build support for the war effort. 

In preparation, the Party-state encouraged peasants to increase their 

agricultural production, especially rice, immediately after distributing land and 

farming implements to them. The Party-state then taxed agricultural output. To 

support the battle, the Party-state not only imposed agricultural taxes for 1954 but also 

demanded payment of the 1955 tax in advance.404 The agriculture taxes for 1953 

generated 362,040 tons of husked rice, while those for 1954 raised 378,240 tons.405 

Besides paying tax and donating rice, farmers contributed meat and other foods. 

However, not all the contributions made to supply the troops at Điện Biên Phủ were 

voluntary; the Party-state framed it as a duty [nghĩa vụ: đóng thịt nghĩa, ứng trước 

nghĩa vụ]. Thus, Điện Biên Phủ placed a great deal of pressure on the peasants.  

 
404 Bộ Quố Phòng, Tuyển tập bài nói, bà viết tiêu biểu của các đồng chí lãnh đạo đảng, nhà nước và 
quân đội về công tac hậu cần (1950-2010) (Hà Nội: NXBQDNN, 2010), p. 244. 
405 Lịch sử hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1944-1954) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 1995), p. 
305. These numbers only represented the taxes collected in areas from Interzone 5 and above.  



254 

As a result, the places where mass mobilization had been carried out were 

often the places that made the largest contribution to the war effort. Interzone 3, for 

example, had only started mass mobilization in several places and contributed only 

1,500 tons of rice, 60 tons of meat, and 266 tons of salt. The numbers for Interzone 

Việt Bắc and Interzone 4 were much different. Interzone Việt Bắc contributed 5,000 

tons of rice, 500 tons of meat, and 200 tons of vegetables, while Interzone 4, mainly 

Thanh Hóa Province, contributed over 9,000 tons of rice, 80 tons of meat, and 600 

tons of vegetables.406  

Mobilizing support from the countryside was not limited to taxes or material 

resources. To open roads and transport supplies from the countryside to Điện Biên 

Phủ, the Party-state recruited more than 260,000 peasants407 as civilian porters from 

the newly mobilized communes, totaling approximately 12 million days of labor.408 

Most were from Interzone Việt Bắc, Tây Bắc, 3, and 4. Whether they had volunteered 

or not, many were either motivated or obligated by the benefits they had gained from 

rent reduction as well as the excitement of the recent land reform. 

Roads were an essential component of transport. Hence, in the preparation 

stage, porters, youth volunteers, and soldiers were tasked with building, repairing, and 

upgrading roads, some as long as 500 kilometers. After the construction of roads, 

porters used motor vehicles, bicycles, oxcarts and horse-drawn wagons to transport 

goods. Bicycles were crucial in transporting supply on long stretches of narrow roads. 

 
406 Ibid., pp. 243-245. 
407 Lịch sử đảng bộ tổng tham mưu cơ quan bộ quốc phòng (1945-2005), Tập 1: đảnb bộ tổng tham 
mưu trong hai cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp và chống Mỹ (1945-1975) (Hà Nội: NXB Quân Đội Nhân 
Dân, 2011), p. 210. 
408 Lịch sử hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1944-1954) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 1995), p. 
305. 
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In the beginning, a bicycle could carry 100 kilograms, but that increased to 200 and 

then 300. Ma Văn Thắng, a porter from Phú Thọ Province, set a record by carrying as 

much as 352 kilograms of supplies on his bicycle.409  

      Table 5.2: Porters and Means of Transportations410 
Region Porters Porter bikes Others 
    
Tây Bắc Zone 31,818  914 horse wagons 
Việt Bắc 36,519 8,065 3,130 boats/rafts 
Interzone 3 6,400 1,712 736 animal carts 
Nghệ An  1,400  
Thanh Hóa 186,714 9,814  
Total 261,451 20,991  

 

In addition to delivering supplies, these porters transported wounded soldiers 

to medical service stations. Approximately 10,130 Vietnamese were wounded at Điện 

Biên Phủ. Injuries ranged from flesh wounds to fractures, to wounds that required 

surgery.411 The porters' responsibility was to move the wounded out of the line of fire. 

Some had to be transported hundreds of kilometers to hospitals in Interzone 3 and 4. 

However, these porters were high-value targets of French bombers, many porters were 

injured or killed in the battle. 

Moreover, while each family had to send one or two members to deliver 

supplies, those who remained in the village had to work two or three times as hard. 

Usually organized by the local Peasants Association, their tasks included planting rice 

and fast-growing vegetables, harvesting root vegetables like yam and cassava, 

 
409 Lịch sử đảng bộ tổng cục hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt nam, tập 1 (1950-1975) (Hà Nội: 
NXBQĐND, 2010), p. 192.  
410 Lịch sử hậu cần quân đội nhân dân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1944-1954) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 1995), p. 
290. 
411 Christopher E. Gosha, Historical Dictionary of the Indochina War (1945-1954): An International and 
Interdisciplinary Approach (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2015), pp. 145-146. 
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weeding, plowing, and taking care of the elderly and infirm. Thanh Hóa Province 

alone mobilized 368,000 labor credits.412 Lê Thị Đào from Tuyên Quang Province 

reflects on her family’s situation and contribution: 

To be honest, in the resistance period, we were still very poor and 

hungry even though mass mobilization has given us some land to plow. 

But soon after rent reduction completed, our family, like many other 

families, were immediately encouraged to make a contribution to 

support our troops at Điện Biên Phủ. To save rice for the soldiers on the 

battlefield, my family had to yield our portion and suffered from a lack 

of food. We resorted to eating young corns and baby potatoes. In my 

family, there were several who became porters, while others stayed to 

tend the fields. 

In general, the regions that had undergone mass mobilization also contributed 

most significantly to supplying the troops at Điện Biên Phủ. Thanh Hóa Province, one 

of the first two provinces to implement rent reduction campaigns, was also one of the 

most exploited. To mobilize Interzone 4, especially Thanh Hóa Province and Nghệ An 

Province, the VWP’s Central Committee delegated two prominent generals, Nguyễn 

Chí Thanh and Văn Tiến Dũng, the task of rallying support. Thanh Hóa and northern 

Nghệ An alone recruited the most civilian porters and raised the most food for the 

battlefield. Nghê An supplied 32,000 porters, including 2,000 bike porters, and 

 
412 Bộ Quố Phòng, Tuyển tập bài nói, bà viết tiêu biểu của các đồng chí lãnh đạo đảng, nhà nước và 
quân đội về công tac hậu cần (1950-2010) (Hà Nội: NXBQDNN, 2010), p. 246. 
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thousands of new troops, youth volunteers, and technical workers, some of whom 

were only were 15 or 16 years old.413  

In the first wave of mobilization of resources, Thanh Hóa and northern Nghệ 

An supplied 8,000 tons of food and 2,000 tons of dried goods. In the second wave, 

attentive to the troops' emotional needs, the Party-state encouraged people and family 

members to write more than 28,000 letters of encouragement. 414  Reflecting on 

receiving these letters, Nguyễn Văn Sơn from Thanh Hóa remembers:  

Uncle's [Hồ] letter of encouragement was a great source of inspiration, 

especially to keep our determination up when preparing and waiting for 

battle.415 However, nothing was as comparable to the warmth we felt 

when we laid our hands on the letters we’d received from home, be it 

from our parents, our wives, or our siblings. Oh, and the small gift 

package that comes along. We knew we’d probably leave our life on 

the battlefield and not see our loved ones again. Nonetheless, many of 

us were deeply encouraged to receive words that our parents have 

received land to plow. My family, we never had our own land. It was 

reassuring news before facing the enemy.416 

From Thanh Hóa, the letters and the goods were transported for 600 kilometers 

through two routes, from Thanh Hóa to Suối Rút of Hòa Bình Province and from Suối 

Rút tô Điện Biên Phủ. In the third wave of transportation, majority of porters in the 

 
413 Trình Mưu, eds., Lịch sử kháng chiến chống thực dân pháp của quân và dân liên khu IV (1945-1954) 
(Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2003), pp. 512-522. 
414 Ibid. 
415 Hồ Chí Minh, “Thư gửi cán bộ và chiến sĩ mặt trận Điện Biên Phủ,” in Hồ Chí Minh Toàn Tập, tập 
7, 1953-1955, (Hà Nội: NXBCTQC, 1996), p. 198. 
416 Nguyễn Văn Sơn, interviewed in Thanh Hóa, November 2008. 



258 

Thanh Hóa-Suối Rút-Điện Biên Phủ route were from Thanh Hóa Province; 25,000 

were Thanh Hoá women. Thanh Hóa also provided 3,534 bicycles, 1,126 boats and 

shafts, 31 motor vehicles, 180 oxcarts, 42 horse-drawn wagons, and three elephants. In 

total, Thanh Hóa Province alone provided more than 11,000 tons of goods, of which 

4,361 tons were rice and 355 tons were foods.417  

 

Conclusion  

 The numbers from Thanh Hóa Province are telling reflections of the 

significance of mass mobilization to reduce rent and implement land reform to the 

victory at Điện Biên Phủ. French Union forces were defeated by the awareness and 

determination of Vietnamese leaders and their troops, despite horrific conditions and 

heavy casualties. However, that success would not have been possible without the 

support of over two million peasants affected by Party-state’s agrarian policies. 

Leaders of the DRV did not know exactly when they would engage the French, but 

they knew that it was inevitable. Exactly a year before Điện Biên Phủ, in January 

1953, at its Fourth Plenum, the VWP declared that “For the resistance to gain 

complete victory…the peasants’ economic and political interests must be practically 

improved, land must be distributed to the peasants.”418 

 From April 1953 to May 1954, four waves of mobilization to reduce rent and 

one land reform experimental campaign were implemented. This overturned political 

and economic life in the northern countryside, gaining for the Party-state power the 

 
417 Trình Mưu, eds., Lịch sử kháng chiến chống thực dân pháp của quân và dân liên khu IV (1945-1954) 
(Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2003), pp. 512-522. 
418 Lịch sử đảng bộ tổng cục hậu cần quân đội nhân Việt Nam, tập 1 (1950-1975) (Hà Nội: NXBQĐND, 
2010), p. 181.  
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loyalty of the peasants. Mobilized villages and communes in Thanh Hóa, Nghê An, 

Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Ninh Bình, and Thái Nguyên became the well of human and 

material sources for the Party-state to exploit, which it did with incredible success.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

THE 1954 GENEVA AGREEMENTS AND THE RUSH  
TO COMPLETE LAND REFORM  

 
 
 

The Democratic Republic of Vietnam defeated the French at Điện Biên Phủ on 

Friday, May 7, 1954. The next day, an international conference in Geneva met to 

negotiate the future of Indochina. 419  Chaired by representatives from the United 

Kingdom and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the conference 

included delegations from France, the United States, the People’s Republic of China, 

Laos, Cambodia, and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.420 Representatives from 

the State of Vietnam (SVN) also attended, but could not participate in the substantive 

deliberations. 421  The Conference to End Hostilities and Restore Peace on the 

Indochina Peninsula went on for more than two months before negotiators reached an 

agreement ending the war on July 20, 1954. However, nothing of the Geneva 

settlement was signed apart from the “Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in 

Viet-Nam,” signed by two mid-level representatives: Henri Delteil of France and Tạ 

Quang Bửu of the DRV.422  

 
419 The war began on December 19, 1946, and the Battle of Điện Biên Phủ lasted from March 13 to 
May 7, 1954.  The Geneva Conference opened on April 25, 1954, to discuss the outstanding issues on 
the Korean peninsula and restoring peace in Indochina.  Talk of Korea ended without the adoption of 
any declarations or proposal.  On May 8, 1954, talks shifted to Indochina.    
420 Other countries concerned with the two issues—Korea and Vietnam—were also represented at the 
Conference during the discussion of their respective questions.  
421 The State of Vietnam, with former Emperor Bảo Đại serving as Head of State, was a political entity 
established by the French in March 1949 as part of the association of the French Union. It became the 
Republic of Vietnam in October 1955. 
422 Keith Taylor, A History of the Vietnamese (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 559-
560. 
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In the Agreements, France and the DRV agreed to an immediate ceasefire and 

the recognition of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of an independent Vietnam. 

The country would be provisionally divided into two zones at the 17th parallel. Within 

300 days, all military forces loyal to France or the SVN were to move south of the 

demarcation line and forces loyal to the DRV were to regroup [tập kết] north. The 

same provision applied to a voluntary relocation of all Vietnamese civilians who 

wished to move to one side or the other. The two parties agreed to prohibit the 

introduction of additional foreign military personnel into Vietnam and not to retaliate 

against former enemy combatants. It also scheduled general elections to unify 

Vietnam for July 1956. An International Commission for Supervision and Control 

(ICC), consisting of representatives from India, Canada, and Poland, would oversee 

the implementation of the Agreements, including the armistice, the regrouping of 

cadres and soldiers, and help organize the elections.423 The State of Vietnam, led by 

Bảo Đại and his newly appointed Prime Minister, Ngô Đình Diệm, however, 

adamantly opposed the Agreements, especially the partition of Vietnam and the 

obligation to hold elections.424 

Many scholars have examined the effect of the Geneva Agreements on the 

Vietnam War. However, researchers have concentrated on the roles of the DRV, the 

PRC, the USSR, and the U.S. during the negotiations, especially the threat of U.S. 

intervention and the intense Chinese and Soviet pressure in what they argued was the 

 
423 “Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Viet-Nam, July 20, 1954.”  The Avalon Project: Yale 
Law School Lillian Goldman Law Library.  Retrieved from 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/inch001.asp.  
424 Christopher E. Goscha, Historical Dictionary of the Indochina War (1945-1954): An International 
and Interdisciplinary Approach (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2015), pp. 185.  
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DRV’s decision to compromise on so many of their initial demands and goals. 

Because of this concentration, researchers have failed to see the effect of the 

Agreements on the DRV and its domestic policy.425  

This is not surprising given the circumstances of the Cold War and the 

prolonged military conflict in the aftermath of the Geneva Agreements. As a result, 

historians centered their analyses on the political and military consequences resulting 

from supposed violations of the Agreements. What therefore ensued is a collection of 

studies that provide insights into factors that shaped the Geneva Agreements, 

particularly international relations and power politics, while failing to evaluate how 

domestic considerations affected the outcome of the settlement and how the terms of 

the international agreement shaped Hà Nội's revolutionary strategy at home. 

Documents recently made available on foreign and domestic affairs produced 

by the DRV’s highest officials have shed new light on the DRV’s internal 

deliberations, policies, and motivations. 426  Based on these sources, this chapter 

explores Hà Nội’s domestic responses to the Agreements, with special attention to the 

Agreements’ influences on the DRV’s land reform policy from July 1954 to July 

1956. The most dramatic shift in the DRV’s land reform took place at this time, as 

mass mobilization campaigns to inflame class antagonism swept across parts of North 

Vietnam. The literature on land reform has concentrated on the violence, the protests, 

and the DRV’s acknowledgment of errors for wrongful prosecution and killings. 
 

425 The government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, also known as North Vietnam, was 
organized and controlled by the Vietnamese Communist Party.  For this chapter, I use the terms DRV 
and VCP interchangeably, but the essential decision-maker in North Vietnam was the Vietnamese 
Communist Party.  
426 The most important collection of materials, though still incomplete and selective, is the Văn Kiện 
Đảng Toàn Tập series [The Complete Collection of Party Documents], authorized by the VCP and 
published by the National Political Publishing House (2001). 
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However, no researchers have inquired into what caused the escalation of the land 

reform in those two years. 

Based on my examination of the DRV's land reform program, I argue that the 

program was most influenced by the terms of the Geneva Agreements, especially 

Article 2 and Article 14(d). Article 2 allowed for 300 days of free movement between 

the two Vietnams, ending on May 18, 1955; Article 14(a) scheduled nationwide 

elections to be carried out in mid-1956. Both provisions triggered land reform policies. 

Immediately after agreeing to the Agreements, the DRV softened its class language on 

land reform to meet the terms of the 300-day relocation provision, and to avoid 

jeopardizing the scheduled elections, which it assumed it would easily win. As soon as 

the 300-day provision ended in mid-1955 and the border closed, the DRV sped up its 

implementation of radical land reform. The intention was to have land reform 

completed by July 1956, so that the DRV could then start industrialization, consolidate 

political power, control the population in North Vietnam, and prepare either for 

general elections or for a war against the U.S.- assisted South Vietnam.  

The DRV’s actions in the two years after the signing of the Geneva 

Agreements reflected its perception of foreign and domestic conditions. These 

conditions included the economic situation in North Vietnam, the DRV’s national 

united front policy, the DRV’s influence in the countryside, the relationship between 

the DRV and the Catholic population, the exodus of almost one million civilians to 

South Vietnam, and the increasing U.S. involvement in Vietnam. These factors shaped 

the direction and set the pace of land reform. 
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Examining the impact of the Geneva Agreements from this perspective helps 

to explain the escalation of the land reform program and how it changed the social-

political foundation in North Vietnam. However, the changes that accompanied the 

implementation of the reform program were merely reflections of the DRV as a 

capable and shrewd political actor, capable of adapting to consolidate its power—

though, sometimes at the expense of being contradictory, manipulative and vicious 

toward its people.  

The first section of this chapter clarifies the political, military, and domestic 

developments that led the DRV to negotiate for a peace agreement, starting with the 

establishment of the State of Vietnam and the increasing U.S. support for France’s war 

effort in Indochina. Section two surveys the terms of the Agreements. The third 

section looks at the initial response of the DRV. Section four discusses the Geneva 

Agreements’ initial effects on the DRV’s implementation of its rent reduction and land 

reform policy. The fifth section discusses the DRV’s attention to the flow of migrants 

from North to South Vietnam. Section six examines the DRV’s reaffirmation of class 

struggle. The seventh section explores the intensification of the land reform campaigns 

between July 1955 and July 1956. The concluding section reassesses the causes and 

effects of the Geneva Agreements and how they influenced the DRV's land reform 

policy from July 1954 to July 1956. 

 

Settling with a Needed Peace Agreement 

 On March 8, 1949, French officials and Vietnam’s former Emperor, Bảo Đại, 

agreed on the Élysée Agreements, establishing the State of Vietnam [Quốc Gia 
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Vietnam] as an “Associated State” within the French Union. 427  Although true 

sovereignty remained with Paris, the Agreements officially granted the Bảo Đại 

government partial autonomy to conduct their foreign affairs, control their finances, 

and have an independent army.428 This event, however, created two concerns for the 

DRV: it generated a rival Vietnamese government, supported by both the French and 

the United States, with which the DRV had to contend; and it signified an increasing 

likelihood of U.S. intervention in Indochina.429 

 The establishment of the Bảo Đại government created a tug-of-war between 

the SVN and the DRV.  Unlike the DRV, the Bảo Đại government attracted the 

support of non-Communist nationalists, intellectuals and wealthy citizens from both 

urban and rural areas; these were the groups that the DRV tended to target in their 

rhetoric about class revolution. Its respect for property rights offered elites and the 

landowning class an alternative to the DRV’s insistence on violent confiscation and 

redistribution of property. This distinction caused many who had previously supported 

the Việt Minh to turn away from the DRV.430 

 With the Bảo Đại government amassing popular support, the DRV was forced 

to define a stronger socioeconomic policy, with guiding principles that would win over 

 
427 The Élysée Agreements were ratified by the French Parliament in February 1950, establishing the 
State of Vietnam with Bảo Đại as Chief of State [Quốc Trưởng].  Though the State of Vietnam claimed 
authority over all of Vietnam, given the political and military realities at the time, its power was 
centered in the South, whereas the Democratic Republic of Vietnam dominated the North.   
428 Fredrick Logevall, Embers of War: The Fall of an Empire and the Making of America’s Vietnam 
(New York: Random House, 2012), pp. 211-212. 
429 There were several reasons for establishing the Associated States of Vietnam. One was international 
pressure from the United States on the French to accommodate nationalist independence aspirations to 
combat the communist threat, specifically the potential of it spreading from China to Vietnam and the 
rest of Indochina and Southeast Asia.    
430 Christine White, Land Reform in North Vietnam (Agency for International Development, 1970), p. 
25. 
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the rural population. Having earned formal diplomatic recognition by the Soviet Union 

and China in February 1950 the Communist Party reintroduced itself in 1951 as the 

Vietnam Workers’ Party [Đảng Lao Động Vietnam/VWP] and began to assert 

Communist leadership in the revolutionary movement.431 This commitment was the 

beginning of the Party’s emphasis on mass mobilization through class struggle. With 

less incentive to continue maintaining a united front and courting the landowning 

class, the Party began implementing agrarian policies aimed at recruiting peasant 

support for its military and economic aspirations. 

 However, what most concerned the DRV was the escalation of U.S. monetary 

and military assistance for the French and its clear support for the Bảo Đại 

government. These actions could be attributed to the U.S.’s containment strategy 

following Mao’s victory in China in 1949 and the official recognition that the DRV 

had received from China and the USSR. The result of such counteractions intensified 

the war and amplified the Communist leadership’s fears of potential U.S. intervention 

on the battlefield, as had taken place in the Korean War. To avert this threat, the DRV 

intensified the war and sought a negotiated settlement with France. 

 The French defeat at the Battle of Điện Biên Phủ on May 7, 1954, forced them 

to the negotiation table. The defeat, however, was not the end of France in Indochina, 

for both Hồ Chí Minh and Võ Nguyên Giáp understood that an all-out military victory 

 
431 The Soviet Union and China formally recognized the DRV in January 1950.  The VWP was 
established as the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP).  However, on November 11, 1945, it was 
disbanded and began operating covertly behind the Việt Minh, mainly to disguise its Communist roots 
and connections to rally Vietnamese nationalist support; in reality, the Communist Party continued to 
maintain operational control of the nationalist movement.  
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against the French would take an additional three to five years.432 And that would be 

without direct U.S. intervention which would certainly prolong the fighting. Hence, 

for the DRV and its Chinese comrades, the swift and decisive victory at Điện Biên 

Phủ increased military pressure on the French and gave the DRV the advantage it 

needed to force an internationally recognized compromise that would at least 

temporarily tie the hands of the U.S. A negotiated compromise would also give the 

DRV the time and space to rehabilitate the economy, reorganize rural political 

structures, and consolidate political authority to prepare a potential resumption of 

military conflict with either France or the United States.  

 The land reform program, however, called for an end to national unity, 

toppling centuries-old social, traditional, and cultural structures, betraying thousands 

of people who had helped the revolutionary movement, unleashing violent class 

struggle, and giving the DRV control of the countryside. As Hồ stated in his report to 

the Party’s Central Executive Committee, “Land reform is a large-scale, complicated, 

and hard class struggle.”433 Upon formulating the land reform program, no one except 

for the DRV leadership and their Chinese advisors realized the severe repercussions of 

such a violent uprooting of traditional Vietnamese culture.  

 The political agreements at the Geneva Conference made it possible for the 

DRV to implement land reform. Though the DRV leaders wanted all of Vietnam, they 

were sensitive to the Cold War power struggle. DRV representatives went to the 

 
432 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), pp. 58-59. 
433 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 14, “Báo cáo của Chủ tịch Hồ Chí Minh về tinh hình trước mắt và 
nhiệm vụ cải cách ruộng đất [Hồ Chí Minh’s report on land reform, delivered between November 14-
23, 1953] (Hà Nội: NXSBCTQG, 2001), p. 381. 
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Conference with a clear understanding of the advantages of a temporarily divided 

Vietnam.434 They did as much as possible at the negotiation table, often to their allies’ 

annoyance, to secure the most advantageous compromise. However, the French 

refused to concede to the DRV’s demand for a demarcation below the 17th parallel, 

nor would the U.S. allow for Communist expansionism. Further insistence on this 

point would only continue the war and draw the U.S. in further. And with the U.S.'s 

superior military power, DRV leaders knew that they would have a daunting military 

task and that they would have much longer odds at succeeding.  

 In addition to the DRV, the Soviet Union and China were not willing to take 

on such a task. In light of their Communist compatriots’ decisive role in the victory 

over France and their future assistance in helping them rebuild the country, the DRV 

could not afford to alienate them.435 In his report at the VWP’s Sixth Plenum, on July 

15, 1954, Hồ Chí Minh informed the delegates that in the interest of Vietnam’s future 

independence, unification, and revolutionary success it was best to accept a 

compromise of peace. Peace, for Hồ Chí Minh, would allow Vietnam to recuperate 

and concentrate on land reform and other more pressing domestic problems.436 Time 

was running out in Geneva. A concession would give the DRV the best chance under 

the circumstances—its concessions came in the form of the two-year peace and a 

 
434 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), p. 51. 
435 Ibid., p. 62. 
436 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, “Báo cáo tại hội nghi lần thứ sáu của ban chấp hành trung ương 
đảng (khóa II), ngày 15 tháng 7, 1954.  (Hà Nội: NXSBCTQG, 2001), 162-167; Right after the Sixth 
Plenum concluded, the DRV delegation in Geneva accepted the 17th parallel as the demarcation line for 
the two regroupment zones.  This gave more weight to the deliberations within the DRV’s 
policymaking process, which lessens the importance most scholars tend to assign to Zhou Enlai’s 
skillful and persuasive rhetoric. 
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recognized geographical territory where it could legitimately enact and execute 

policies before the national election. 

 

Terms of the Agreements 

The final declaration of the Geneva Conference was made on July 21, 1954, in 

the presence of representatives of Cambodia, the DRV, Laos, France, the People’s 

Republic of China, the State of Vietnam, the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States of America. Article I provisioned a 

military demarcation line (DMZ) along the seventeenth parallel and the Bến Hải 

River, bisecting Vietnam into two military regroupment zones.437 This divide created 

two contrasting and rival political regions, with the DRV controlling all Vietnam’s 

territory north of the demarcation line while the SVN, which later became the 

Republic of Vietnam, administering the areas to the south. Article 14(a) of the 

Agreements and item seven of the Conference’s final declaration provisioned that 

general elections shall be held in July 1956 to bring about the unification of Vietnam, 

which was agreed upon by DRV and French but adamantly opposed by representatives 

of the State of Vietnam. In the meantime, the Agreements set 300 days for the 

movement of all the forces, including civilians, of either party into its respective 

regrouping zone, thus creating the largest and speediest migration of people at one 

time in Vietnam's history. 

 
437 The demarcation line began on the coast at the seventeenth parallel and extended westward toward 
the border with Laos.  From this line, a demarcation zone (DMZ) of not more than five kilometers was 
to be established on either side of the DML.  Within 25 days of the Agreements' entry into force, "all 
military forces, supplies, and equipment must be withdrawn from the DMZ" to avoid any incidents that 
could cause a resumption of hospitalities.  (Chapter 1, Articles 1 and 5)    
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The Geneva Agreements went into force on July 22, 1954.438 Under its terms, a 

ceasefire was to take effect completely and simultaneously in three successive phases 

to accommodate the logistical needs in the three regions that constitute Vietnam. Thus, 

the ceasefire became effective in Northern Vietnam at 8:00 a.m. local time on July 27, 

1954, in Central Vietnam at 8:00 a.m. on August 1, 1954, and in Southern Vietnam at 

8:00 a.m. on August 11, 1954.439 August 11 was also the deadline for the simultaneous 

ceasefire throughout Indochina and the beginning of the first phase of provisional 

regroupment to designated assembly areas. Provisional regroupment was a phase to 

gather military and Joint Commission (JC) personnel to specifically assigned areas and 

prepare for final regroupment, which consisted of withdrawing and transferring 

people, weapons and equipment to their zones. 

The Geneva Agreements established Hà Nội, Hải Dương, and Hải Phòng as the 

three provisional assembly perimeters north of the demarcation line for French Union 

Forces (FUF) and State of Vietnam forces to regroup to.  All three areas were 

concentrated within the perimeter of the Red River Delta. As for the DRV forces, 

Quảng Ngãi, Bình Định, Hàm Tân, Xuyên Mộc, Đồng Tháp, and Cà Mau were the six 

provisional regroupment assembly areas south of the DML, the first two in Central 

Vietnam (CVN) four in Southern Vietnam (SVN).440 Like the succeeding southward 

phases of the ceasefire that began in Northern Vietnam (NVN), provisional 

regroupment also occurred in three successive phases, with the last day for provisional 

regroupment being August 26, 1954.    

 
438 According to Article 47, all provisions within the Agreements became effective as of this date with 
the exceptions of those relating to the ceasefire.   
439 1954 Geneva Agreements, Chapter 2, Article 11. 
440 1954 Geneva Agreements, Chapter 2, Article 15. 
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Following the final provisional regroupment phase, the parties exchanged their 

plans for the withdrawing and transferring of their respective forces from regrouping 

zones to the other side of the DML. This constituted the final regroupment period, 

which the Geneva Agreements originally provisioned to be completed within 300 

days, from July 23, 1954, to May 19, 1955. Withdrawals from provisional assembly 

areas on either zone must "be made by sectors, portions of sectors or provinces," while 

transferring from one zone to another must "be made in successive monthly 

installments proportionated to the number of troops to be transferred."441  Article 15 of 

the Agreements stipulated that withdrawals from, and transfers of military personnel 

over the various provisional assembly areas in both zones were to be completed within 

specifically designated periods of 80, 100, 200, and 300 days. Civilians who desired to 

relocate to a zone outside of their residence had to do so within the 300 days allotted 

for military regroupment.442 However, a later agreement between the parties and the 

International Control Commission (ICC) extended the deadline for the final 

regroupment by an additional 62 days, to July 20, 1955, the first anniversary of the 

signing of the Geneva Agreements. The movement of forces and civilians was 

supervised by the JC and the ICC. 

 
 
Initial response to the Geneva Agreements 

 Following the announcement of the Geneva Agreements, Hồ Chí Minh and the 

VWP’s Executive Committee made successive public statements to inform the 

population as well as soldiers, civil servants, and Party cadres of the Agreements. 
 

441 1954 Geneva Agreements, Chapter 2, Article 15(b). 
442 1954 Geneva Agreements, Chapter 2, Article 15(d). 
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They hailed it as a great victory and urged everyone to abide by its terms, especially 

the ceasefire provision, to establish the peace necessary to implement the Agreements. 

The statements discussed the importance of regrouping their forces to the north but 

stressed that such movement was not in any way an indication of Vietnam being split 

apart because there would be general elections to reunify the country. The Party 

ordered newspapers to publish maps of Indochina that designated the military 

regroupment assembly areas. Sensitive to the possible negative political implications 

resulting from the demarcation, however, the Party noted that published maps should 

only delineate the demarcation line without giving the two sides of the line different 

colors.   

To facilitate the clear understanding and uniform application of the 

Agreements’ terms, the Party tasked the Central Committee on Propaganda [Ban tuyên 

huấn Trung ương] with designing a rigorous propaganda campaign to educate people 

at every administrative level about the Agreements and the new tasks that resulted 

from it. This included using radio broadcasts, newspapers and leaflets to disseminate 

the Party’s message, including to Vietnamese who were residing in areas still under 

the temporary control of French forces as well as southern areas such as Thừa Thiên 

Province, Quảng Trị Province, Interzone 5, and the Southern Interzone [Nam Bộ].  

The Party also prescribed Party organizations to organized training sessions to study 

Hồ Chí Minh and the Party’s appeals, particularly the Party’s editorial in issue 208 of 

Nhân Dân [The People].443 

 
443 “Lời kêu gọi sau khi hội nghị Giơnevơ thành công, ngày 22 tháng 7 năm 1954”; “Lời kêu gọi của 
ban chấp hành turng ương đảng Lao Động Việt Nam, ngày 25 tháng 7 năm 1954”; “Chỉ thị của ban bí 
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 These initial responses to the Geneva Agreements reveal the importance Hồ 

Chí Minh and the VWP placed on explaining and clarifying the terms of the 

Agreements, especially with the provisions dividing Vietnam into zones and ordering 

Việt Minh forces to regroup to northern Vietnam. The Agreements did not satisfy 

everyone. The soldiers and cadres operating in the central and southern regions of 

Vietnam believed that the Agreements abandoned the geographical and political gains 

that they sacrificed and fought hard for. They were even less convinced about the 

regroupment provision, which required them to leave their homes for an unfamiliar 

setting far from family and relatives. Thus, to prevent the spread of such 

discontentment, the Party-state had to take pains to explain the Agreements and 

encourage soldiers and cadres to see it in a positive light – with a promise that the 

country would be unified in two years and they would be reunited with their families. 

This was the task assigned to Lê Duẩn, a senior Party member who spent most of his 

days as a revolutionary operating in southern Vietnam. Shortly after signing the 

Agreements, Lê Duẩn was sent back to the Mekong Delta to explain the terms of the 

Agreements, convey the orders of the Party’s postwar planning, and to organize the 

regroupment of forces.   

 However, despite both public and internal calling for the implementation of the 

Agreements to end hostilities,444 DRV military operatives continued to take advantage 

of the time allotted between the signing of the Agreements and the three deadlines for 

the ceasefire to launch strategic military attacks on French and SVN areas. The goal 

 
thư ngày 27 tháng 7, 1954, tuyên truyền về những hiệp định của hội nghị Geneva, tình hình và nhiệm 
vụ mới,” Văn Kiện Đảng, tập 15, pp. 228-247. 
444 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 30 tháng 7 năm 1954 về việc chấp hành lệnh đình chiến,” in Văn Kiện 
Đảng, tập 15, pp. 248-250. 
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was to use the loopholes within the Agreements to strengthen old and acquire new 

positions that would allow it to cut French and SVN’s supply and withdrawal routes 

should the ceasefire fail. In northern Vietnam, DRV forces blew up a train, damaged 

strategic bridges and roads, ambushed French forces, attacked SVN militia posts, and 

launched attacks on French-controlled strong points along the perimeter of the Red 

River delta. In central Vietnam, it attacked French posts in Đồng Hới and Đà Nẵng 

(Tourance). In southern Vietnam, it attacked SVN posts, destroying bridges between 

Nha Trang and Sài Gòn and railways in Phan Thiết.445 

These operations continued even after the three ceasefire deadlines, but so did 

the provisional regroupment of forces to assigned assembly areas. By the time of the 

northern ceasefire deadline on July 27, there were 230,000 French Union troops in 

northern Vietnam. Of those, 100,000 were from the French Expeditionary Corps 

(25,000 of whom were Vietnamese), 55,000 VNA, 30,000 auxiliary, 30,000 militia, 

and 15,000 regional guards. Beyond these numbers of troops who had to be transferred 

south, tens of thousands of migrants were rushing toward French provisional assembly 

areas or French-controlled ports trying to get evacuated south. The flood of migrants 

put tremendous pressure on these locations by creating serious problems with food, 

shelter and transport problems. The pressure was so high in Hà Nội that the French 

had to airlifted migrants to Sài Gòn at the rate of 3,300 per day.  By August 11, the 

deadline for the FUF provisional regroupment in northern Vietnam, the French had 

moved 83,055 people to southern Vietnam. Of the 83,055 moved, 49,858 were from 

the Red River Delta, 28,691 from Đồng Hới, Quảng Bình Province, and 4,506 from 
 

445 Anita Lauve Nutt, Regroupment, Withdrawals, and Transfers – Vietnam: 1945-1955, Part I (Santa 
Monica: The Rand Corporation, 1969), p. 28. 
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the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) controlled assembly area in Quảng Ngãi 

Province and Bình Định Province. Of the 83,055 people who moved south during this 

stage, 46,936 were French Union Forces and 36,119 were northern refugees.446       

Regroupment of FUF to provisional regroupment assembly or evacuation areas 

went swiftly and without much trouble because all of these areas were located in the 

concentrated Red River Delta, within proximity of FUF and SVN troops to regroup by 

the August 11 deadline. The same could not be said for the regroupment of PAVN 

troops in Central Vietnam even though the provisioned deadline for regroupment of 

PAVN troops in the area was August 16. The regroupment assembly areas in Central 

Vietnam were lumped together in the neighboring provinces of Quảng Ngãi and Bình 

Định, while PAVN troops in Central Vietnam were scattered between the seventeenth 

parallel and the borders with Southern Vietnam (Cochinchina). This made it very 

difficult for thousands of PAVN troops to regroup to the PAVN assembly areas by the 

original deadline. The French and PAVN High Commands therefore modified the 

Geneva Agreements by adding an extra 15 days to the original deadline of August 16 

for the completion of provisional regroupment in Central Vietnam. The Agreements 

also extended the deadline for establishing the DMZ from August 16 to August 26 so 

that PAVN troops situated near the seventeenth parallel could move north instead of 

regrouping to Quảng Ngãi or Bình Định.  

Consequently, by August 26, 42,700 PAVN troops were assembled in Central 

Vietnam awaiting transfer to northern Vietnam.447 August 26 was also the deadline for 

 
446 Ibid., p. 28-30. 
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provisional regroupment in Hàm Tân, Xuyên Mộc, Đồng Tháp, and Cà Mau, the four 

provisional areas in Southern Vietnam. According to PAVN High Command, 10,700 

PAVN troops in the Hàm Tân/Xuyên Mộc area, 13,500 in Đồng Tháp, and 20,100 in 

the Cà Mau peninsula regrouped north by the deadline.448 By these numbers, there 

were approximately 87,000 PAVN troops regrouped to north of the 17th parallel by 

1955. However, these were not all of the PAVN troops south of the 17th parallel, as 

there was an uncertain large number who, either voluntarily or by orders, stayed south 

to continue the Party-state’s clandestine activities. Operating covertly, those who 

remained south would later become instrumental in the expansion of military conflict 

between North and South Vietnam.  

 

Geneva Agreements and Toning Down Class Antagonism 

 After the Geneva Conference, the DRV proclaimed two tasks: reconstructing 

the North and gaining control of the South using a socialist blueprint. When the 

French left the North, they took their industrial technicians and production equipment, 

along with stockpiles of raw materials and goods, depriving the DRV government of 

machinery and capital. To rebuild required securing peace and unity, developing and 

strengthening the armed forces, reviving agricultural production, rebuilding 

infrastructure, renovating the urban economy, improving diplomatic relations, 

 
447 The agreement to extend these dates was made at Trung Gia.  Anita Lauve Nutt, Regroupment, 
Withdrawals, and Transfers – Vietnam: 1945-1955, Part I (Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 
1969), p. 30-31. 
448 Ibid., p. 32. 
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administering the cities, continuing land reform, and consolidating political power.449 

To achieve these tasks, the DRV needed widespread popular support. Thus, it 

reaffirmed the importance of a united front, something it had abandoned years earlier 

in the interest of moving forward with mass mobilization to implement rent reduction 

and radical land reform. 

 These efforts, however, followed the letter and spirit of the Agreements and 

with an awareness and a sense of caution intended to avoid creating unnecessary 

tension and opposition that could violate the terms of the Agreements and endanger 

any prospect of peaceful unification. Article 14(c) specified, “Each party undertakes to 

refrain from any reprisals or discrimination against persons or organizations on 

account of their activities during the hostilities and to guarantee their democratic 

liberties.” As such, the DRV had to redefine the scope of its national united front and 

enlist popular support by strategically incorporating into that front those against whom 

it would normally discriminate. In his report to the Party’s Sixth Plenum, convened 

from July 15-18, 1954, a few days before the signing of the Geneva Agreements to 

prepare for changes that could result from the Agreements, Hồ Chí Minh reminded 

members of the Party about the importance of recognizing both the immediate and the 

long-term benefits of incorporating the wider population. He insisted, “At present, 

U.S. imperialism is…becoming the main and direct enemy of the Indochinese people, 

 
449 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), p. 69, 75; Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, “Báo cáo tại hội nghi lần thứ sáu của 
ban chấp hành trung ương đảng (khóa II), ngày 15 tháng 7, 1954.  (Hà Nội: NXSBCTQG, 2001), p. 
171. 
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and therefore all our actions must be directed against it. Any person or country that is 

not pro-American can (even temporarily) join our united front.”450 

 This newly created space in the united front incorporated the Party’s former 

enemies into the new anti-American united front. Among these were village notables, 

Party members and cadres from rich peasant and landowner class, officials and 

soldiers formerly associated with the French or the State of Vietnam, and onetime 

“pro-French traitors.” Tactically, the DRV leadership wanted to incorporate these 

social groups while they were still serving in the transitional administration. The 

purpose was to give the DRV more administrative and political advantages in the 

general elections. However, this strategy was applied mainly in southern Vietnam, 

where the Party’s pre-Geneva class policies had yet to alienate the upper-class or 

notables who had sided with the French or the State of Vietnam.451   

 In the North, relations between the DRV and the upper class were significantly 

different because mass mobilization campaigns to reduce rent and implement land 

reform that preceded the Geneva Conference had purged many rich peasants, 

landlords, and notables. Modifying the campaign to meet the requirements of the 

Geneva Agreements and the new united front was, therefore, difficult and potentially 

confusing. Thus, the DRV continued rent reduction and the land reform but introduced 

policies to reduce class antagonism while softening the rhetoric of the campaign in 

newly liberated regions, particularly those near the southern border or along the 

northern coastline that had more access to the south. 

 
450 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, “Báo cáo tại hội nghi lần thứ sáu của ban chấp hành trung ương 
đảng (khóa II), ngày 15 tháng 7, 1954.  (Hà Nội: NXSBCTQG, 2001), pp. 170, 172. 
451 C. K. Pelzer White, “Agrarian Reform and National Liberation in the Vietnamese Revolution: 1920-
1957,” Ph.D. Dissertation (Cornell University, 1981), pp. 237-239. 



279 

 In his first public statement after the signing of the Agreements, Hồ Chí Minh 

appealed for all Vietnamese citizens to work toward a peaceful, free, and united 

Vietnam, “irrespective of any class, any religions, any political views, and any prior 

political affiliations.”452 Trường Chinh, the VWP’s General Secretary, followed Hồ 

Chí Minh’s appeal with a directive on July 27, 1954, signifying a change in the Party’s 

nationalist strategy from a military struggle aimed at seizing power from the French to 

a political struggle meant to consolidate peace—peaceful unification. The directive 

called on Party members, including land reform cadres, to clarify the terms of the 

Geneva Agreements among the masses, especially for residents of newly acquired 

regions who may have been frightened by talk about the DRV’s class policies. The 

directive emphasized carrying on the Party-led revolution in a peaceful manner and 

avoiding violence, even when provoked. 453  These appeals by Hồ Chí Minh and 

Trường Chinh marked a significant shift away from the more radical class line the 

Party had adopted since 1952. They represented actions that leaders of the DRV 

believed were necessary for a larger purpose.  

 The Party, cognizant of how the international community would perceive its 

compliance with the terms of the Geneva Agreements, issued a directive in which it 

reiterated the importance of unification and the peaceful intentions of the DRV 

government. It stressed to its cadres the importance of winning hearts and minds on 

both sides of the demarcation line, especially Vietnamese Catholics and others who 

 
452 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Lời kêu gọ sau khi hội nghị Geneva thanh công,” [Hồ 
ChíMinh’s appeals to the public after the Geneva Conference, given on July 22, 1954] (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG 2001), pp. 228-231. 
453 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 27 tháng 7 năm 1954: tuyên 
truyền về những Hiệp định của Hội nghị Geneva, tình hinh và nhiệm vụ mới,” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 
2001), pp. 238-243, 246. 
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had previously been persecuted as traitors and reactionaries. Nonetheless, to achieve a 

more important and immediate goal, the Party avoided any actions that could 

discourage the people’s acceptance of the DRV, which would have likely resulted in 

obstructing the terms of the Geneva Agreements, endangering any chance for the DRV 

to unify Vietnam under its rule.454 

 The DRV’s land reform policy likewise changed according to the leadership’s 

evaluation of its future compliance with the Agreements. Thus, rent reduction and land 

reform after the Geneva Conference were very much influenced by Article 14(a) of the 

Agreements and item seven of the Conference’s final declaration, which stipulated 

that “general elections shall be held in July 1956, under the supervision of an 

international commission composed of representatives of the Member States of the 

International Supervisory Commission.” Land reform was influenced by the hope for 

unification via general elections in 1956 and fear of war with the State of Vietnam if 

there was no election to unify the country. The latter possibility, however, would risk 

inviting the direct involvement of the United States. To avoid that possibility, the 

DRV was prepared to do anything, including adjusting its class policies, to carry out 

the 1956 elections.  

 Hence, soon after reaching the Agreements, land reform policies involving 

class struggle softened as the DRV leadership operated on the supposition of a 

peaceful solution. While negotiating the terms of the Agreements, the DRV was also 

implementing wave 5 of the rent reduction campaign and wave 1 of land reform. 

These campaigns began shortly after the end of the battle of Điện Biên Phủ ended and 
 

454 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 30 tháng 7 năm 1954 về việc 
chấp hành lệnh đình chiến,” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 248-249. 
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lasted until September 20, 1954. By then, rent reduction had been implemented in 199 

villages and land reform in 53 communes under DRV control. However, as soon as 

these campaigns ended, DRV leaders began to change their land reform policies, 

especially in areas previously held by the French. It moved into regions where French 

troops were waiting to regroup south while soliciting international support for the 

1956 general elections.455 

 The most revealing indicator of the DRV’s shifting policies based on the 

supposition of general elections in July 1956 was a Politburo resolution issued on 

September 6, 1954. Titled “New Situation, New Tasks, and New Policy,” the 

resolution discussed the reconstruction of North Vietnam and the issue of land reform. 

The Party believed that land reform could assist in rebuilding North Vietnam after 

many years of war and destruction, reconstruct the rural socio-political structure, 

recruit support for its military and workforce, increase agricultural production, and 

consolidate power. The Geneva Agreements afforded the DRV the stable and peaceful 

intermission necessary to carry out its planned land reform and achieve those crucial 

goals.  

  Despite that, Party leadership also recognized that because of the provisions 

within the Agreements, a change to its mode of revolutionary struggle was needed. 

The previous land reform model of mobilizing the masses to instigate radical and 

violent class antagonism was no longer suitable. The Party had to shift from its 

emphasis on armed struggle to peaceful efforts to improve its political position and 

 
455 C. K. Pelzer White, “Agrarian Reform and National Liberation in the Vietnamese Revolution: 1920-
1957,” Ph.D. Dissertation (Cornell University, 1981), p. 240; Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, 
“Để hoàn thành nhiệm vụ và đẩy mạnh công tác trước mắt,” [Trường Chính’s report at the 6th Plenum] 
(Hà Nội: NXBCTQG 2001), pp. 201, 178. 
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create the conditions conducive to consolidating the popular support necessary for 

unification.456  The question is, how, then, should the Party approach land reform 

within the framework of the Geneva Agreements, which called for a cessation of 

hostilities against those who were formerly seen as enemies?  

 The VWP affirmed that land reform, land redistribution and the eradication of 

the landowner class, had always been central to the sustainability of the DRV. Thus, it 

was necessary to expand land reform, whether in time of war or peace. Nevertheless, 

to conform to the Geneva Agreements and the cause of national unification, the Party 

stressed, "we have to modify a few points in the Land Reform Law and in the methods 

of implementing the Law." 457  To “win over the majority, isolate the minority, 

consolidate peace and achieve unification,” the Party emphasized uniting most social 

classes against the State of Vietnam and the United States, and to prepare for the 

general elections. This meant softening its policy on the confiscation and 

expropriation of lands and plantations belonging to the French or Vietnamese 

collaborators.  It also modified the method of public denunciations to have the process 

look lawful, fair, and flexible to deter civilians from fleeing to the South. 

 These changes were intended to bring as many people as possible under the 

DRV’s influence while abiding by the terms of the Agreements. The most important 

changes, however, occurred when the Party changed the time frame and the 

requirements for the completion of the land reform campaign. Despite trying to 

promote a positive image, the Party could not afford to reconstruct the North under the 

 
456 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Nghị quyết của bộ chính trị về tình hình mới, nhiệm vụ 
mới và chính sách mới của Đảng,” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 283-315. 
457 Ibid., p. 297. 
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tension of a prolonged class struggle. Therefore, it gave the completion of land reform 

a two-year deadline. This required shortening the implementation phase and 

streamlining or eliminating some procedures.458 However, the timeline to complete the 

land reform program was meant to coincide with the July 1956 general elections. 

Completing the land reform before the elections would give the DRV control of the 

rural population. As a result, it would control the votes of most of the population in 

northern Vietnam vote and determine the outcome of the elections.  

 In a classified directive, the VWP’s Central Committee on Land Reform, 

responsible for guiding the mass mobilization campaigns, ratified several amendments 

to the land reform policies.  Some of the principal changes to reduce tension in class 

struggle and widen the national front included narrowing the area of mobilization, 

modifying the methods of mobilization, strengthening the effect of the People’s Court, 

barring the labeling of priests as landlords, and supporting the industrial-cum-

commercial landlords. The directive also dropped the slogan “overthrow the 

reactionary Vietnamese traitors.”  At the same time, it disingenuously reiterated to 

Party members that the removal of the slogan did not mean that “we do not overthrow 

the landlords who have committed many crimes against the nation and the peasants,” 

but “we punish them under the slogan ‘overthrow the cruel landlord notables.’”459 

Thus, the adjective “reactionary,” was replaced with “cruel” to give the impression 

that it was abiding by Article 14(c) by refraining from “reprisals or discrimination 

 
458 Ibid., pp. 297-299. 
459 Trần Phương, ed., Cách Mạng Ruộng Đất ở Vietnam (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 1968), p. 105. 
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against persons or organizations on account of their [opposing political] activities 

during the hostilities.”460 

  The change in wording, however, demonstrates that these adjustments were 

meant merely to temporarily defuse the internal tensions caused by class struggle and 

to win international support for the general elections; it was not to be taken literally. 

Retaliation against enemies would continue. What is evident here is that before the 

Geneva Agreements, there had been no legal apparatus to restrict the way that the 

French or the DRV treated their enemies. The Geneva Agreements, however, in 

prohibiting both sides from retaliating against enemy combatants, forced the DRV to 

redefine what it meant by "reactionary," because a reactionary traitor, by definition 

held an opposing political view. This subtle change demonstrates the ability of the 

DRV to hide its true intentions.  

 However, not all members of the DRV leadership agreed on the right balance 

between waging class struggle and reinforcing the united front. Nonetheless, after a 

month of internal review and deliberation, the DRV began implementing wave 6 of 

rent reduction and wave 2 of land reform on October 23, 1954. This was the first 

peacetime campaign for rent reduction and land reform. While the early waves had 

been limited to Interzone Việt Bắc and Interzone 4, mass mobilization during this 

period, especially rent reduction, spread to other newly liberated regions in the 

Midlands and the Red River Delta. 

 
460 "Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities in Viet-Nam, July 20, 1954." The Avalon Project: Yale 
Law School Lillian Goldman Law Library. Retrieved on November 27, 2013, from 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/inch001.asp.   
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 Still, land reform guidelines were constantly being modified by the leadership 

in response to changing social and political conditions, and especially the provisions 

of the Geneva Agreements. On November 3, 1954, the Politburo issued a directive 

pertaining to Article 14(c). Following the letter and spirit of the Agreements, the 

directive set guidelines for land reform cadres when dealing with landlords who had 

been accused of crimes. It forbade the prosecution of individuals or organizations that 

had collaborated with the French during the war. It was also meant to help prevent 

cadres from committing errors due to leftist deviation [tả khuynh] or rightist deviation 

[hữu khuynh]. By leftist deviation, the Party was referring to cadres who continued the 

Party's former hard-line when carrying out land reform; rightist deviation was defined 

as being afraid of violating the ceasefire agreement and being too compromising in 

mobilizing the masses.461 The Party wanted its cadres to tread a fine line. However, 

these characterizations and the decision to tilt toward one deviation or the other were 

likely to change throughout the implementation of rent reduction and land reform, 

depending on the speed of implementation and the degree to which the Party-state 

emphasized class antagonism. 

 Furthermore, the Party strictly defined the categories of landlords, the types of 

crimes, and the punishments to be applied. It took special care to avoid any sign of 

violating Article 14(c) by stipulating that verdicts and sentences should not mention 

that a person had been convicted because of a wartime political affiliation with the 

French, but instead to implicate him or her in other offenses. The directive also 

 
461 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị ngày 3 tháng 11 năm 1954 về mấy 
vấn đề cần chú ý trong khi xử trí bọn địa chủ có tội ác trong phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách 
ruộng đất” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), p. 351. 
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replaced the Peasants’ Association [nông hội] with trial courts. These courts were to 

be organized and directed by the Special People’s Court [tòa án nhân dân đặc biệt] at 

the district or inter-district level. A court was established for each village in areas of 

mobilization. All cases had to be reviewed and approved by a higher committee before 

a prosecution. Those requesting amnesty [ân xá or mitigation [ân giảm] had to request 

permission from the Central Committee, while the decision “has to be decided by 

President Hồ.” 462  Once again, these adjustments were designed to preclude any 

possible outcry and accusations of violating the Geneva Agreements that could 

jeopardize the general elections being carried out on schedule. 

 This attempt to project a fair, lenient and compliant image was a frequent 

political practice by the DRV, yet also very contradictory in shielding the public from 

the Party’s true intention as discussed and circulated internally. For example, the 

establishment of the court system to facilitate prosecutions aimed to give the Party 

leadership more control over mass mobilization, while training and integrating new 

cadres into the local administrations. Furthermore, the DRV established itself in the 

eyes of the public, especially to the international community supervising the transition 

of power as a legitimate political entity with a legitimate judicial system. 

 

Addressing Alarming Developments in South Vietnam  

 In late 1954, two alarming developments came to the attention of the DRV 

leadership. The first involved the State of Vietnam becoming a viable political entity. 

France was leaving Indochina, but the United States was entering. Under Prime 

 
462 Ibid., pp. 352-358. 
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Minister Ngô Đình Diệm, appointed by Bảo Đại in May, the State of Vietnam showed 

surprising vigor despite many internal dilemmas. The U.S. had initially been skeptical 

of Diệm’s potential, but after a few months in power, he showed tremendous resolve 

and consolidated power by April 1955. This combined with his staunch anti-

communism earned the backing of the U.S. And by spring 1955, Diệm and the U.S. 

began to indicate that they were not going to hold the national elections as required by 

the Geneva Agreements, which neither country had signed. 

 In addition, DRV leaders were especially sensitive to the movement of people 

under the regroupment program. Under Article 2 and Article 14(d), of the Agreements, 

citizens from both sides of the partition line had 300 days to relocate, if they wanted. 

Approximately 80,000 southern troops and supporters of the DRV regrouped north.463 

The DRV watched these people closely, but treated them generously in the belief that 

they could influence the attitudes of their southern compatriots, and by implication the 

results of the upcoming election.464 However, the people who were of most concern to 

the DRV were the northerners who took advantage of the 300-day relocation provision 

to leave for the south.  

 It is also worth noting that by early August 1954, as many as 200,000 evacuees 

in Hà Nội and Hải Phòng were waiting for French and U.S. Air Force and naval 

vessels to evacuate them to Sài Gòn, the capital of the south. This number increased 

into the fall, especially among the Catholics in Bùi Chu and Phát Diệm of the coastal 

 
463 Pierre Asselin, “Choosing Peace: Hanoi and the Geneva Agreements on Vietnam,” Journal of Cold 
War Studies, Vol. 9, No. 2, (Spring 2001), p. 111. 
464 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 31 tháng 8 năm 1954 về việc 
đón tiếp bộ đội, thương binh, một số cán bộ và đồng bào miền Năm ra Bắc.” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 
2001), pp. 259-262. 
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Nam Định Province.  By the May 1955 deadline, the number of evacuees to the South 

was nearly one million.465 People moved south for various reasons, but most did 

because of the fear of potential reprisals from the communists once they took full 

control of the North. Trần Trung Hiếu, a resident of Kim Sơn District, Ninh Bình 

Province, recalls the decision for leaving. 

It was a difficult period. Fifty-five years already since we left. My 
family, none of us really wanted to leave. Who in their right mind 
would want to leave the lands of our ancestors, but we had very little 
choice then. Mass mobilization had reached our province in the fall of 
1953. I did not personally experience it, but members of my extended 
family did. They were targeted and lost everything. I guess it was easy 
because we were Catholics and the Communists didn’t seem to trust us. 
The stories of class struggle and denunciation frightened all of us, not 
knowing when it was going to be our turn. If we did not leave, we knew 
we would be targeted once the Communists took control and land 
reform gets expanded to our district. Luckily, we lived near the coast 
and took advantage of the opportunity to leave.466   
 

 With roughly one million more people than the State of Vietnam, the DRV was 

understandably alarmed by how the stream of people heading south could shift the 

population advantage and negatively affect its public image and result in an undesired 

election result. To prevent this, the Party enacted policies to ingratiate itself with the 

populace, gain its trust, and persuade people to stay with the DRV. It endorsed the 

suspension of rent reduction and the land redistribution campaign in places with large 

numbers of emigrants. It also permitted religious freedom in Catholic areas, even 

arranging Christmas and Easter celebrations.467 

 
465 Trần Đức Cượng, eds., Lịch Sử Việt Nam, Tập 12: Từ năm 1954 đến năm 1965 (Hà Nội, 
No65iKHXH, 2017), p. 38.  
466 Trần Trung Hiếu, interviewed in March 2010, Virginia, US.  
467 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 5 tháng 9 năm 1954 về việc 
đấu tranh chống Pháp và bọn Ngô Đình Diệm dụ dỗ và bắt ếp một số đồng bào ta vào miền Nam” (Hà 
Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 263-270.  
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 On November 26, 1954, the Politburo issued a directive calling for a united 

movement against violations of the Geneva Agreements by the U.S. and the State of 

Vietnam. Three emphases of the directive were to oppose the U.S. military aid and 

involvement in South Vietnam; to oppose the “forcing” of northerners, especially 

Catholics, to flee south; and to oppose what it termed the terrorization and 

imprisonment of southerners who had participated in the anti-colonial war.468 This 

directive was followed by a decree by Trường Chinh on December 17, 1954, calling 

for a sweeping propaganda campaign to turn public opinion against U.S. intervention 

in Indochina. The decree expressed the Party’s threat of war if the U.S. continued to 

support Diệm and his military.469  

 These responses by the Party are good indications it was seriously concerned 

that the loss of a large portion of its population, culminating in the U.S. backing of a 

viable political opponent, could jeopardize unification under the DRV. When they 

agreed to the terms of the Geneva Agreements, leaders of the DRV predicted that they 

would win the 1956 general elections since the DRV was by far the most recognizable 

political organization in the country. However, with the strengthening of Ngô Đình 

Diệm and his government and as northerners continued to flee south, the situation 

became less clear.  

 
468 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 26 tháng 11 năm 1954 về việc 
gây một phong trào rộng lớn và mạnh mẽ của các tấng lớp nhân dân toàn quốc chống các hành động 
trắng trợn của đối phương vi phạm Hiệp định Geneva” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), 376-385. The last 
emphasis concerned Communist troops and cadres whom the Party-state decided to keep in the South 
instead of regrouping to the North. Positioned mainly in the Mekong Delta, they were the extension of 
the Party-state and tasked with preparing favorable conditions for the DRV to unite the country. 
469 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban chấp hành trung ương ngày 17 tháng 12 
năm 1954 tuyên truyền vận động đẩy mạnh đấy tranh chống đế quốc Mỹ can thiệp vào Đông Dương và 
phá hoại Hiệp định dình chiến” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 409-419. 
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 The flow of refugees to the south intensified during the spring and early 

summer of 1955 when the 300-day deadline approached. Consequently, the Party-state 

began starting to restrict people from migrating south, particularly those living near 

the port city of Hải Phòng, where the U.S. and French had transport ships waiting. On 

March 20, 1955, just two months before the end of the 300 days, the Party Central 

Committee sent a communiqué to all Interzone committees about the planned 15-day 

visit of the International Control Commission (ICC) to North Vietnam beginning on 

May 21, 1955. The communiqué indicated that the ICC would send three teams of 

inspectors to inspect conditions in the coastal provinces of Thái Bình, Nam Định, Ninh 

Bình, Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, and Hà Tĩnh. The Party believes that the purpose of the 

ICC’s visit is to “find our negligence, gather evidence to accuse us of violating the 

[Geneva] Agreements…delay the [French] withdrawal from Hải Phòng, prolong the 

migration time, break the Agreements and urgently organize the migration of the 

masses on a large scale.”470 Hence, the communiqué warned its cadres to be more 

careful when enforcing the Party-state’s policies.  

 The DRV was especially wary of the Catholics in these coastal provinces. The 

Party Central Committee communiqué warned cadres that reactionary factions were 

attempting to infiltrate local communities, mislead the public, and influence inspection 

teams, especially around Easter. This concern came from the fact that these coastal 

provinces were home to the largest concentration of Catholics in North Vietnam. 

However, since coming to power in 1945, the DRV never fully trusted the Catholics. 

During mass mobilization, Catholics were often the target of the Party-state’s 
 

470 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Trung ương gửi các liên khu ủy (ngày 20 tháng 3 năm 
1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), p. 232. 
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suspicion and persecution. This is evident in many Party reports on mass mobilization, 

which usually had a specific section devoted to discussing the activities of the 

Catholics. After the peace Agreements was signed, many people from these areas fled 

south to escape religious persecution, especially during land reform. Other religious 

groups also protested the DRV’s overzealous land reform, making this coastal region 

the most unstable under communist rule. To counter this, the VWP instructed its 

regional Party cells to tighten up its leadership, rally the masses, and identify potential 

enemies and their schemes.471  

 Đỗ Văn Phú, who was living near the border of Lào Cai Province and Yên Bái 

Province, recounted:  

Yes, I remember very well. Cadres would come around to the village to 
make announcements, warning us not to leave. They told us not to trust 
the southern government, stay and we will benefit from the leadership 
of Uncle Hồ, the Party, and the government. I didn’t believe those 
words. I was twenty-six then and though, wasn’t very much educated 
but had witnessed many things. I wanted to go south for various 
reasons, but it was difficult to leave, especially when we were located 
so far from the coastal provinces. Finally, when the deadline grew near, 
my wife and I mustered up the courage to leave with our young son. 
Unfortunately, by the time we got to Hải Phong, the last ship had 
left…It was all God’s will.472    
 

 Đỗ Văn Phú was disappointed that he and his family couldn’t leave. However, 

for the DRV leadership, people like Phú who wanted to leave, but who had been able 

to reach the South posed a serious concern because they increased the prominence of 

Ngô Đình Diệm and the State of Vietnam’s at the expense of the DRV. Hence, it had 

to consolidate power and assert control over the northern population.  

 
471 Ibid., pp. 232-233. 
472 Đỗ Văn Phú, interview in 2009, Sapa District, Lao Cai Province. The last French ship left the port of 
Hải Phòng on May 13, 1955. 
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 On December 7, 1954, during wave 6 of rent reduction and wave 2 of land 

reform, the Politburo issued a decree instructing the reorganization of Party cells in the 

countryside [chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn], one of the most important steps in land 

reform. The rationale was that many Party cells and Party members in the countryside 

were controlled by landlords and reactionaries who were continuing to sabotage the 

implementation of land reform, especially the pilot stage and wave 1. Their ideology, 

the Party argued, was tainted by the landowner class and therefore necessitated a 

thorough reorganization of Party cells. The decree offered precise stipulations on how 

to reorganize: disciplining and reeducating refractory Party members; recruiting new 

members and reforming the Party cell executive. For these measures to succeed, land 

reform had to overthrow the traditional village ruling elites, including landlords and 

those in the local administrative positions, and to replace them with new members 

recruited and trained by the Party. Once the Party cells had been cleansed of bad 

elements and reorganized, they would become “the central political leader in the 

countryside,” the Party’s arm in promoting its policies and ensuring its leadership.473  

 This political objective would enable the VWP-led DRV to control the 

countryside, from population movements to agricultural production and taxation. This 

was a crucial step the Party-state took through wave 7 of rent reduction and wave 3 of 

land reform, to regain control of migration at the end of the 300 days of free 

movement. This was also important because these waves of implementation were 

scheduled to be carried in newly liberated and heavily populated areas in the Red 

 
473 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 7 tháng 12 năm 1954 về việc 
chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong cải cách ruộng đất” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 393-402. 
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River Delta and along the coastal provinces, but that were not yet under the control of 

the DRV.  

 

Reaffirming the Role of Class Struggle 

 No sooner had DRV leaders started to soften their emphasis on class 

antagonism that it dawned on them that their calculations at the Geneva Conference 

had been overly optimistic. Instead of a transition during which it would obtain 

complete power through general elections, what it saw was the rise of a political rival 

in the Ngô Đình Diệm regime in South Vietnam, backed by the United States. Nor had 

the DRV anticipated a mass exodus in the SVN’s favor.   

 The DRV also faced several challenges when it began taking over Hà Nội and 

other newly liberated provinces in the fall of 1954. One was the question of how to 

reconstruct administrative structures, increase production, and balance the national 

budget to relieve the fiscal constraints on the country. There were also concerns with 

the treatment of people in newly liberated areas who had decided not to move south 

but who still did not entirely trust the DRV because of the ongoing class warfare in the 

countryside. Among them were 12,000 military men, including 230 officers, 2,840 

non-commissioned officers and 7,861 bureaucrats with professional and technological 

qualifications. Moreover, the people of greatest worry to the DRV were associated 

with 23 opposition parties and organizations such as the Vietnam National Party [Việt 

Nam Quốc Dân Đảng], Đại Việt National Party [Đại Việt Quốc Dân Đảng], Vietnam 
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National Restoration Party [Việt Nam Phục Quốc Đảng], and the Đại Việt Duy Tân 

Party.474    

 Understanding that the complex social, economic, and political circumstances 

that it was in and the difference between urban areas such as Hà Nội and the 

countryside, the DRV adopted a two-pronged approach. It emphasized a united front 

policy to gain the support of the middle and upper class and intellectuals in the cities 

while continuing land reform in the countryside. The latter saw a reaffirmation of class 

struggle. 

 At the National Congress of the Vietnam National Front [Liên Việt], January 

7-11, 1955, the attendees were reminded that the national united front policy the Party-

state adopted during the 1940s and the early 1950s, prior to mass mobilization, had 

been pivotal in defeating the French and should therefore also have an important role 

in enforcing the Geneva Agreements. This refocus on unity, however, was mainly for 

the consumption of the urban and upper-class audience who may previously have 

sympathized with the French, the State of Vietnam, or remained neutral but might now 

be amenable to joining the DRV and support the Geneva Agreements and oppose 

South Vietnam and a potential of an U.S. intervention in Vietnam. Furthermore, to 

stop the flow of people fleeing northern Vietnam, the Party-state adopted more lenient 

policies to gain the trust of the middle and upper class, religious organizations, and 

political opponents who feared the Party-state would again persecute and suppress 

them. 475  The objectives of this leniency were to keep them from leaving and to 

 
474 Lịch sử Đảng bộ Thành Phố Hà Nội (1954-1975) (Hà Nội: NXB Hà Nội, 1995), pp. 10-11.  
475 The urban bourgeoisie, including intellectuals, students, and small business owners were often seen 
to "have been deeply influenced by decadent imperialist culture." For that reason, the DRV's class 
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maintain social and economic stability in the city centers. The DRV was simply 

pretending to enforce the Geneva Agreements merely to appease the international 

commission appointed to oversee the situation in Vietnam.476 

 Furthering this effort, the Party-state held struggle sessions for government 

officials and employees in newly liberated urban areas to respond to concerns about 

the DRV’s land reform policy. The sessions were meant to calm the fear that radical 

land reform in the countryside would soon invade the urban areas and affect their 

lives, especially those of people with connections with landowner class or others who 

had been targeted. For that reason, the contents of these sessions were carefully 

reviewed by the Party-state’s executive committee to ensure that they provided only 

the bare minimum of information about the Party-state’s land reform program, 

avoiding any topic that might create more anxiety. Hence, there was no information on 

specific policy direction in the rural areas, on organizational reform, and on methods 

of mobilizing public denunciation. Also absent were guidelines on how to discipline 

reactionary landlords and bullies or on passing discriminate judgments.477 

 The DRV’s policy for the countryside was different from its policy for the 

cities. After a short reprieve following the signing of the Geneva Agreements, class 

struggle to implement land reform resumed, albeit under new slogans. Unlike the 

 
policy specified that intellectuals, bourgeois, property owners, and nobles had to be eradicated. 
Nevertheless, it understood that these groups, like the peasantry and the proletariat, were essential 
components of the revolution and for the construction of North Vietnam. For that reason, the VWP was 
willing to accept, temporarily, that it had to work with them to unite the largest social groups in North 
Vietnam against the United States and the Diệm government.  
476 C. K. Pelzer White, “Agrarian Reform and National Liberation in the Vietnamese Revolution: 1920-
1957,” Ph.D. Dissertation (Cornell University, 1981), pp. 258-261. 
477 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Thông tri của ban bí thư số 02-TT/TW ngày 10 tháng 1 
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effort that called for national unity in order to gain for the Party-state support of the 

population in the metropolitan areas, “mass mobilization for rent reduction and land 

reform [in the countryside] was still used to purge the village Party branches of 

landlords and rich peasants and recruit poor and landless peasants into the Party.”478 

Accomplishing this feat in a geographical sphere that had grown as a result of the 

Geneva Agreements and the French withdrawal from North Vietnam required the 

Party-state to enroll new members into its mass mobilization campaigns.479 It also 

required holding training courses to reeducate land reform cadres according to the 

Party-state’s new land reform policy. The purpose was to reiterate to cadres that recent 

changes to land reform policy were intended to expand the united front, “but the basic 

purpose, requirements, and guidelines of land reform has not changed.” In other 

words, there may be some changes to the slogans, some shifting of emphasis 

concerning unity, but those are temporary and situational, while the main emphasis of 

land reform, especially regarding class antagonism, remained unchanged.   

 The training materials in these three to four weeks of training courses included 

Hoàng Quốc Việt’s Nhân Dân article, “Step up land reform to consolidate peace, carry 

out unification and nation-building,” and his speech on December 25, 1954, “Why we 

have to implement land reform.”  Another important resource is a September 1954 

resolution by the Party Central Committee on land reform, which was only circulated 

 
478 Ibid., p. 261. 
479 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Thông tri của ban bí thư số 05-TT/TW ngày 19 tháng 1 
năm 1955, về việc kết nạp đảng viên mới trong các đội chủ lực của các đoàn giảm tô và cải cách ruộng 
đất” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 23-24. 
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internally among cadres who were members of the Party.480 It is worth noting that not 

all cadres who participated in land reform campaigns were members of the 

Communist Party, hence, they were limited in what they could or could not do, 

especially concerning sensitive internal information. Cadres who were members of the 

Party were better informed of the Party's implicit policies, which were not always 

publicized, and they were given more authority to make decisions on behalf of the 

Party. Sometimes this included a top-secret message from a higher-ranking committee 

ordering Party cadres to intensify the class struggle, while the explicit campaign 

slogans presented to non-Party cadres and the public were much more circumspect. 

 On February 18, 1955, the Party-state began wave 7 of rent reduction and wave 

3 of land reform. Wave 7 of rent reduction was the first campaign in which mass 

mobilization began to be imposed in villages that had previously been under French 

control. However, past emphasis on using land reform to defeat French colonialism 

gave way to the importance of using it to unity North and South Vietnam. Land reform 

thus was redefined as preparing Party members and cadres to take economic and 

political control and to create the conditions for the general election.481 Therefore, any 

objections to class struggle as a means of implementing land reform were quickly 

rejected by the Party-state’s reasoning that class struggle was necessary for peasants to 

elevate their political awareness, to unite and overthrow the landowner class, and to 

take control of the countryside.482 

 
480 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư số 03b-TT/TW ngày 21 tháng 1 năm 
1955, về việc học tập chính sách cái cách ruộng đất” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 25-27. 
481 Nhân Dân, February 11, 1955. 
482 White, C. K. Pelzer, “Agrarian Reform and National Liberation in the Vietnamese Revolution: 1920-
1957,” Ph.D. Dissertation (Cornell University, 1981), p. 263. 
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 However, the Party-state’s different policies for the city and the countryside, 

especially with the continuation of class struggle, sowed confusion among Party-

members and cadres. This, however, was to be expected. Before reaching the 

Agreements with France at Geneva, the DRV held only the rural highlands of North 

Vietnam. Most residents of these areas were peasants, and there were few landlords 

given the scarcity of cultivatable land. This made it easy for the DRV to wage class 

struggle. France, in contrast, controlled much of the delta region and especially the 

urban centers in the lowlands, where there was a larger middle- and upper-class 

population.  

 The signing of the Geneva Agreements allowed the DRV to take over the rest 

of North Vietnam and incorporate within it a much more diverse and complex class 

population.483 This takeover was complicated by the traditional ties between the city 

and the countryside where many city dwellers had grown up. This relationship allowed 

communication across urban and rural boundaries, the spreading of news and rumors, 

and thus a means of keeping the city-dwellers apprised of what was happening to their 

friends and relatives in the countryside. Consequently, when the DRV called for a 

return to radical class struggle, it inevitably created apprehension, especially among 

the middle and upper strata whose interests and livelihood were threatened. Many 

feared that once the landowner classes had been overthrown, the government would 

 
483 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), p. 103. 
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turn against the urban and comprador bourgeoisie.484 These fears were a preoccupation 

of the Party-state in the spring of 1955. 

 From March 3-12, 1955, the Party Central Committee convened its Seventh 

Plenum to evaluate the changes made since the end of the war against the French and 

to propose new missions and tasks for 1955. Of the issues discussed, the two that 

attracted the most attention were the United States’ increasing involvement in 

Indochina, particularly in South Vietnam, and the changing dynamic in class relations 

in North Vietnam. The former was the greatest fear of the Party leadership, who 

understood that if the United States were to directly intervene in Indochina, it would 

make the task of unifying and gaining political control of the entire country difficult, if 

not impossible. Therefore, during the months immediately following the Geneva 

Conference, the DRV toed a cautious policy line to build international support for 

unification in 1956 while trying to negotiate a transition of power with France. This 

did not happen as intended, and instead, the DRV had to agree that the U.S. had 

replaced France in Indochina and created a strong political opponent in Ngô Đình 

Diệm, who was both staunchly anti-French and anti-communist.   

 The U.S. and Diệm openly opposed the holding of unification elections. The 

southern authorities did not recognize the Geneva Agreements, seeing them as a 

vestige of French colonialism that had barred the State of Vietnam from participating 

in the negotiations. They also claimed that conditions in North Vietnam precluded its 

people from making a free choice. This notion was confirmed by the flow of 

 
484 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 108-109, 179. 
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northerners to southern Vietnam and the stories they brought with them about living 

under communist rule, especially under land reform. Thus, Ngô Đình Diệm accepted 

the partition line only to cordon off the spread of communism into southern Vietnam; 

he refused to take part in unification elections. Henceforth, he began to construct 

South Vietnam into a fully independent and sovereign state.485 

 The establishment of the South East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) on 

February 9, 1955, as the collective defense organization against the spread of 

communism in Southeast Asia, created even more anxiety within the DRV. The 

United States’ reason for involvement in Vietnam was to keep communism from 

reaching the rest of Southeast Asia, especially after the Chinese Communist Party took 

control in China. The VWP saw it and the creation of SEATO as ways of turning 

Indochina into a strategic base to prepare for the annexation of North Vietnam and the 

invasion of China.486 It is worth noting that at this time, although most Vietnamese 

were anti-French, they were not necessarily anti-American. Unlike French colonial 

rule, the presence of the United States represented, for those who had lived under 

communist rule, a hope for freedom and democracy. DRV leaders understood this and 

therefore saw U.S. influence in South Vietnam and the establishment of SEATO as a 

sign of an intention to suppress its revolutionary movement. 

 Within this context, the Party feared that military intervention by the U.S. 

would be an obstacle to its aim of unifying Vietnam. Matters were made worse by 

serious economic and natural difficulties facing the DRV. In the autumn of 1954 and 

 
485 Keith Taylor, A History of the Vietnamese (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 560. 
486 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 94-96, 128. 
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the winter of 1955, floods caused famine in the provinces of Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà 

Tĩnh, and Quảng Bình. With its political goal under threat, the DRV swiftly released 

propaganda campaigns casting the U.S. as an imperialist empire and Điệm as a puppet 

of American imperialism. In this volatile situation, the DRV reversed its earlier 

priorities and emphasized consolidating the North by accelerating land reform, 

suppressing political opposition and counterrevolutionaries, and reinvigorating the 

economy.487 

 Hence, beyond concern about developments in the South, the Party-state 

leadership was most attentive to class relations and the political attitudes among the 

social divisions in North Vietnam as people from different regions, social and political 

statuses, affiliations, and interests were mobilized for rent reduction and land reform. 

The landed gentry in North Vietnam, according to Trường Chinh, was by early 1955 

protesting the government and its land reform policy. Some even resorted to armed 

struggle. Frightened by this resistance, the Party concluded that “the landowner class 

was the social basis on which external imperialist forces could rely to sabotage the 

nationalist revolution.”488 It therefore had to be eliminated. 

 The Party’s Seventh Plenum, from March 3-12, 1955, made it clear once again 

that the completion of land reform was the only way for the DRV “to remove the land-

owning class, liberate the peasants from the yoke of feudalism, demolish the 

imperialist social basis in the North, strengthen the political base in rural areas, and 

implement the land to the tillers policy.” Only then would the North be able to 

increase production, revitalize the economy, build a strong military, reorganize 
 

487 Ibid., pp. 103-107, 127-129. 
488 Ibid., pp. 107-108. 
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cultural and social programs, strengthen the government, and unify the country.489 

Thus, the Party’s policy for 1955, as stated in the Plenum resolution, was “to speed up 

mass mobilization in order to complete the rent reduction campaign and expand the 

land reform campaign, have a thorough grasp of the time, to ensure the completion of 

land reform before July of next year [1956].”490 This was the first and most specific 

discussion of the timeline for the execution and completion of land reform—not 

surprisingly, the rate and time assigned was made to coincide with the1956 elections. 

 Once the timeline was set, the Party had to return to relentless class struggle. 

Consequently, the Party called for an extensive self-criticism [tự phê] movement at all 

levels of the Party. Paradoxically, it accused officials and cadres of ideological 

deviations caused by the Party’s endorsement of the toning down of class antagonism 

after the peace Agreements to avoid violating the Geneva Agreements. These policies 

had included curbing the radicalism of land reform cadres and backing away from 

class denunciation and class struggle. 

 All these features of the Party’s previous emphasis on moving away from class 

antagonism was, by the Seventh Plenum, denounced as “rightism” that had led to 

many failures in the implementation of land reform.491  Land reform cadres were 

reprimanded for wrongly believing in the post-Geneva modifications in the land 

 
489 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), 135-148. 
490 Ibid., 135-136; Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 
bảy mở rộng (họp từ ngày 3 đến ngày 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 209-211. 
491 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 121-123; Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Kết luận cuộc thảo luận ở 
hội nghị trung ương lần thứ bảy (họp từ ngày 3 đến ngày 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 
190-192. 
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reform policy and for not knowing that those modifications were meant only to trick 

landlords into supporting the national united front; the purpose of land reform was still 

to overthrow the entire landowner class. It went on to condemn cadres for cozying up 

to the enemy class and for shirking the hardship of mobilizing the masses to 

implement land reform. Furthermore, it condemned cadres for not promulgating the 

land reform policy and for limiting the discussion of landowner crimes for fear of 

panicking the landlords and harming the Party’s unity policy toward the urban 

dwellers.492  Among many other failures that the Party complained about was the 

inability to see the potential threats that could have been caused by the U.S and the 

South Vietnamese government, weakening the Party’s vigilance. 

 In the Plenum’s concluding statement, the Party assessed the progress of land 

reform: 

Since peace was restored [the signing of the Geneva Agreements in 
1954], has the mass mobilization campaign [to ignite class struggles 
and implement land reform] been better or worse than before? Worse. 
Why? Because leadership has been unorganized, complacent or 
overlooked the importance of land reform; the quality of the cadres has 
been diluted, the number of cadres has increased, more errors have 
been committed; all because the landowner class has blatantly 
sabotaged the land reform campaign and we have not done enough to 
adequately suppress them...493 
 

 The statement implied that there were disagreements among members of the 

VWP’s Central Committee over how the land reform had been conducted. It showed 

that the northern countryside was in chaos because of the excesses of the class 

 
492 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Tình hình hiện tại và nhiệm vụ trước mắt: báo cáo của 
đồng chí Trường Chinh ở Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ bảy mợ rộng (từ 3 đến 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 121-123. 
493 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Kết luận cuộc thảo luận ở hội nghị trung ương lần thứ bảy 
(họp từ ngày 3 đến ngày 12-3, 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 190-191. 
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struggle, leading some Party members to blame the land reform campaign for rural 

instability. This criticism was instantly rejected, as the Party rhetorically asked, “Is the 

achievement in land reform the primary [objective] or are its flaws primary?  

Achievement is primary.”494 It went on, “True, the situation in the countryside is not 

yet stable. Because we are conducting an agrarian revolution to overthrow 

feudalism…A sky-shaking and earth-shattering class struggle currently is happening. 

How could there be stability?”495 The statement blamed the chaos in the countryside 

on the incomplete transformation, not on the Party. The chaos was considered 

something to be accepted for the sake of land reform, thus it was indeed sky-shaking 

and earth-shattering, a phrase that would become synonymous with the violence of 

land reform.  

 As much as the Party leadership wanted to push ahead with the intensive class 

struggle land reform program, the Seventh Plenum demonstrated that the land reform 

policy was causing tremendous strife within the Party. Much of this had to do with the 

Party-state’s constant changing of its land reform policy and class position, 

specifically within the framework of the Geneva Agreements. The disagreements 

forced Hồ Chí Minh to appeal, in his closing remarks at the Plenum, for intraparty 

unity by stressing that “Now more than ever unity within the Party is crucial and 

especially close unity among leading cadres.”496 These arguments reaffirmed that the 

Party was fully aware of the turmoil in the countryside, yet its main goal was to 

 
494 Ibid., p. 190. 
495 Ibid., pp. 191-193. 
496 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Lời bế mạc của Hồ chủ tịch tại hội nghị lần thứ bảy mở 
rộng ban chấp hành trung ương đảng lao động Vietnam (ngày 12 tháng 3 năm 1955)” (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2001), p. 224. 
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complete the land reform, despite the program’s deficiencies and their potential 

consequences. The unity to which Hồ Chí Minh appealed was not meant for all social 

classes, but rather to unify the Party under a single ideological premise for completing 

land reform. 

 All the land reform practices that the Party criticized had been part of its 

official policy from July 1954 to March 1955. The Party’s criticism of those practices 

could only be seen as a significant change in the Party’s land reform policy, going 

from toning down class antagonism to form a national united front to the 

intensification of class struggle. This change suggests that the DRV’s perception of a 

potential threat by the U.S. and South Vietnam did influence its policy. Such a 

perception was, nonetheless, framed by the Geneva Agreements, especially the 

prospect of the general elections. Moreover, the way the Party expressed its criticism 

of the very people who had obediently carried out its policies shows the extent to 

which it could and was willing to change its narrative and deny its own responsibility 

while placing the blame on its cadres. This means that the Party could never be wrong, 

and if there were any errors in its policy, the cadres would be the scapegoats.  

 Nonetheless, land reform could not be completed without cadres, a fact that the 

Party reiterated in Secretariat Resolution 17:  

To ensure that the mass mobilization campaign to reduce rent and to 

implement land reform would be completed promptly, meet the 

requirements, and continue to educate and reeducate cadres practically 

and dynamically, the Party Central has advocated for the mobilization 

of cadres to take turns and participate in mass mobilization campaigns. 
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Thus, the Party increased the number of cadres participating in land reform. By June 3, 

1955, it had mobilized 21,679 cadres.497  More precisely, when the scope of land 

reform and rent reduction expanded, the number of cadres expected to be enlisted in 

land reform had to amount to one-half of the government’s regular workforce.498 

According to Party Secretariat resolution 18, dated June 3, 1955, the largest number of 

cadres could exceed 26,000.499 

 These resolutions demonstrate the Party’s shifting focus toward a rapid 

completion of the land reform since it was the first time in the years since the initiation 

of rent reduction and land reform that the Party demanded such a massive increase in 

the number of implementing cadres. However, this would have been unimaginable 

without the Geneva Agreements, which gave the Party the time, space, and manpower 

to make mobilization possible.  

 The resolutions and directives that were ratified in May and June of 1955 were 

meant to prepare cadres for the escalation of land reform, following the conclusion of 

wave 7 of rent reduction and wave 3 of land reform on June 20, 1955. After four 

months of implementation, 344 communes underwent rent reduction in wave 7, while 

466 communes carried out land reform in wave 3 of land reform, doubling the total of 

the prior campaigns and thus affecting a much larger share of the population. The 

provinces involved in this wave of land reform were Phú Thọ, Bắc Giang, Vĩnh Phúc, 

Sơn Tây, Thanh Hóa, and Nghệ An. This is just a small number, however, compared 

 
497 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Nghị quyết của ban bí thư số 17-nq/tw về công tác tổ chức 
trong năm 1955 (ngày 3 tháng 6 năm 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 313-314. 
498 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Nghị quyết của ban bí thư số 17-nq/tw về công tác tổ chức 
trong năm 1955 (ngày 3 tháng 6 năm 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 319-320. 
499 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Nghị quyết của ban bí thư số 18-nq/tw về công tác cán bộ 
trong năm 1955 (ngày 3 tháng 6 năm 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 331-332. 
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with what was to come in the second half of 1955, when the 300-day grace period that 

allowed the movement of people across the border expired, the French had withdrawn 

from Hải Phòng, and the DRV finally took full control of North Vietnam, thus 

enabling it to embark on wholesale mass mobilization to complete land reform by the 

deadline. 

 

Intensifying the Speed of Implementation to Complete Land Reform 

 On June 27, 1955, seven days after the completion of wave 3 of land reform, 

the Party launched wave 4 of land reform and its eighth and final wave of rent 

reduction. There was usually a larger interval between waves for the Party to assess 

the results and consequences of the phase that had just undergone reform. This time, 

however, the Party immediately began the next phase. The timing coincided precisely 

with important protocols and dates within the Geneva Agreements. As indicated 

above, the French had just relinquished control of North Vietnam, giving the VWP 

and the DRV government full control of the region. It was also less than a month from 

July 20, 1955, the date set in the Agreements by which to mandate the two sides to 

form a joint committee to discuss the organization of the unification elections.500 For 

the DRV, this was a turning point, for it had one year to complete land reform, and 

therefore it had to be expansive, rapid, and extreme. 

 
500 To prepare for this day, on June 18, 1955, the Party initiated a circular calling for the training of 
cadres at all levels concerning the importance of the joint negotiation; Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 
1955, “Thông tri của ban bí thư số 40-tt/tw về việc học tập chủ trương của Trung ương Đấu tranh đòi 
mở Hội nghị hiệp thương bàn về vấn đề tổng tuyển cử để thống nhất nước nhà (ngày 3 tháng 6 năm 
1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), pp. 409-410. 
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 On July 16, 1955, Ngô Đình Diệm formally objected to the Geneva 

Agreements’ formula for the general elections and unification and thus refused to take 

part in a joint committee meeting.  The Diệm government announced a formal 

campaign to denounce subversive communist activities, in which it arrested and forced 

recantations from Party members in the south.501  By April 1955, Diệm had already 

consolidated his political position in South Vietnam by defeating the two religious 

sects Cao Đài and Hào Hảo, the Bình Xuyên organized crime syndicate and the pro-

French factions within the army. In October 1955, Ngô Đình Diệm staged a 

referendum to remove Bảo Đại as head of state, changing the State of Vietnam to the 

Republic of Vietnam to declare its independence of France. His political success and 

the threat of a new war transformed the policy content of the DRV’s final year of land 

reform, which intensified class struggle to eliminate landlords and 

counterrevolutionaries who could turn against it to support its enemies.502 

 It was under these tense conditions that wave 4 and wave 5 of land reform 

were carried out in the largest number of communes since the beginning of mass 

mobilization, mostly in the Red River Delta provinces. These were the contested 

guerilla areas that had been under French control since the beginning of the war, and 

that the DRV took over on May 16, 1955, but its control over the regions was tenuous. 

 
501 Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 16, 1955, “Thông tri của ban bí thư số 48-tt/tw về bản tuyên bố của 
Ngô Đình Diệm ngày 16-7-1955, âm mưu phá hoại hòa bình, phá hoại thống nhất của Mỹ-Diệm hiện 
nay và công tác tuyên truyền giáo dục của ta (ngày 21 tháng 7 năm 1955)” (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2001), 
pp. 457-462. 
502 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press 2000), p. 75.  According to Qiang Zhai, by mid-1955, the DRV, after having realized 
that the Ngô Đình Diệm government, with the support of the U.S. would not abide by the letter of the 
Geneva Agreements and carry out general elections to unify the country, it decided to intensify the land 
reform program.  They placed more emphasis on the idea of class struggle to eliminate landlords and 
counterrevolutionaries.  This course of action developed from Hà Nội's fear of a possible. attack by the 
Sài Gòn government, which would likely have the landlords turn against them to support their enemies.   
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Fearing a potential security threat from organized resistance in the delta provinces 

formerly occupied by the French, the DRV began targeting its village Party branches, 

which is suspected of having been infiltrated or taken over by counter-revolutionary 

enemy organizations. Consequently, by conflating the class enemy with the national 

enemy, the DRV created an environment in which mass mobilization for land reform 

was combined with a witch hunt for counterrevolutionaries within the Party 

organization itself. The result was devastating. 

 Wave 8 of rent reduction and wave 4 of land reform completed on December 

31, 1955.  A total of 519 villages underwent rent reduction and 859 villages 

implemented land reform during these five months. The provinces involved were Phú 

Thọ, Bắc Giang, Vĩnh Phúc, Bắc Ninh, Sơn Tây, Hà Nam, Ninh Bình, Thanh Hóa, 

Nghệ An, and Hà Tĩnh.  

 Yet, despite knowing that cadres were still committing abuses and violations as 

early as January and February of 1956, DRV leaders did not do much to prevent such 

happenings aside from warning the cadres not to use torture. Hence, the last and most 

violent wave of land reform, wave 5, proceeded on December 25, 1955, before the 

conclusion of wave 4, and ended on July 30, 1956. A total of 1,657 communes 

underwent land reform in these seven months, more than twice as many as in the 

previous wave. The provinces involved were Bắc Ninh, Hải Dương, Hưng Yên, Thái 

Bình, Kiến An, Ninh Bình, Hà Đông, Nam Định, Thanh Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh, 

Quảng Bình, Vĩnh Linh zone, Hà Hội, Hải Phòng, và the Hồng Quang zone. The rush 

to meet the deadline combined with an overly suspicious attitude towards its enemies 

within newly liberated local Party cells and administrative organs led to many false 
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accusations, with political, social, cultural, and especially human repercussions that 

still haunt many northern villages. 

 

Conclusion 

 Studies of the Geneva Agreements have often considered the perspectives of 

the Cold War, international power interests, Chinese and Soviet pressure on the DRV, 

the lack of cooperation between the two Vietnamese states, and the threat of U.S. 

intervention, but rarely DRV domestic policy.  Those approaches exaggerate the role 

of the big power players in the international forum and neglect the strategies and work 

of the DRV or its political capabilities. As a result, historical narratives often depict 

the DRV as a passive participant in Geneva, dictated to by larger powers and coerced 

into a compromise that was against its interests. However, an examination of the 

Geneva Agreements in terms of land reform, both before and after the Geneva 

Conference, shows that the Agreements had a significant effect on the DRV's land 

reform. It also reveals that the DRV, when situated within the difficult framework of 

war and peace, is a capable and calculating political entity that both understood the 

issues and consequences at hand but was more than capable of making choices and 

adjustments to achieve its objectives. At times it will soften its stance and policy to 

accommodate the changes in military and political situations, such as satisfying the 

terms of the Geneva Agreements. However, it could always revert to radical 

approaches that led to mistakes and unnecessary violence.   

 The Agreements temporarily divided Vietnam into two provisional zones, 

pending general elections to unite the country in July 1956. The DRV received less 
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than it had wanted from the negotiations, but it made the decision to accept it 

believing that it was reasonable and necessary given the socioeconomic and political 

conditions of the time. Eight years of war had depleted the DRV’s resources and 

resolve to continue a war that could drag on for many more years. Even after the 

military success at Điện Biên Phủ, this was understood by the DRV and its allies, 

especially with a looming prospect of American intervention. Politically, the DRV 

leadership believed that they had more experienced and greater prominence amongst 

the population, especially in northern Vietnam than the State of Vietnam in southern 

Vietnam, and thus never questioned the likelihood of winning the election. The terms 

of the Geneva Agreements gave it two years, and a recognized territory, to 

rehabilitate, reconstruct, and prepare for unification, either peacefully or with force. 

 Immediately after agreeing to the terms of the Geneva Agreements, the DRV 

began laying out its position and its willingness to abide by the Agreements, hoping 

that this would lead to the peaceful unification of Vietnam under its socialist 

framework. Policies were adopted to downplay its original emphasis on radical class 

struggle. This new spirit also affected land reform, though with the requirement that it 

was to be completed ahead of schedule. Facing the problems of a mass exodus to the 

South, and an ascendant enemy that could challenge its preeminence, the DRV 

understood that land reform was central to reinforcing its control over the northern 

population and to victory at the polls. To achieve that purpose, it had to consolidate its 

political authority and control the countryside, where most of the population lived, by 

the July 1956 general elections.  
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 The execution of these aims, in late 1954 and early 1955, was moderate, 

specifically with the change in the language of class struggle. This was because of the 

DRV’s objective to comply with the terms of the Geneva Agreements concerning the 

cessation of hostilities, especially towards those who had been previously perceived 

and/or categorized as enemies. However, by mid-1955, the Party intensified the land 

reform campaign by putting more emphasis on the class struggle against landlords and 

others. The Party changed its 1954 call for peaceful reform and unity to move towards 

radical class antagonism for two reasons. The first was to control and militarize the 

population in preparation for a military confrontation with South Vietnam if the South 

failed to comply with the Geneva Agreements and canceled the general elections. The 

rationale behind this possibility occurred because, by mid-1955, the DRV leadership 

saw that the Ngô Đình Diệm government and its main ally, the United States, had no 

intention of holding that election in 1956.503 

 The second reason came as a result of the end of the mandated 300-day 

relocation provision. In those 300 days, citizens from both sides of Vietnam could 

relocate freely, meaning that the DRV had no way of stopping people from migrating 

south or stemming the flow of information that could harm its reputation and political 

position. Hence, it could not emphasize the precepts of class struggle widely. The 

expiration of the relocation provision, however, allowed the DRV to close its borders 

and impose land reform on the northern countryside, which would involve more 

rigorous and violent policies. Given that a general election was supposed to be held in 

one year, no matter how remote that possibility might be, the DRV was compelled to 
 

503 Qiang Zhai, China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), p. 75. 
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impose its one-year deadline for completing the land reform program. If this deadline 

could be met, the DRV would still be able to overturn the traditional political 

structures, install new leaders, and establish control over the countryside. This would 

benefit the DRV on two fronts. First, if elections were to be held, the DRV, with a 

slight demographic advantage, would be in a better position to outpace any political 

opponents at the polls, including Ngô Đình Diệm and the RVN. Second, if elections 

were not held, the DRV, by eliminating the landlords and counterrevolutionaries in 

land reform, would be prepared either to counter a military attack by the U.S.-

supported Sài Gòn government or take the war to South Vietnam.   

  Being situated within the Geneva Agreements and having oriented most of its 

post-Geneva Conference policies around the terms of the Agreements, the DRV forced 

itself into believing that it had no other choice but to intensify forceful mass 

mobilization to complete the land reform. The risk would involve the intensification of 

class violence that could lead to extreme mistakes and violations, but it was a risk that 

leaders of the DRV willfully made, knowing full well that negative conduct had 

already happened in previous mass mobilization campaigns. The consequence of 

negligence in meeting this self-imposed deadline would have incalculable 

consequences that still cause many Vietnamese to shudder at the term “land reform.”  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

TRANSFORMING THE VIETNAMESE COUNTRYSIDE:  
NUMBERS AND CONSEQUENCES  

 
 
 

 From May 1954 to July 1956, when French forces were defeated at Điện Biên 

Phủ and the general elections were scheduled to unify Vietnam, the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam mobilized the masses to implement an additional four waves of 

rent reduction and five waves of land reform. Implementation was moderate in the 

first year but intensified from the summer of 1955. These waves achieved the DRV's 

goals of confiscating land and property from the rich and redistributing them to the 

poor and consolidating DRV authority in the countryside. The result, however, was an 

overturning of northern Vietnamese society and millions of lives. It caused chaos and 

discontentment, leaving lasting physical and psychological pain, broken relationships 

and eventually forcing DRV leaders to apologize for committing errors in 

implementing rent reduction and land reform. By reviewing the waves of mass 

mobilizations, the rising internal discontentment, the effects of liberalization from the 

Soviet Union and China, and campaign to rectify errors, this chapter explores the 

cause of the errors and the nature of the DRV as a political entity. 

 Table 7.1 lists the waves of rent reduction and waves of land reformed 

implemented by the DRV between April 1953 and July 1956. Also included are the 

length of each wave of implementation and the number of communes that underwent 

implementation during each wave. In total, there were eight waves of rent reduction, 
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including the experimental campaign, which was also known as wave 1, and five 

waves of land reform, also including the experimental campaign.   

   Table 7.1: Waves of Rent Reduction and Land Reform                                                                                                                                     
Rent 

Reduction 
Wave 
(RR) 

Date # of 
Commun

es 

Land 
Reform 
Wave 

Date # of 
Communes 

      
1 (Experi-

mental) 
April-

Aug. 1953 
23   --- 

2 Aug.-Oct. 
1953 

163   --- 

3 Dec. 
1953-Mar. 

1954 

226 Experi-
mental 

Dec. 1953-
Mar. 1954 

6 

4 Mar.-Jun. 
1954 

224 1 May 1954-
Sept. 1954 

53 

5 May 
1954-

Sept. 1954 

197 2 Oct. 1954-
Jan. 1956 

210 (269) 

6 Oct. 1954-
Jan. 1955 

177 3 Feb. 1955-
Jun. 1955 

466 (468) 

7 Feb.-
April, 
1955 

344 4 Jun. 1955-
Dec. 1955 

859 (900) 

8 June-Sept. 
1955 

529 5 Dec. 1955-
July 1956 

1732 

      
Total  ~1875   ~3314 

 

Waves of Rent Reduction 

 Three weeks after the end of the battle of Điện Biên Phủ, the DRV continued 

with the fifth wave of rent reduction, to continue preparing for land reform, whose 

experimental campaign had begun at the end of December 1953. Wave 5, 

implemented between May 29 and September 30, 1954, was slightly smaller than 

wave 4 of rent reduction. In total, 197 communes from across the provinces of Yên 
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Bái, Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Bắc Cạn, Cao Bằng, Lạng Sơn, Vĩnh Phúc, Hà Tĩnh, and 

Thanh Hóa were mobilized. The wave mobilized more than four thousand cadres and 

affected 722,870 people, 4,493 of whom were categorized as landlords. This was 817 

people more than wave 4, even though that wave affected a larger population. The 

discrepancy is a sign of the Party-state’s more radical move toward targeting and 

overthrowing the landowning class, especially as it began to expand mass mobilization 

into areas that it had recently occupied.   

 After wave 5, waves 6, 7, and 8 of rent reduction followed. Following the 

conclusion of wave 8 in September 1955, the Party-state leadership decided to cancel 

wave 9, which it had intended to carry out immediately after wave 8 in the newly 

liberated region. The purpose of canceling rent reduction was so that it could focus 

entirely on completing and land reform before July 1956. Wave 6, like wave 5, was 

affected by the terms of the Geneva Agreements; the number of communes that 

underwent rent reduction in wave 6 dipped to 177. The DRV mobilized 4,385 cadres 

across Hà Tĩnh, Sơn Tây, Phú Thọ, Vĩnh Phúc, and Bắc Giang and affected 721,165 

people. This was the first wave in which the rent reduction campaign was being tested 

in “newly liberated areas” [vùng mới giải phóng]— that had previously been under 

French control. As a consequence, cadres encountered more challenges. For instance, 

in the 177 communes that underwent rent reduction, 108 were Catholic and 15 were 

coastal communes that required implementing cadres to comply with different sets of 

rules and regulations. 

 By early 1955, after the Hà Nội and Hải Dương perimeters were transferred to 

the DRV, mass mobilization became more radical. With each new wave, mass 
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mobilization covered a larger area consisting of more communes and a more diverse 

population. Wave 7 of rent reduction, for example, increased to 344 communes, 

affecting 319,000 households and more than 1.4 million people. This wave was 

conducted in newly liberated areas. The number of cadres accordingly increased to 

6,796. After the Hải Phòng perimeter was transferred to DRV’s control, wave 8 of rent 

reduction, the most ambitious wave, carried out mass mobilization in 529 communes 

across Thái Bình, Quảng Bình, Bắc Ninh, Lạng Sơn, Bắc Giang, Hưng Yên, and Hải 

Dương.   

 These waves weakened the influence of the rich and landlord class and won the 

allegiance of the poor to the Party-state by categorizing and prosecuting the rich, 

confiscating property, and reorganizing Party and administrative organizations. Wave 

7, for instance, forcing landlords to reduce rent that equaled the amount of 3,897 tons 

of rice,504 confiscated 8,110 mẫu505 of land, 865 cows and buffaloes, and 120 tons of 

grain which were then redistributed among 429,000 people in 122,000 households. 

The wave categorized 8,096 families (45,000 people) as landlords. Of these, 646 

“cruel and despotic” landlords stood trial; 52 were executed, 634 imprisoned, and 216 

put under surveillance.  

 The wave expelled 3,083 Party members from local cells and other 

organizations while admitting 369,215 new recruits into the Party-controlled Peasants’ 

Associations. The 344 communes in the seven provinces Bắc Ninh, Bắc Giang, Vĩnh 

Phúc, Sơn Tây, Hà Nam, Thái Bình, and Quảng Bình were subdivided into 457 

 
504 Rent payments were paid in kind.   
505 Mẫu is a Vietnamese acre, equivalent to 3,600 square meters 
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smaller communes, which made it easier for the DRV to control.506 Halfway through 

wave 8 or rent reduction, an August progress report 1955 stated that of the 309 Party 

cells in the Tả Ngạn Zone, 159 had been infiltrated by other political parties and 100 

would be dissolved. Northern Hưng Yên Province dissolved 20 of its 36 cells and Hải 

Dương 22 of 63. Of the 6,777 Party members in the zone, 1,893 were expelled for 

alleged connections with the Vietnamese Nationalist Party or the Đại Việt Party.507  

Between April 1953 and September 1955, the DRV implemented eight waves 

of rent reduction in 1,875 communes across 21 communes.508 Five of the eight waves 

preceded the signing of the Geneva Agreements. The first five waves affected 826 

communes, while the last three were carried out in 1,050. Of the 1,875 communes, 438 

had ethnic minority populations and 913 had Catholics. The total population in these 

areas was 7,757,386, 476,800 of whom were ethnic minorities and 483,000 were 

Catholics. There were 2,954,000 mẫu (1,106,944 hectares) of available farmland. Of 

this, landlords controlled 428,601 mẫu (14.5%); 323,706 mẫu were public-private 

land, and 9,042 mẫu were owned by Buddhist temples and Catholic churches.509 

According to a November 11, 1955 report, 44,444 households encompassing 

250,999 people were categorized as landlords during the eight waves of rent reduction. 

However, it is unknown how many were prosecuted, imprisoned, or executed since 

that section of the report was crossed out. The landlords were forced to reduce rent in 

 
506 PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 64. 
507 “Báo cáo gửi Ban Thường Trực tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ 20 tháng 8 đến 31-8-55,” 
PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 36. 
508 Cao Bằng, Bắc Cạn, Lạng Sơn, Yên Bái, Tuyên Quang, Phú Thọ, Thái Nguyên, Vĩnh Phúc, Bắc 
Ninh, Bắc Giang, Thái Bình, Hải Dương, Hưng Yên, Hòa Bình, Sơn Tây, Hà Nam, Ninh Bình, Thanh 
Hóa, Nghệ An, Hà Tĩnh, and Quảng Bình. 
509 “Báo cáo tổng kết thành tích 8 đợt phát động quần chúng giảm tô,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội, p. 124. 
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the total amount of 31,110 tons510 of grain. The waves confiscated 15,475 hectares of 

land, a total of 929.1 tons of grain, 3,072,030 đồng, 511  8,246 cattle, and 10,177 

houses. 512  The land and property were distributed among 546,174 households 

consisting of 1,801,099 poor peasants and laborers.513   

The confiscation and redistribution of land and property was an important step 

for the DRV to win the allegiance of the peasants, especially in the first four waves 

that were crucial to the success at Điện Biên Phủ. By giving peasants their own plots 

of land, something many of them had never had before, the DRV gained power over 

production, which was necessary to transform North Vietnam into a socialist state. 

However, the Party-state also had to restructure Party and local administrative 

organizations. Mass mobilization could reduce rent and reform land ownership, but 

without control of Party and administrative organs, the DRV would not control the 

power structures that would enable it to rule the country. 

By controlling these organizations, the DRV would be able to manage 

production and develop an economy that would sustain the state and military. It also 

gave the DRV the political means to monitor and use its citizens to strengthen the 

economy, to industrialize, or to fight in future wars. Consequently, through rent 

reduction and later land reform, that the DRV cleansed Party cells and administrative 

organs of members that were regarded as threatening and replaced them with new 

recruits who would be loyal to the Party and state. In a directive on the reorganization 

 
510 Converted from 311,103 tạ [quintals]. 
511 Vietnamese currency. 
512 This number is only of the houses confiscated in wave 8 but not including those confiscated in prior 
waves.  
513 “Báo cáo tổng kết thành tích 8 đợt phát động quần chúng giảm tô,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội, p. 124. 
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of local Party cells, the Party’s executive committee concluded that “in the executive 

bodies of these [Party] cells, the majority are the extended arms and legs of landlords; 

the number of Party cell members who came from the exploitative class still accounts 

for 5% of the total number of members.”514  

As a result, the eight waves of rent reduction succeeded in adding 2,244,093 

new members to Peasants' Associations, 28.9% of the population of the affected areas. 

Of these new members, 1,038,278 were women, 28,904 were Party members, 37,852 

were Catholics, and 33,287 formerly connected with the previous regime. In terms of 

the class, 859,172 were middle peasants, 1,201,530 were poor peasants, 154,602 were 

landless peasants, 19,691 were poor citizens, and 9,098 were laborers. Of the 20,040 

members of Peasants' Associations executive committees, 5,260 were women, 1,514 

were Party members, and 1,023 were Catholics. There were also 5,301 middle 

peasants, 12,061 poor peasants, 2,666 landless peasants, and 12 poor residents. 

Commune Administrative Committees in mobilized communes were also 

reorganized. These administrative committees had 15,186 members: 2,681 women, 

1,235 Party members, and 385 Catholics. More than 9,000 were poor peasants, 3,999 

were middle peasants, 1,608 were landless peasants; 362 were regular laborers. 

Among the leaders, 474 were women, 705 were Party members, and 146 were 

Catholics. Nearly 3,000 were middle and poor peasants and the rest were landless 

peasants and laborers.  

After the eight waves of rent reduction, 1,752 Party cells were reorganized, 

affecting 179,895 Party members. Nearly 28,000 Party members were identified as 
 

514 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 7 tháng 12 năm 1954 về việc chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong cải cách 
ruộng đất,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, (NXBCTQG: Hà Nội, 2001), p. 393. 
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enemy elements or bad elements and were either re-educated or expelled in the course 

of rent reduction. In their place, the Party admitted 2,470 new members, bringing the 

total number of Party members to 149,590, 57,258 of whom were poor peasants, 

79,732 were middle peasants, and 2,172 were landless peasants. The 10,155 Party cell 

executives were either poor or middle peasants.  

 

Waves of Land Reform  

 Following the experimental land reform campaign in six communes near the 

DRV’s headquarters in Thái Nguyên Province, on May 21, 1954, the DRV mobilized 

1,641 cadres to begin the first wave of land reform. Initiated two weeks after the battle 

of Điện Biên Phủ ended and while Indochina was being discussed at the Geneva 

Conference, the wave was moderately implemented only in the DRV strongholds of 

Thái Nguyên Province and Thanh Hóa Province. Thái Nguyên, having already 

undergone the experimental campaign, began the campaign three weeks before Thanh 

Hóa. The campaign in Thái Nguyên was carried out in 47 communes, 22 from the 

district of Phú Bình, 17 from Đồng Hỷ, and eight from Đại Từ. The total number of 

cadres mobilized for these communes was 1,368; each commune in this province was 

assigned 20 to 30 cadres.515 The implementations in Thái Nguyên affected 84,000 

people, 27,000 from Đồng Hỷ, 11,493 from Đại Từ, and 45,506 from Phú Bình.516 

This was an ethnically and linguistically heterogeneous population, so it was very 

difficult for implementing cadres to wage the campaign.  

 
515 Of 1,368 cadres, there were 1,251 men and 117 women. 
516 “Báo cáo tình hình chung đợt thí điểm cải cách ruộng đất và bước một đợt một cải cách ruộng đất,” 
PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 26. 
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 The mobilization in Thanh Hóa was designated as an experimental campaign 

so land reform was limited to six communes in Nông Cống District. The DRV 

assigned 273 cadres, 30 to 40 per commune, to implement the campaign. The 

mobilizations in Thái Nguyên and Thanh Hóa affected 92,978 people. Table 7.2 

demonstrates the significant changes in land ownership in Thái Nguyên after the 

reform. Landlords, identified as having at least 2 mẫu 3 sào and 7 thước517 of land, 

saw their holdings reduced to 3 sào and 1 thước. A poor peasant, in contrast, would 

see her holdings increase from about 1 sào 12 thước to 5 sào and 3 thước, more than 

that afforded to a landowner. 

   Table 7.2: Land Distribution Before and After Land Reform in Thái Nguyên   
 Province518    

Category Land owned prior to 
land reform 

Land owned after land 
reform 

Landowner 2 mẫu 3 sào 7 thước 3 sào 1 thước 
Rich peasant 7 sào 8 thước 6 sào 14 thước 
Middle peasant 4 sào 10 thước 6 sào 7 thước 
Poor peasant 1 sào 12 thước 5 sào 3 thước 
Landless peasant 12 thước 5 sào 6 thước 
Poor  3 thước 1 sào 1 thước 
Other laborers 3 thước 9 thước  

 

 Thái Nguyên and Thanh Hóa were chosen for experimental campaigns prior to 

the implementation of land reform. This indicates the importance of the two provinces 

and the strategy behind each wave. Thái Nguyen, north of Hà Nội, is the DRV 

headquarters, and part of the Việt Bắc region that included many provinces on the 

Chinese border. Thanh Hoá is a large province south of Hà Nội, the northernmost part 

 
517 Mẫu is a Vietnamese acre, 3,600 square meters. Sào is one-tenth of a mẫu or 360 square meters. 
Thước is a Vietnamese meter [0.4 meters]. One hectare equals 2,778 mẫu in Northern Vietnam.   
518 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất (trong thang 9-1954), PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội, p. 84. 
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of Interzone 4, but also bordering provinces in Interzone 3, which includes many 

provinces in the Red River Delta that had previously been under French control. Due 

to their location and because they were DRV strongholds, the DRV made them the 

bases of rent reduction and land reform campaigns. The mass mobilization campaigns 

were to start from these strongholds and then spread toward the delta and coastal 

region where the DRV had the least control. The delta and coastal region included the 

Hà Nội, Hải Dương, and Hải Phòng perimeters—areas the Geneva Agreements 

designated as zones for French Union forces to regroup. Hà Nội, for instance, was not 

scheduled to be transferred to the DRV until October, Hải Dương until November, and 

Hải Phong until May. Accordingly, land reform was followed in that logic.  

 After wave 1 ended, the implementing battalions in Thái Nguyên and Thanh 

Hóa convened separate month-long conferences on September 12 and 15. The purpose 

of these conferences was to review the wave and evaluate policies and implementing 

cadres' performance. More importantly, the conferences trained cadres, especially new 

ones, for the next wave of implementation. The meeting in Thái Nguyên was attended 

by 3,000 cadres; 959 came from the 1,368 cadres who had just implemented wave 1, 

878 had experience with rent reduction, and the remaining 1,073 were new cadres. 

Thus, these conferences gave some respite to cadres who had just carried out mass 

mobilization, while updating them on rules and regulations and reaffirming their 

political stance and commitment to the Party-state's land reform policy. By the end of 

wave 1, the implementing cadres were exhausted. Many of them were tired of the 

campaigns and just wanted to go home or return to their former agencies. Even Hồ Chí 
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Minh was alarmed enough by these sentiments to make a personal appearance on 

September 20 to boost their morale.519  

 Four days after the conferences ended, wave 2 of land reform began, the first 

wave after the end of the First Indochina War. Lasting to January 15, 1955, this wave 

was implemented in 269 communes of Thái Nguyên, Phú Thọ, Bắc Giang, and Thanh 

Hóa, provinces that had been under the DRV control. For this wave, 4,627 cadres in 

three battalions were mobilized, one for each province.520  

 As the wave expanded to more communes, cadres encountered resistance, so 

the results varied. The two battalions responsible for Thái Nguyên, Bắc Giang, and 

Thanh Hóa identified 3,020 households as landlords, executed 10, and imprisoned 

382. More than 3,332 tons of grain were collected; 8,296 houses and other properties 

were confiscated and redistributed them among 39,689 families. Wave 2 brought the 

reorganization of Peasants’ Associations, governmental organizations, local police and 

guerilla forces, youth and women’s associations. The battalions in Thái Nguyên, Bắc 

Giang, and Phú Thọ removed 1,503 Party members from local Party rolls, among 

whom were 208 landlords, 170 rich peasants, and 1,070 Party members who had either 

committed serious mistakes or were seen as henchmen for the enemies of the Party-

state. In their place, the DRV recruited 1,153 new Party-members from among the 

poor and landless class. Administrative executive positions formerly held by landlords 

or rich peasants were replaced by middle, poor, and landless peasants.521  

 
519 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất (trong tháng 9-54),” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, 
Hà Nội, p. 84-85. 
520 “Báo cáo tổng quát phong trào cải cách ruộng đất đợt II,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 
5. 
521 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
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 However, despite these numbers and the administrative changes that gave the 

DRV morecontrol over the countryside, leaders of the Party-state, particularly the 

Central Land Reform Committee headed by General Secretary Trường Chinh, did not 

believe that mobilization had been radical enough, especially in terms of reorganizing 

Party cells and administrative organizations. In a general report on wave 2, the 

Committee concluded that “As a result of lacking understanding the spirits of the 

changes in policy many cadres therefore were afraid of violating the ceasefire 

agreement, limiting the people from struggling, not daring to strike hard at the 

landlord class.” In fact, the report accused cadres of not having a strong class stance 

and therefore allowing changes in the policy to turn them toward rightism [hữu 

khuynh] instead of being more forceful in attacking the rich and landowning class.522  

 This assessment was a major shift in the DRV’s peacetime policy, only six 

months after the Geneva Agreements when its class policy was strategically modified 

to avoid violating the terms of the Geneva Agreements. Consequently, in condemning 

the cadres’ restraint, DRV leaders demanded that land reform become more radical.  

 There are several reasons for this change. The most immediate had to do with 

transfer of the Hà Nội and Hải Dương perimeters to DRV control in the fall of 1954; 

the Hải Phòng perimeter was to be transferred in May of 1955.  In addition, these 

transfers gave the DRV new territories and increased its population, but new 

challenges required more radical strategies to suppress resistance and assert control. 

This would include more radical mobilization of the masses, especially in the form of 

labeling and class struggle to remove untrustworthy people and groups from Party 

 
522 Ibid., pp. 7-9.  
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cells and administrative organs. Finally, the radicalization of land reform policy, 

particularly the intensification of class struggle, was the only way for land reform to 

give the DRV full control over the northern population by mid-1956 at the latest. 

 As anticipated, wave 3 became the first wave to move implementation into 

newly liberated areas,523 In total, 466 communes underwent land reform at this time, 

106 from Phú Thọ, 84 from Bắc Giang, 65 from Vĩnh Phúc, 22 from Sơn Tây, 115 

from Thanh Hóa, and 74 from Nghệ An. Of the 466 communes, 80 were in newly 

liberated areas. The wave, which started on February 18, 1955, mobilized 11,510 

cadres, only 3,005 of which had experience with land reform and 961 with rent 

reduction. In terms of sheer numbers, this wave marked the beginning of the DRV’s 

rush to complete land reform as soon as possible, even if it meant committing errors.   

 According to a Central Land Reform Committee resolution of September 1954, 

land reform was to be completed by the end of 1955. In a bid to urge the cadres to 

push hard toward completing rent reduction and land reform as quickly as possible, 

the resolution ordered, "At present, land reform must be fundamentally completed 

from Quảng Bình Province northwards 524  by the end of 1955; first, it must be 

completed in the old free delta region and the newly liberated mid-land and delta 

region. The latest [to complete] is the spring of 1956.” The resolution required rent 

reduction to be completed by August 1955, so each wave had to be completed within 

65 days. Each wave of land reform had to be completed in three months, including the 

 
523 “Báo cáo tình hình cải cách ruộng đất đợt 3,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 22.  
524 Quảng Bình Province being North Vietnam’s southernmost province, bordering Quảng Trị Province 
of South Vietnam.  
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summarizing conference.525 Oddly, these demands came with the knowledge from 

prior campaigns that these deadlines were completely unrealistic. Leaders of the DRV, 

however, moved forward, intensifying mass mobilization by the end of 1954, doubling 

and then tripling the number of communes of implementation and the number of 

cadres to complete these campaigns and have North Vietnam under its control by 

summer of 1956.  

 Completed by June 20, 1955, the campaign was declared a success with the 

overthrow of the landowner class. In total, the wave affected 1,280,000 people. It 

categorized 12,848 landowner households, 4.54% of the mobilized population. It 

collected 200,456 mẫu of farmland, 18,698 cattle, along with rice and farming 

implements, which were divided among 179,582 families (785,746 people). The wave 

also confiscated 529 guns, 2,214 grenades, 3,298 mines, 15,584 bullets, and 29 

kilograms of explosives. Organizationally, wave 3 also reorganized administrative 

organs, admitted 539,067 members into local Peasants’ Associations, and expelled 

many Party members from Party cells.526 The mobilization in Bắc Giang identified 

more than 2,500 landlords, executed 13, sentenced two to life imprisonment, and 25 to 

prison terms of 15 to 20 years. It also expelled 1,157 Party members belonging to 84 

Party cells, replacing them with 815 new members.527  

 
525 “Nghị quyết của ủy ban cải cách ruộng đất trung ương về mấy vấn đề đẩy mạnh phát động quần 
chúng thực hiện cải cách ruộng đất,” PTT, File no. 1497, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 68. “Hiện nay cần tranh 
thủ đến hết năm 1955 về căn bản phải hoàn thành cải cách ruộng đất từ Quảng Bình trở ra, trước hết 
phải làm xong trước ở vùng đồng bằng tự do cũ và trung du và đồng bằng mới giải phóng. Chậm nhất là 
mùa xuân năm 1956.” 
526 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ hội nghị Ủy ban cải cách 
ruộng đất lần trước (4-1955) đến nay,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 1.  
527 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất tháng 5-1955,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà 
Nội, p. 82.  
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 However, as in wave 1 and 2 as well as the latter waves of rent reduction, wave 

3 saw widespread weariness and demoralization among the cadres. At the Bắc Giang 

summarizing conference, 611 cadres stated that they no longer wanted to participate in 

these campaigns. At the conference in Phú Thọ, 413 of 1,189 cadres did the same. 

DRV leaders tried to convince the cadres otherwise, but the problem persisted. The 

problem was compounded by the incorporation of so many new and inexperienced 

cadres. The Party-state had to assemble enough cadres for waves 4 and 5 of land 

reform, which respectively almost doubled and quadrupled the size of wave 3.528  

 Wave 4 expanded to 859529 communes in the provinces of Vĩnh Phúc, Bắc 

Ninh, Bắc Giang, Phú Thọ, Hà Nam, Sơn Tây, Ninh Bình, Thanh Hóa, and Hà 

Tĩnh.530 The wave began on June 27, 1955, as wave 8 of rent reduction was underway. 

A total of 1,400 communes across 16 provinces in North Vietnam were mobilized 

during the second half of 1955. As it had in previous waves of rent reduction and land 

reform, the DRV achieved its objective of reducing if not eradicating the power of the 

rich and landowning class, confiscating property, and eliminating the influences of 

opposing political parties and subjugating them. Bad cadres were expelled from Party 

cells and replaced with new recruits. Some Party cells were dissolved.  

 However, the expansion of mass mobilization was accompanied by challenges. 

Cadres in mountainous provinces such as Lạng Sơn, Bắc Giang, and Phú Thọ had to 
 

528 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng 9da61t từ hội nghị Ủy ban cải 
cách ruộng đất lần trước (4-1955) đến nay,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, pp. 2-4. 
529 The report “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ hội nghị Ủy 
ban cải cách ruộng đất lần trước (4-1955) đến nay,” on July 16, 1955 suggested that there were 900 
communes instead of 859. 
530 Thirteen batallions were responsible for implementing land reform in 17 communes in Phú Thọ, 1 
commune in Bắc Giang, 111 communes in Vĩnh Phúc, 22 communes in Sơn Tây, 98 communes in Hà 
Nam, 47 communes in Ninh Bình, 207 communes in Thanh Hóa, 5 communes in Nghệ An, and 227 
communes in Hà Tĩnh. 
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avoid bandits and to communicate with other ethnic groups. Newly liberated provinces 

in the delta region had a diverse working force that made it difficult to identify the 

class status and affiliations of people who moved between the countryside and the city 

centers.      

 An alarming issue in this wave was the rising death rate. Suicides and deaths 

from other causes had been mentioned in reports from previous waves, but the death 

rate in the last wave was much higher. In the first phase of this wave of 

implementation alone, 66 deaths occurred in Bắc Ninh Province and 42 in Vĩnh Phúc. 

In Hà Nam and Sơn Tây, eight people died within just a few days of the arrival of the 

implementing battalion.531 By August 17, 1955, just ten days after the report of 66 

deaths in Bắc Ninh, there were 209 deaths in Interzone Việt Bắc, 3, and 4. Vĩnh Phúc 

and Bắc Bắc had 160 deaths.532 The causes of these deaths were usually identified as 

forced suicides or assassinations attributed to unspecified enemies of the Party-state. 

 However, deaths also occurred during the more moderate rent reduction 

program. An April 2, 1955 report on wave 7 of rent reduction reported that by the end 

of March there had been 210 suicides, mostly by the rich, middle, and poor peasants, 

not "cruel and despotic landlords."533 By August 17, 1955, just two months after wave 

8 began, there had been 831 deaths: 601 landlords, 41 rich peasants, 65 middle 

peasants, 43 poor and landless peasants, and 32 others. Of these, 426 were suicides, 

 
531 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô ngày 10 từ 20-7 đến 1-8-1955,” PTT, File no. 
14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, 21. 
532“Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô đến 17-8-55,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 28.  
533 “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất trong tháng 3, 1955,” PTT, 
File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 39.  
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100 murdered by assassination, and 196 were forced to take their own lives.534 By the 

end of the month, there were 1,135 reported deaths: 851 landlords, 59 rich peasants, 

55 poor peasants, and 40 unknowns.535 Some people were murdered; others hanged 

themselves. A man in Phú Lương, Thái Bình Province, bit off his tongue to protest his 

trial; another sliced open his stomach.536 

 Party reports tended to blame these deaths on some unspecified “enemy,” even 

though the French had left and the free movement between the two Vietnams had 

stopped. Nonetheless, it could be inferred from these reports and the class statuses of 

those who died that many of the deaths had resulted from the fear and desperation 

caused by the intensification of class antagonism. When the Party-state imposed a 

more radical implementation of its policy and accused its cadres of rightism, those 

cadres were emboldened to make false accusations to meet or preferably exceed the 

Party-state’s demand that 5% of the population be landlords. Even in mountainous 

regions like Yên Lập, Phú Thọ Province, the percentage of landlords within the 

population reached 6%. Suicides were often the results of psychological trauma 

caused by false accusations. Lê Thị Hạnh from Bắc Ninh recounts: 

Oh, it was a very strange time. Everything was so dark and gloomy. 
Like the whole sky was falling on you and your family the moment the 
land reform team arrived. We were just ordinary folks. Not too poor 
nor were we rich. They categorized us as rich peasants nonetheless. 
Yes, we were rich. We had a tiny plot of land to farm and two water 
buffaloes to plow. Amusing, right? Well, once we were classified, it put 
tremendous pressure on us. Socially, we were looked at differently. 
Economically, we couldn’t do anything. We were ostracized. Our 
relatives didn’t dare visit us. As head of the family, my father suffered 

 
534 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô đến 17-8-55,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 28. 
535 “Báo cáo gởi Ban Thường Trực tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ 20 tháng 8 đến 31-8-
1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, 35.  
536 Ibid., p. 36. 
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the brunt of the accusations. It was hard for him to see us suffer and not 
be able to do anything to change the course of what was happening. It 
was tough on his sense of integrity. One day he just couldn’t take it 
anymore and hanged himself.537   
 

  Moreover, cadres constantly abused their power to assign people to a class, to 

prosecute the accused, and to use torture. In the region of Tây Hồ, a poor female 

peasant was accused of hoarding. Implementing cadres tied her up and forced her to 

cling onto two bricks for a long time. Eventually, she died by suicide. In Hưng Yên, 

an accused ringleader died after being tied up and starved for two days. In Công Trứ 

commune, a child of a landowner was stuffed into a pig's cage and another landowner 

was buried up to his chest.538 Bùi Thị Nhạ from Phú Thọ Province was sentenced to a 

seven-year prison term for preventing the masses from complaining; Nguyễn Đình 

Phổ was also sentenced to seven years for cutting off the tails of two buffalo before 

land reform and for not being zealous in producing after land reform.539  

 However, despite knowledge of rampant problems and the expectation that 

these problems would continue into the next phase of land reform, the DRV decided to 

embark on wholesale land reform instead of re-evaluating its policy, reconsidering the 

scope and pace of implementation, and improving the training of the implementing 

cadre. In “the Điện Biên Phủ campaign against feudalism” [chiến dịch Điện Biên Phủ 

chống phong kiến], wave 5 of land reform expanded to 1,720 communes throughout 

the delta and mid-land regions of North Vietnam.  

 
537 Lê Thị Hạnh, interviewed 2009, Bắc Ninh Province. 
538 “Báo cáo gởi Ban Thường Trực tình hình giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ 20 tháng 8 đến 31-8-
1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 37. 
539 “Báo cáo tình hình pđqc giảm tô từ 10 đến 20 tháng 9 năm 1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà 
Nội, p. 43. 
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 Even more irrational was the decision not to implement the preparatory wave 

of rent reduction in areas that had not undergone rent reduction.540 DRV leaders feared 

that they were running out of time and therefore wanted complete land reform to 

consolidate North Vietnam and establish its political position by the summer of 1956. 

When this plan was originally broached in August 1955, the main fear was that if land 

reform followed the original plan to implement wave 9 of rent reduction and waves 5 

and 6 of land reform, it would take until the end of June 1956 to complete.541 Leaders 

of the DRV preferred to skip wave 9 of rent reduction and wave 6 of land reform to 

finish the campaign by February 1956. This would give them four months to 

strengthen their social, economic, and political positions. However, the result of this 

decision would be disastrous.  

 Wave 5 began on Christmas Day, December 25, 1955, and ended on July 30, 

1956. It was implemented in eight communes in Bắc Ninh, 45 in Ninh Bình, 163 in 

Nghệ An, six in Hà Tĩnh, 118 in Quảng Bình, 21 Vĩnh Linh, 217 in Hải Dương, 149 in 

Hưng Yên, 294 in Thái Bình, 83 in Kiến An, 47 in Hà Nội, nine in Hải Phòng, and 40 

in Hồng Quảng. Of these 1,732 542  communes, 640 had not undergone rent 

reduction.543 Nearly twice as many communes in wave 4 underwent land reform in the 

same amount of time. There were 32,804 implementing cadres mobilized for the 

campaign, divided into 25 battalions. Fully half of these cadres had no prior 

experience with mass mobilization, and the rest were composed of either dedicated 
 

540 “Kế hoạch bố trí cụ thể đợt 5 cải cách ruộng đất,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, pp. 54-58.  
541 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô đến 17-8-1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 30. 
542 Báo cáo cải cách ruộng đất đợt 5 căn bản đã hoàn thành,” PTT, File no. 14097, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 
46. This report stated 1,732 instead of 1,720. 
543 “Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị số 01/ct-tw, ngày 2 tháng 1 năm 1956, về việc tập trung lực lượng, tăng 
cường lãnh đạo, quyết tâm hoàn thành tốt đợt 5 cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, Tập 
17, 1956 (Hà Nội: XNBCTQG, 2002), pp. 1-8. 
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cadres who did not understand land reform policy or others who were forced to go 

even when they had expressed reluctance, especially in dealing with the hardships and 

challenges that come with implementing the campaign.544  

 For these reasons, the DRV expected wave 5 to be hard, with disparate results 

from one area to another and with errors and deviations. Nonetheless, leaders of the 

DRV considered wave 5 to be decisive in consolidating its political, economic, and 

military power and therefore it had to be implemented regardless of the chaos that it 

might cause. To achieve that, the landowning class and other opposition organizations 

had to be eradicated. This, however, required preventing the cadres from rightist 

deviations, even though they were cautioned to avoid reckless actions.545    

 As soon as wave 5 started, cadres were accused of rightist tendencies and of 

being afraid to attack their targets.546 Nonetheless, wave 5 affected 6,140,127 people. 

According to the Party-state's assessment, wave 5 1) overthrew the entire landowning 

class; 2) ceded most of the land to the population; 3) reorganized local administrative 

bodies, including Party cells; 4) gave cadres additional revolutionary experience. 

Landlords were forced to give up 16,032 tons of grain, 376,722 hectares of farmland, 

40,716 cattle, 1,138,478 farm implements, and 9,717 tons of foodstuff; this was 

redistributed among 1,325,019 households of poor, landless, and middle peasants 

(4,619,165 people).547 Despite these difficulties, it succeeded in reorganizing many 

local Party cells, administrations, guerilla forces, police forces, Peasants’ 
 

544 Ibid., p. 2; “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô đến 17-8-1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 30. 
545 “Chỉ thị của bộ chính trị số 01/ct-tw, ngày 2 tháng 1 năm 1956, về việc tập trung lực lượng, tăng 
cường lãnh đạo, quyết tâm hoàn thành tốt đợt 5 cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, Tập 
17, 1956 (Hà Nội: XNBCTQG, 2002), pp. 2-8. 
546 “Báo cáo tình hình ccrđ đến 20-1-1956,” PTT, File no. 14097, VNA-III, Hà Nội, pp. 3-4. 
547 “Báo cáo cải cách ruộng đất đợt 5 căn bản đã hoàn thành,” PTT, File no. 14097, VNA-III, Hà Nội, 
pp. 46-49. 
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Associations, Youth Association, while placing tens of thousands of backbone cadres 

into leadership positions.548   

  

 

Map 7.1: Wave 5 of Land Reform 

 

Brewing Social Discontentment Under the Surface of Success  

 In only two years, 3,565 communes underwent eight waves of rent reduction 

and five waves of land reform that changed the face of North Vietnam’s rural society. 

Between April 1953 and September 1955, rent reduction was implemented in 1,875 

communes, affecting 4,200,570 people and 1,106,955 hectares of farmland. Through 

 
548 "Báo cáo tình hình hội nghị tổng kết CCRĐ từ 20-7 đến 28 tháng 7 năm 1956," PTT, File no. 14097, 
VNA-III, Hà Nội, pp. 1-2.  
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rent reduction, 31,110 tons of rice, 15,475 hectares of land, and 8,246 cattle were 

confiscated and parceled out among the poor and landless.549  

 Between December 1954 and July 1956, some 48,818 cadres carried out five 

waves of land reform in 3,314 communes in 22 provinces and cities, affecting 

2,435,815 households and about 10,699,504 people. The land reform program 

expropriated 700,000550 to 810,000 hectares551 of land belonging to French nationals, 

feudal landlords, religious lands, and semi-public semi-private land. This was 44.6% 

of the farmland in the affected areas. The land was divided among 2,220,000 peasant 

and laborer families (about 9 million people), approximately 72.8% of all families in 

North Vietnam.552  Moreover, 1,846,000 farm implements, 106,448 cattle, 148,565 

houses were confiscated. 553  Four million new members were admitted into local 

Peasants’ Associations, and 2,876 to 3,777 Party cells were reorganized.554  

 On the surface, these estimates show how mass mobilization structurally 

transformed rural North Vietnam. The numbers show that the DRV indeed broke the 

power of the rich and landowning class. They also reveal the DRV’s ability to bring 

economic opportunity to the peasants by giving farmland to them. And finally, they 

 
549 Trần Đức Cường, eds., Lịch Sử Việt Nam, Tập 12: Từ năm 1954 đến năm 1965 (Hà Nội: 
NXBKHXH, 2017), p. 41. 
550 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), p. 425. 
551 “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 14 về tổng kết cải cách ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng 
Toàn Tập, Tấp 19, 1958 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), p. 545.  
552 Ibid., pp. 454-455. 
553 Trần Đức Cường, eds., Lịch Sử Việt Nam, Tập 12: Từ năm 1954 đến năm 1965 (Hà Nội: 
NXBKHXH, 2017), p. 42. 
554 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 425, 
432. 
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confirm that the DRV consolidated its power over North Vietnam. Nguyễn Thị Cẩm 

from Bắc Ninh described how her family rejoiced: 

My dear, you probably are too rich to understand our time. I was 14 
when my family received our first piece of land. It was about six sào. 
Not a lot but more than what we ever had. Before that, my parents 
rented and tilled land belonging to a local landlord. In fact, he spent 
more time in the city than here, and usually only came around 
whenever he needed to collect rent. Anyhow, that was our source of 
living. When the harvest was good, we were fine. It got tough, though, 
when the weather was either too cold or too hot. That’s when we lost 
the harvest and did not have enough to eat, forcing us to get a loan 
deeper into debt. That was the cycle of our lives. So, when my mother 
was handed that land certificate, oh my, for days you couldn’t get the 
smile off her face. We owe our gratitude to our Party and Uncle Ho; 
they brought us so much joy. We believe in them for they know what is 
best for us.555    
 
Such joyful narratives were the basis on which DRV leaders publicly justified 

mobilizing the masses and using the class struggle to implement land reform. At the 

Party’s 14th Central Committee Plenum in November 1958, they stated, “The land 

reform succeeded in making reality the slogan ‘land to the tillers,’ liberating the 

production capacity in the countryside, boosting production, paving the way for 

agricultural development, creating favorable conditions for industrialization…That 

achievement is great and fundamental, as is strategic.”556  

Indeed, land reform did give land to North Vietnam’s poor and landless 

peasants. However, beneath that veneer of success was a brewing dissatisfaction, 

much of it attributable to the country’s move away from peace, prosperity, and 

freedom and in the direction of terror, chaos and authoritarianism. The discontentment 

reached its peak in 1956 when land reform was at its most radical.  
 

555 Nguyễn Thị Cẩm, interview in 2015, Bắc Ninh Province.  
556 Trần Đức Cường, eds., Lịch Sử VIệt Nam, Tập 12: Từ năm 1954 đến năm 1965 (Hà Nội: 
NXBKHXH, 2017), p. 42. 
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Symbolic of this discontentment was the Nhân Văn Giai Phẩm intellectual 

dissent and reformist-criticism movement against the Party-state. The movement takes 

its name from two independent publications—Nhân Văn [Humanism] and Giai Phẩm 

[Masterpieces]—published in Hà Nội in 1956. Produced by an illustrious ensemble of 

intellectuals, writers, artists, and academics, the publications and a handful of 

periodicals used essays, editorials, fiction, songs, poetry, interviews, and political 

cartoons, criticized the dictatorial and corrupt government of the Democratic Republic 

of Vietnam and demanded liberal reforms and democracy.  

The Nhân Văn Giai Phẩm movement took shape from the discontentment with 

the Party-state's increasingly intrusive interference with personal and creative 

freedom. This discontentment had fermented since the later years of the First 

Indochina War when the Party began to apply Trường Chinh's 1943 "Cultural Outline 

for Vietnam" [Đề Cương về Văn Hóa Việt Nam] in its governance of cultural 

activities for national salvation and development. This outline saw the cultural front as 

one of the three core fronts that must be realized—the other two being economic front 

and political front. It stressed the importance of the Party leading the cultural 

revolution for it to influence public opinion and for its propaganda to be effective.557 

As discussed in Chapter III, influenced by Maoist cultural principles, the role of artists 

and the goal of cultural activities such as arts and literature are to serve the Party-

state’s political goals [“văn nghệ phục vụ chính trị”].   

This policy line was met with disagreement from many artists and intellectuals 

as early as August 1945 at the Tân Trào National Conference, and in the subsequent 
 

557 Trường Chinh, “Đề Cương về văn hóa Việt Nam” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 7, 1940-1945 (Hà 
Nội: NXBCTQG, 2000), pp. 316-321. 
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Cultural Conference for National Salvation in 1946 and 1948. Nonetheless, following 

the establishment of the Vietnamese Arts and Literary Association [Hội Văn Nghệ 

Việt Nam] and especially the Chinese Communist Party victory in October 1949, the 

cultural line emphasized by Trường Chinh hardened.  Intellectuals, writers, and artists 

gathered in Việt Bắc had to undergo three days of self-criticism.558   Henceforth, 

China’s influence on Vietnamese policies became more prominent, especially 

concerning the intellectuals and the peasants. Increasingly the Party-state imposed 

radical campaigns of political and military rectification on intellectuals [chỉnh huấn, 

chỉnh quân], censorship was intensified, and stricter guidelines were set on the 

production of revolutionary arts and literature. This was done to serve the purpose of 

preparing for land reform, which was beginning to take on a more violent turn 

following the show trial and execution of the patriotic landowner Nguyễn Thị Năm. 

Thus, class struggle became the new theme and language for artistic creations.        

As the Party-state began to impose more repressive and violent policies, 

intellectuals who witnessed or had been affected by them began to separate into three 

distinct groups.  Disillusioned intellectuals like Phạm Duy, Võ Phiến, Vũ Hoàng 

Chương, and Hoàng Văn Chí abandoned the Việt Minh and left North Vietnam for the 

south between 1954 and 1955. Those who embraced the Maoist line such as Huy Cận, 

Xuân Diệu, Tố Hữu, and Nguyễn Định Thi used the momentum of this hard line to 

climb to the top of the DRV bureaucratic system. Those who disagreed with the new 

policies but decided to stay with the Việt Minh made their peace with the suffocating 

 
558 Huy Đức, Bên Thắng Cuộc: Quyền Bính (Westminster: Người Việt, 2012), pp. 10-11. 
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atmosphere, hoping that the democracy and freedom promised during the resistance 

would come once the war was over.559 

However, democracy and freedom never came. Instead, situated within the 

context of a divided Vietnam and the need to obtain a show of political loyalty from 

the population, the Party-state continued its restrictive policies. Arts and literature 

continued to be managed by rigid guidelines. Land reform spread into the newly 

acquired delta region and became intensely violent by the summer of 1955. Under 

these conditions, the intellectuals who had grudgingly accepted the restrictive 

atmosphere began to criticize the Party-state’s policies, planting the seeds for the Nhân 

Văn Giai Phẩm movement. From late 1954 until 1955, Trần Dần, a young military 

poet, organized discussion sessions to debate policies toward arts and literature. On 

March 4, 1955, Trần Dần, Tử Phác, Hoàng Cầm, and Lê Đạt and others organized a 

session critiquing Tố Hữu’s collection of Việt Bắc poems.560 Tố Hữu was the most 

ardent supporter of the Party-state’s cultural policies, the flagship of resistance poetry, 

so any critique of his work was considered blasphemous. A month later, Trần Dần, Tử 

Phác, Hoàng Cầm, Đỗ Nhuận, Hoàng Tích Linh, and Trúc Lâm signed a proposal 

demanding more creative freedom in the army, the elimination of a military role in arts 

and literature, and the return of leadership in arts and literature to artists and writers. 

As punishment for leading the critique and for defying military orders,561 on June 13, 

 
559 Peter Zinoman, “Nhân Văn-Giai Phẩm and Vietnamese ‘Reform Communism’ in the 1950s,” 
Publication of Cold War Studies, Vol. 13, No. 1, (Winter 2011) pp. 60-100.  
560 General Nguyễn Chí Thanh, a member of the Military Central Committee and Director of the PAVN 
General Political Department, was present at the session.  
561 Trần Đần had written to ask for release from the Party and to be discharged from the military.  
Despite the military’s objection, Trần Dần married Bùi Thị Khuê, a daughter of a Catholic family who 
had migrated south.      
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1955, Trần Dân, along with Tử Phác, was placed under house arrest, reeducated, and 

then sent away to Bắc Ninh to participate in wave 5 of land reform. 

While Trần Dần was away, Lê Đạt and Hoàng Cầm published Giai Phẩm Mùa 

Xuân [Masterpieces of the Spring], the first publication in the NVGP movement. 

Containing nine poems, two songs, and two short stories, the issue expressed 

discontent with the Party-state while making a call for new explorations in artistic 

creativity.”562 They did it on February 5, 1956, exactly one week before Tết, the 

Vietnamese New Year.563 The title “Giai Phẩm Mùa Xuân” referenced the arrival of 

spring [mùa xuân], a season that Vietnamese associate with the start of a new year, a 

new beginning to a better life, like the sprouting of plants and the blooming of flowers. 

It is a time of celebration, with great joy and hope for a brighter future. However, this 

sense of celebration very much contradicted the bleakness of the tone of the issue. The 

contradiction was deliberate. To bring gloom and doom to what is supposed to be a 

celebration would shock the readers’ conscience and bring them back to the 

unpleasant, chaotic, and horrifying reality in North Vietnam, especially to the chaos 

and destruction that was going on in the countryside with land reform.    

The issue is noteworthy for its new explorations in artistic creativity. The 

contributing writers made the choice [after years of demanding more creative 

freedom] to abandon the socialist realism that had for so long dominated artistic 

creativity. In so doing, they ceased to support the Party-state’s political aims and 

instead to draw attention to the everyday conditions under which North Vietnam’s 

 
562 “Lời nói đầu,” Giai Phẩm Mùa Xuân (Hà Nội: Minh Đức-Thời Mới Publishing House, 1956), pp. 2. 
563 The 1956 Lunar New Year, Tết Nguyên Đán, fell on Sunday, 12 February 1956, the year of the 
Monkey. 
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working class and poor lived. By correlating northern society with resentment, 

bitterness, sadness, and distress, or by depicting North Vietnam as a country mired in 

poverty, with children not having clothes, and millions starving and freezing in winter, 

the authors were voicing their displeasure with the political structures that created 

those conditions—the Party-state.564 This was a strong effort to shatter the false reality 

that the Party-state, through its use of socialist realism and propaganda, constantly 

forced upon the population. They were trying to get the readers to see their societal 

condition by asking them to acknowledge the unpleasant realities. Only when 

confronted with such realities do people began to hope for a brighter future, with food, 

clothing, jobs, or creative freedom. Only then would they question the nonsensicality 

of the land reform, of class antagonism, and class conflicts.  

The publication garnered immediate support, quickly building a readership and 

stimulated discussion. However, the Party-state was displeased, and the publication 

was withdrawn from circulation and confiscated [bị thu về”], approximately less than 

two weeks after its release.565  Shortly thereafter, Tố Hữu, the Deputy Minister of 

Propaganda at the time, called up Lê Đạt, the managing secretary of the journal, and 

forced him to undergo 15 days of reeducation and self-criticism. Through the 

Vietnamese Arts and Literary Association, Tố Hữu then called a meeting with 150 

artists and writers in attendance at 51 Trần Hưng Đạo, to criticize Giai Phẩm Mùa 

Xuần.  The meeting focused on Trần Dần and his poem “Nhất Định Thắng” [“We 

shall overcome”]. Trần Dần was denounced as a reactionary disciple of Hồ Phong [Hu 

 
564 Lê Đạt, “Làm thơ,” Hoàng Cầm, “Mùa Xuân Đến Rồi Đây,” Sỹ Ngọc, “Sổ Tay,” Giai Phẩm Mùa 
Xuân (Hà Nội: Minh Đức-Thời Mới Publishing House, 1956), pp. 3-4, 5-9, 45-47.  
565 Phan Khôi, “Phê Bình Lãnh Đạo Văn Nghệ,” Giai Phẩm Mua Thu, Vol. 1 (August 1956), pp. 3-16. 
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Feng],566 for not having the correct political standpoint, and for going against the 

party’s policy on arts and literature.  He and Tử Phác were sentenced to three months 

in Hỏa Lò prison, more famously known later as the Hà Nội Hilton.567 Giai Phẩm Mùa 

Xuân was prohibited from circulation, marking the beginning of the Party-state’s 

suppression of the intellectual dissident movement.   

 

Liberalization and the Acknowledging Errors 

However, social discontentment in 1956 was not unique only to North 

Vietnam. In fact, the year 1956 was a tumultuous one in the communist world. A 

series of events revealed the tension between the many communist states and their 

people. There were the Poznań protests in Poland and the Hungarian uprising. 

However, the two events that most affected North Vietnam was Nikita Khrushchev’s 

speech denouncing Joseph Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and Mao Zedong’s Hundred Flowers Campaign in China.  

While wave 5 of land reform was entering its second month of implementation, 

in Moscow at midnight on February 25, 1956, Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of 

the CPSU, shook the world with a speech titled  “On the Cult of Personality and its 

Consequences,” in which he denounced Stalin and the cult of personality. The speech 

 
566 Following the Battle at Điện Biên Phủ, Trần Dần, along with Đỗ Nhuận and Hoàng Xuân Tùy, was 
sent to China for two months (October 13 to December 12, 1954) to write the narration for the 
documentary "The Victory at Diện Biên Phủ".  His stay in China coincided with the event surrounding 
Hu Feng, a literary critic and longtime party members who sent a long letter to the Central Executive 
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in July 1954, openly criticizing the lack of creative 
freedom and the restrictive bureaucratic attitude in the management literature and art.  Trần Dần's diary, 
however, did not mention anything about the affair or his personal experience in China, except for 
several references to a Vietnamese family in Nanning, China.    
567 In prison, in an attempt to commit suicide, Trần Dần used a razor blade to cut his throat.  General 
Nguyễn Chí Thanh intervened and both Trần Dần and Tử Phác were released.  Huy Đức, Bên Thắng 
Cuộc: Quyền Bính (Westminster: Người Việt, 2012), pp. 14.   
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included vivid examples and detailed statistics of Stalin's rudeness and ruthless 

purges.568 In attendance at the Congress was Trường Chinh, the General Secretary of 

the Vietnamese Workers’ Party, and Lê Đức Thọ. Trường Chinh delivered a speech in 

front of the CPSU Congress on the evening of February 18. He also presented Hồ Chí 

Minh’s letter to the Congress, which emphasized the importance of the Congress by 

stating that “The Vietnamese Workers’ Party and the entire Vietnamese people are 

excited about the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union because 

the Congress is a source of new strength for the Vietnamese people in the struggle to 

build a peaceful, united, independent, democratic and prosper Vietnamese nation.”569 

Indeed, the VWP paid very close attention to developments from the CPSU 

Congress because the policy trajectory that was to develop from it was considered 

important to Hồ Chí Minh, the VWP and the future of Vietnam, for it was the Soviet 

Union’s first Party Congress not under Joseph Stalin’s leadership since his rise to 

power in the mid-1920s.570 As have discussed in Chapter I, it was just six years earlier, 

in January 1950, that the Soviet Union, under the approval of Stalin, recognized Hồ 

Chí Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The recognition, along with China’s 

recognition, gave the DRV political credibility and marked the beginning of a massive 

inflow of Chinese and Soviet Union military and economic aid to North Vietnam, 

enabling the latter to succeed in the war against the French.   

 
568 Nikita Khrushchev, Speech to the 20th Congress of the C.P.S.U., February 25, 1956, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/khrushchev/1956/02/24.htm.  The speech was delivered 
approximately three years after Stalin’s death on 5 March 1953.   
569 Nhân Dân, no. 704, 5 February 1953; Nhân Dân, no. 706, 7 February 1953; Nhân Dân, no. 718, 20 
February 1953.  
570 The 19th CPSU Congress was held from 5 to 14 October 1952, approximately five months before 
Stalin’s death on 5 March 1953, ending his reign as the supreme leader of the Soviet Union and the 
Communist world.    
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From the perspective of the leadership in North Vietnam, the year 1956 was a 

crucial one for they were hoping that there would be a general election to reunify the 

country by the end of that summer, as provisioned by the Geneva Agreements, even 

though the prospect of such becoming a reality was slim. However, Ngô Đình Diệm 

categorically rejected the Agreements and instead proclaimed the formation of the 

Republic of Vietnam, establishing himself as the first President on October 26, 1955. 

Diệm’s rejection along with the scheduling of elections for the first RVN National 

Assembly on 4 March 1956 became a more worrisome political and possibly military 

matter for Hồ Chí Minh and the VWP. For them, any rising prospect of a competing 

political entity in South Vietnam with the support of the United States was considered 

a threat to the political goal of reuniting Vietnam under the VWP’s rule. And if North 

Vietnam were to get into a political or military struggle to achieve that goal, it would 

require the continued support of the Soviet Union, who at this time was seen as the 

beacon of communist revolution and also a political power whose voice had 

significant pedigree on the international stage.      

Hence, paying special attention to all the significant developments that resulted 

from the meetings at the Kremlin was vital because those developments could very 

well shape the DRV’s policies. Consequently, every day from February 14 to 28, 

1956, Nhân Dân, the VWP’s mouthpiece, published at least one article to report on the 

developments from the Congress.  Some articles were short, briefly summarizing the 

day’s business, but other articles included lengthy excerpts from speeches by 

prominent Soviet leaders, including speeches by Vyacheslav Molotov and Nikita 

Khrushchev.  Nhân Dân, however, did not explicitly cover the Congress's most 
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stunning moment, Khrushchev's shocking speech, which was presented at a closed 

session in the early hours of Saturday, February 25, 1956.  The speech denounced 

Stalin, listed his crimes, and critiqued the cult of personality for the harmful 

consequences it created by distorting Stalin's crimes and elevating him to a god-like 

status of wise, peaceful, and fair leader.  The speech stunned delegates at the 

Congress.571  

Although they had not been invited to witness Khrushchev give his speech, 

Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Thọ might have been able, as with other foreign delegates, 

to read it that evening.572  As a result, news of de-Stalinization and the denouncing of 

the cult of personality probably got back to Hà Nội between February 26 and 28, 

1956.573 Such news possibly created confusion and anxiety among the VWP’s top 

echelon. This was especially damaging to Hồ Chí Minh who enjoyed a cult of 

personality similar to those that surrounded Stalin and Mao. This cult status held the 

VWP and its political ambitions together. Hence, Khrushchev’s speech was probably a 

shock to Hồ Chí Minh and the other leaders of the Party and therefore they could not 

allow the public or critics of the Party’s policies like the contributors of Giai Phẩm to 

know about it until there was a response in Moscow or Beijing, or at least until 

Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Thọ return to Hà Nội.   

As mentioned above, a thorough review of Nhân Dân’s reporting of the 20th 

CPSU Congress shows consistent reports on the many meetings, including a selected 

 
571 Nikita S. Khrushchev, The crimes of the Stalin era: Special report to the 20th congress of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, annotated by Boris I. Nicolaevsky (New York: The New Leader, 
1956). 
572 Medvedev and Medvedev, The Unknown Stalin (London: I.B. Tauris, 2002), pp. 103. 
573 Nhân Dân, no. 726, 28 February 1956. 
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but detailed excerpt of Khrushchev’s 14 February 1956 report of the central committee 

of the CPSU to the 20th Party Congress, but there was little mention of Khrushchev's 

speech and nothing about its focus on denouncing Stalin.574 An article on February 27 

reported only the celebratory ending of the Congress, describing the rousing ovation 

from the delegates and the chant of “Long live the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union!” and “Long live Leninism!” echoing throughout the Congress Hall.575 The 

next day, on February 28, a carefully worded editorial titled, “Đại Hội Lần Thứ 20 

Của Đảng Cộng Sản Liên-Xô Thành Công Rực Rỡ,” [The 20th Congress of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union Succeeded Effulgently] emphasized the 

importance of a report by Khrushchev by suggesting that it was extensive and rich, but 

did not indicate if it was the report that Khrushchev read on February 14 or the one he 

denounced Stalin given at midnight on February 25.576   

It is unclear whether the ambiguity was deliberate, but it helped mask the 

immediate need to address Khrushchev’s speech. Instead, the article summarized 

several key points from the Congress, among which are the issues of collective 

leadership and cult of personality, but it did not mention Khrushchev’s denunciation of 

Stalin or even the latter’s name. It did, nevertheless, acknowledged the importance of 

the CPSU’s exemplifying experience in dealing with party issues such as ideology and 

organization, stating that “such experience will definitely help the fraternal parties to 

 
574 Nhân Dân no. 714, Nhân Dân no. 723, 25 February 1956; Nhân Dân no. 724, 26 February 1956; 
Nhân Dân no. 725, 27 February 1956.  Nhân Dân’s reports of developments at the 20th CPSU Congress 
were usually two days after the time when the actual events occurred.      
575 Nhân Dân, no. 725, 27 February 1956. 
576 The 25 February 1956 speech was delivered over the course of four hours in which he revealed 
details of Stalin’s rude behaviors and crimes, including Stalin had rounded up thousands of people and 
sent them into Gulags—a huge system of political work camps. 
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strengthen the ideological and organizational work of their respective parties.”577  This 

suggests that the VWP recognized an important shift toward a new direction for the 

CPSU, especially concerning the influence of Stalin’s policies and legacies.  

Nonetheless, to avoid causing any confusion among Party members and the general 

population, the VWP had to deliberately keep the public from knowing the details of 

Khrushchev’s speech while waiting for a resolution, meaning the VWP was waiting to 

take its cue from possible reactions and/or changes from the Soviet Union and China 

in the coming months. This could be why Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Thọ did not 

immediately return to Vietnam until exactly a month after the 20th Party Congress had 

adjourned.578   

It could be conjectured that their extended stay was, aside from attending 

meetings and visiting various factory sites, to observe de-Stalinization in the Soviet 

Union and the possible confusion, protests, purges, and crackdowns that may result. A 

week after Khrushchev’s speech, in an interview with Radio Moscow on Saturday, 

March 3, 1956, Trường Chinh evaluated the 20th Congress “as a historic and most 

important Congress since Lenin’s death.”  His evaluation bypassed Stalin’s reign and 

influence.  He insisted that the VWP will follow in the footsteps of the CPSU’s new 

direction to strengthen the VWP, strengthen the leadership of the VWP, and to 

 
577 The first mentioning indicates that “bản báo cáo do đồng chí Khơ-rút-sốp, Thư ký thứ nhất của Đảng 
trình bày, là rất rộng lớn, rất phong phú.”  The second mention states, “Theo những báo cáo của Ban 
chấp hành Trung ương cua Đảng, nhất là bản báo cáo của đồng chí Khơ-rúp-sốp, Đại họi đã giải quyết 
những vấn đề to lớn về đường lối phất triển của Liên-xô, của các nước dân chủ nhân dân và của toàn thể 
giới trên cơ sở chủ nghĩa Mác-Lên-nin kết hợp với tình hình thực tế hiện nay.” 
578 Nhân Dân, no. 752, March 25, 1956.  It is interesting that while Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Thọ 
remained in Moscow, their Chinese counterparts, Deng Xiaoping, who led the Chinese delegation, left 
and returned to Beijing on 3 March 1956.   
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develop criticism and self-criticism and collective leadership. 579   Following the 

interview, Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Tho continued to stay in Moscow for 

approximately one week before heading to Beijing to meet with Mao Zedong on 

March 14.580 Their visit to Beijing, perhaps, was also to consult and observe Mao and 

the Chinese Communist Party’s reaction to the 20th CPSU Congress before returning 

to Vietnam.  

According to an announcement inNhân Dân on March 31, 1956, the VWP 

Politburo convened a session to hear Trường Chinh and Lê Đức Thọ report on the 20th 

CPSU Congress soon after their arrival in Hà Nội on 15 March 1956. The Politburo 

recognized the importance of the 20th CPSU Congress to the development of its own 

Party, especially on the theoretical matter of defining the path for the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam. Hence, it decided to convene an expanded Party plenum for 

members to hear reports on the 20th CPSU Congress and to prepare officials to study 

key documents from the Congress that correlate with the immediate tasks of the 

Vietnamese Party-state.581 The announcement briefly mentioned collective leadership, 

criticism and self-criticism, and the cult of personality, but, once again, did not relate 

those aspects with Khrushchev’s denouncing of Stalin and his crimes. This avoidance 

to discuss or to report on the critiquing of Stalin would continue until early April 5, 

when Mao and the CCP took the initiative to respond to Khrushchev’s speech.   

 
579 Nhân Dân, no. 733, 6 March 1956. 
580 Nhân Dân, no. 741, 14 March 1956; The People’s Daily [人民日報], 14 March 1956.  Other 
Chinese leaders at the greeting included Lưu Thiếu Kỳ, Chu Ân Lai, Trần Vân, Bành Chân, Bánh Đức 
Hoài, Khang Sinh, Trương Văn Thiên và Đặng Tiểu Bình.   
581 Nhân Dân, no. 758, 31 March 1956. 
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In their response, Mao and the CCP, suggested that Stalin made great 

contributions to the development of the Soviet Union and the international communist 

movement, yet “during the latter part of his life, Stalin took more and more pleasure in 

this cult of the individual, and violated the Party's system of democratic centralism and 

the principle of combining collective leadership with individual responsibility. As a 

result, he made some serious mistakes…On these issues, Stalin fell victim to 

subjectivism and one-sidedness, and divorced himself from objective reality and the 

masses."  However, countering Khrushchev’s sharp attack of Stalin’s mistakes, the 

article embellished the glories of Stalin’s contribution to argue that his achievements 

were much greater than his mistakes and that even many of his mistakes were useful 

because they enriched the historical experience of the dictatorship of the proletariat.  

The article reaffirmed Stalin’s important position by suggesting that “Both the things 

he did right and the things he did wrong were phenomena of the international 

communist movement and bore the imprint of the times…. Great achievements have 

been made, but there are still shortcomings and mistakes…. However, the 

achievements always exceed the defects, the right things always outnumber those 

which are wrong, and the defects and mistakes are always overcome in the end."582  

Examining the VWP’s reaction to the secret speech within the context of its 

own reverence and loyalty towards Stalin and wanting to take its cue from China, it is 

reasonable to see why up until April 8 the VWP took the cautious step of focusing on 

other aspects of the 20th CPSU Congress and its positive relationship with the Soviet 

Union, but nothing on the divisive issue concerning Khrushchev’s denunciation of 

 
582 People’s Daily, 5 April 1956. 
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Stalin and the cult of personality. The CCP’s public response on April 5 in the 

People’s Daily was the awaited torch that paved the way for how the leadership of the 

Vietnamese communist party was going to respond.  

This careful stance carried over into the Party’s Ninth Plenum, convened on 

April 19-24, 1956 to discuss the 20th CPSU Congress, when the Party adopted China’s 

approach and mitigated Khrushchev’s concrete and strong language against Stalin’s 

cult of personality by presenting a much more subdued evaluation of Stalin. Instead of 

pointing to the various extreme and repressive methods that Stalin employed to 

terrorize and punish people, the Plenum’s resolution delicately stated that “Stalin was 

one of the greatest Marxists, having made great contributions to the Soviet Communist 

Party and the people of the Soviet Union, to the socialist movement and the national 

liberation movement in countries around the world. But in the last years of his life, 

Stalin made some serious mistakes without knowing himself wrong.”583  

However, the more important reason for not immediately publicizing 

Khrushchev’s critique of Stalin perhaps has more to do with the fear that it could 

affect Hồ Chí Minh and his carefully cultivated image as the father of the Vietnamese 

communist revolution and the savior of the nation. While Khrushchev’s speech was 

intended to shock people’s long-held perception and to break the power and aura that 

Stalin still held over the Soviet Union, a similar act could not be employed in North 

Vietnam, for any harsh criticism of Stalin would risk causing people to think of Hồ 

Chí Minh. It would enable critics to emulate and find ways to critique Hồ Chí Minh. 

 
583 "Nghị quyết của hội nghị ban chấp hành trung ương Đảng Lao Động Việt Nam lần thứ chin mở 
rộng, họp từ ngày 19 đến ngày 24 tháng 4 nắm 1956," Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập Tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 167-172, 168. 
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Contextually, the VWP could not afford to do anything that could harm Hồ Chí Minh 

as he was the adhesive that bond everything together, which made everything work in 

North Vietnam, especially a North Vietnam that was still unstable with an ongoing 

violent rural revolution and rising social discontent. Accordingly, the Nhân Dân and 

other Vietnamese press kept the content of Krushchev’s speech away from the public.    

Consequently, the Plenum’s resolution circumspectly addressed Stalin’s 

‘mistakes’ but avoided any direct comparison between Stalin and Hồ Chí Minh, while 

acknowledging a tendency toward the creation of a cult of personality around Hồ Chí 

Minh. However, such a tendency was dismissed as “a result of Party members and 

cadres being poorly qualified and inexperienced.  President Hồ Chí Minh is a senior 

revolutionist with profound experience, highly reputable, who has accomplished great 

achievements. So as a result, we have become dependent, obedient, and sometimes 

timid, frightened [at his presence].”584 Essentially, the VWP tilted the spear away from 

Hồ Chí Minh. It addressed the issue, but unlike the Soviet Union, it could not criticize 

Stalin and risk opening the floodgate and drowning itself when the land reform was at 

its most climactic stage and when there was a rising political adversary in the Republic 

of Vietnam.    

However, many contributors to the NVGP movement were in the military and 

had seen the land reform firsthand. For example, Trần Dần and Tử Phát had been 

punished by being sent to Bắc Ninh to participate in wave 5 of the campaign. Hữu 

 
584 “Báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị lần thứ chín ban chấp hành trung ương về việc quán triệt 
nguyên tắc lạnh đạo tập thể, đề cao vai trò của Đảng,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập Tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 165; Nghị quyết của hội nghị ban chấp hành trung ương Đảng Lao Động Việt 
Nam lần thứ chín mở rộng,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập Tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 
168. 



352 

Loan, a contributor to later issues of Giai Phẩm, witnessed the absurdity of the 

campaign and then daringly married a granddaughter of an accused landlord to protect 

her from persecution. 585  It was within this climate of violence and irrationality 

combined with the restriction of the freedom to reflect and expose these realities that 

culminated in their confrontation with the Party-state's restrictive and unjust policies.    

The intellectuals who participated in Giai Phẩm Mùa Xuân along with other 

contributors who joined the movement in later issues saw this before 1954. They 

continued to support the Party-state because they believed in Hồ Chí Minh and the 

Party and thought things would change for the better after the Geneva Agreements. 

However, this did not happen. Giai Phẩm Mùa Xuân was the intellectuals’ first public 

expression of discontent and also the first public demand for freedom of thought and 

creativity in arts and literature. The Party-state suppressed the movement because it 

could not allow any discontent to disrupt its larger objectives. What happened at the 

CPSU’s 20th Party Congress and Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization had been a bolt out of 

the blue, it was a convenient pretext to suspend the publication and circulation of Giai 

Phẩm.  

Three months after Khrushchev’s secret speech and one month after publicly 

responding to it, in an address delivered at the Supreme State Conference on May 2, 

1956, Mao Zedong proposed “Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools 

contend,” [Trăm Hoa Đua Nở, Trăm Nhà Đua Tiếng] as part his response to the 

“personality cult” denounced by Khrushchev to encourage greater initiative in the 

 
585 Hữu Loan, Interviewed January 2009, Thanh Hoá Province.  
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sphere of culture and science.586  One of the main reasons for this slogan was the 

shortage of intellectuals and scientists who could advance China’s economic 

development at a time when socialist realism had stifled artistic creativity. Mao 

wanted to revitalize the Party by improving the economic condition of China more 

than he desired to liberate intellectuals from ideological and political discipline.    

Mao’s speech was never published, but it was left to Lu Ting-yi [Lục Định 

Nhất], head of the Central Committee’s Propaganda Department, to announce it in a 

meeting with artists, writers, and scientists in Beijing on May 26, 1956.587  Initially 

directed to writers, “Let a hundred flowers bloom,” was interpreted by Lu Ting-yi as 

the permission for artists to disregard the principles of socialist realism as long as their 

art served the people. “Let a hundred schools contend,” was an exhortation to 

scientists to encourage research in the natural sciences.  The worlds of culture and 

science, however, were separate. The natural sciences were declared to have no class 

character and therefore scientists had more latitude to advocate and debate scientific 

theories, including Western ones, without fear of political reprisals or ideological 

injunction.588 For the artists and writers, their freedom was not as well defined. The 

new policy on intellectual freedom, as Lu Ting-yi explained, “means that we stand for 

freedom of independent thinking, of debate, of creative work; freedom to criticize and 

freedom to express, maintain and reserve one’s opinions on questions of art, literature, 

or scientific research.”589   

 
586 Maurice Meisner, Mao’s China and After (New York: The Free Press, 1999), pp. 165. 
587 Ibid., pp. 166. 
588 Roderick MacFarquahar, ed., The Hundred Flowers (Paris: Stevens & Sons, 1960), pp. 8. 
589 Meisner, Mao’s China and After, pp. 178. 
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This freedom, however, was subjective. Unlike the politically neutral natural 

sciences, art, literature, history, philosophy, and political thought were assumed to 

have a class character and therefore had to be kept under political supervision. Hence, 

artists and writers can blossom in the realms of style and subject matter but be denied 

the freedom to determine the social and political content of their works. The limitation 

was tied to the notion that artistic and literary works had "to serve the people" [phục 

vụ quần chúng]. However, the notion of who constitutes "the people," what did it 

mean to serve them, and who was to make the determination was never defined.590 

Thus, in his promise of freedom, Mao also limited it. In the end, that was how Mao 

and the CCP formulated their policy of liberalization. The process of blossoming was 

determined by the changes in the political temperature. Anything that was not to the 

liking of Mao or the Party could be dismissed as not serving the people, therefore 

counter-revolutionary, and had to be uprooted.     

Lu Ting-yi’s elucidation of “Let a hundred flowers blossom, let a hundred 

schools contend,” was published in the People’s Daily on 13 June 1956.  Although 

many important issues were left ambiguous, nonetheless, encouraged by the newly 

afforded freedom, a significant number of Chinese intellectuals began to express their 

views on matters of more than purely literary significance.591  Once Mao and the CCP 

had sketched out their path, the VWP, who up until this point still relied on China's aid 

and revolutionary advice, followed suit. By this time, it had no other alternative but to 

liberalize since its two most important supporters had moved forward with it.  July 20, 

1956, had come and gone without the unifying election that the VWP had wanted, but 
 

590 Ibid., 178. 
591 Ibid., 179. 
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the land reform was also ending, and the north was finally consolidated under its 

authority, despite many wrongs had been committed to achieving those goals. The 

VWP's main objective was now economic development and the construction of the 

north. It was a task that would require unity and popular support from all social 

classes. Class tensions that had been inflamed during the land reform had to be 

assuaged and the legion of errors corrected. 

It was under these international developments following the aftermath of the 

secret speech combined with rising domestic discontentment from all parts of 

Northern society that liberalization began in North Vietnam. From August 8 to 26, 

1956, more than 300 writers and artists who belonged to the Arts and Literary 

Association gathered for an 18-day conference on literary theory and democracy. They 

discussed the new line from the Soviet Union and China’s One Hundred Flowers 

policy.592 In the final session held on  August 26, 1956, Nguyễn Hữu Đang, one of the 

architects and leaders of the Nhân Văn Giai Phẩm movement, read a speech 

vigorously criticizing the VWP’s cultural leadership for bureaucratism [quan liêu], 

commandism [mệnh lệnh], and factionalism [bè phái], forcing Tố Hữu, Nguyễn Đình 

Thi and other cultural leaders to published self-criticisms and to “admit serious 

mistakes and to promise to fix them.”593  Hoài Thanh, who famously started the public 

 
592 Người Quan Sát, “Một đợt học tập và đấu tranh của giới văn nghệ,” Nhân Văn, No. 1 (20 September 
1956), pp. 6.  Người Quan Sát is a pen name used by both Lê Đạt and Nguyễn Hữu Đang.  This piece 
was written by Lê Đạt. 
593 Ibid., pp. 6.  
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condemnation of Trần Dần and his poem “Nhất Định Thắng” on March 7, 1956,594 

had to apologize to Trần Dần.   

Liberalization and admitting mistakes were not limited to the literary realm. 

On July 5, 1956, Trường Chinh, General Secretary of the VWP who spearheaded the 

land reform program, issued a directive on behalf of the Politburo to acknowledge that 

there had been serious errors with the land reform campaign and the task of 

reorganizing political structures.595 On August 18, 1956, Hồ Chí Minh sent a personal 

letter to the nation and to government officials acknowledging mistakes in the land 

reform and assuring that the Party and government would firmly review them. Both 

Hồ Chí Minh and Trường Chinh were responding to an emergent pressure created by 

outrage over the injustices and abuses associated with the land reform. An indication 

of this increased pressure can be seen in a June 29, 1956 circular.  

Until now, especially since peace was restored [July 20, 1954], many 

complaints from individuals and organizations have been sent to 

President Hồ Chí Minh requesting his review of their cases. The 

number of petitions arriving has increased each day; some months there 

were over 80 petitions, of which the majority requested to be reviewed 

for injustices occurring in land reform or organizational reform. There 

 
594 “Vạch trần tính chất phản động trong bài thơ Nhất Định Thắng của Trần Dần,” Văn Nghệ, no. 110 
(07 March 1956).  
595 “Chỉ thị của Bộ Chính Trị số 33/CT-TW, ngày 5 tháng 7 năm 1956 về công tác chỉnh đốn tổ chức,” 
Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17 (Hà Nội: NXBTTQG, 2002), pp. 268-274. 
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are letters from Party members, and many petitions from compatriots 

from all social classes.596 

 The last wave of land reform completed on July 30, 1956, but the situation in 

the countryside became increasingly chaotic, with rising tension and violence between 

different social classes. Under this heightened pressure, from August 25 to October 5, 

1956, the VWP leadership convened at the Tenth Plenum. The two most pressing 

topics of discussion were how to liberalize Party rule and the land reform and how to 

right the wrongs that had happened in its implementation. 597  In relation to 

liberalization, the Party called for a renewal of “democratic rights,” “personal rights,” 

“freedom of thought,” “democratic rule of law,” and “democratization of the 

bureaucratic system.”598  Concerning land reform, the Party leaders acknowledged 

“errors” and removed Trường Chinh from his position as General Secretary of the 

Party.599 Other leaders of the land reform program were also demoted and disciplined, 

including Party ranking members like Lê Văn Lương and Hồ Viết Thắng were 

 
596 “Thông tri của ban bí thư số 37/TT-TW, ngày 29 tháng 6, 1956 v/v xét và giải quyết các đơn yêu cầu 
và khiếu nại của cá nhân, đơn vị gửi Hồ Chú tịch,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: 
NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 264-265. 
597 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 412-
474; “Báo cáo công tác tư tưởng tại hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ 10,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 
1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp.475-508. 
598 “Báo cáo công tác tư tưởng tại hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ 10,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 
1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp.501; “Báo cáo về vấn đề dân chủ hóa bộ máy chính quyền thực 
hiện quyền tự do dân chủ và tang cường chế độ pháp trị dân chủ nhân dân,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, 
tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp.509-535; “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 
mở rộng về mở rộng dân chủ, đảm bảo quyền tự do dân chủ và tăng cường chế độ pháp trị dân chủ,” 
Báo cáo công tác tư tưởng tại hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ 10,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 
(Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp.569-573. 
599 “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 mở rộng về chức Tổng Bí thư của Đảng, về Bộ 
Chính trị và Ban Bí thư,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 574-
575. 
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respectively expelled from the Party’s Politburo and Central Committee.600 Despite 

also being directly involved and responsible in the land reform, Hồ Chí Minh escaped 

unscathed as it was necessary to keep his image clean to hold the Party-state together 

amidst rising anger. Võ Nguyên Giáp, the renowned general who defeated the French 

at Điện Biên Phủ, was assigned the task of representing the Party-state to acknowledge 

"errors".601 Accordingly, a rectification of errors campaign was launched thereafter. 

 

Rectification of Errors 

From January 1957 until mid-1957, the DRV attempted to rectify its errors. 

The campaign began with a slapdash effort to assess the damage and release peasants 

and cadres who had been unjustly accused and imprisoned. The second phase, more 

deliberate and the real heart of the campaign began with the reclassification of 

peasants and proceeded the compensation of restitution of property that had been 

wrongly expropriated from its owners. This was followed by review, inventory, and 

concentrated re-indoctrination of local personnel.  

 This rectification campaign revealed that tens of thousands of people had been 

falsely accused under the rent reduction and land reform programs. Table 7.3 shows 

that of the 26,453 “cruel despotic landlords” [đại chủ cường hảo gian ác], 20,493 

(77.4%) had been falsely categorized. Many of these people were not just regular 

landlords, rich peasants or middle peasants, but also poor and landless peasants, 
 

600 “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 v/v thi hành kỷ luật đối với một số đồng chí trung 
ương phạm sai lầm trong công tác CCRĐ ruộng đất và chỉnh đốn tổ chức,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, 
tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 576-577. 
601  Võ Nguyên Giáp would not make the public apology until 31 October 1956, but the types of errors 
in land reform that he would identify were discussed and defined during the Plenum.  “Nghị quyết của 
hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 mở rộng về công tác CCRĐ và chỉnh đốn tổ chức,” Văn Kiện Đảng 
Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp.536-568.   
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people who had participated in the anti-colonial war against the French or whose 

children were soldiers or cadres supporting the war and the DRV. Even more 

damning, however, was that most of the wrongly accused were the heads of their 

household. Because the family is the fundamental unit of Vietnamese society, all 

family members shared the class status of the head. Hence, an accusation against the 

head of the household was also an accusation against the extended family and 

associations such as friends and neighbors. For example, an average family in the 

northern countryside comprised at least four members. Hence, although 20,493 were 

wrongly accused, 81,972 to 102,465 other people were also affected.   

     Table 7.3: Classification and Reclassification of Class Categories602 
Class 
Categories 

# of people 
categorized in 
land reform 

# of people 
wrongly 
categorized after 
correction of 
errors 

% wrongly 
categorized 

Cruel despotic 
landlords 

26,453 20,493 77.4% 

Regular 
landlords 

82,777 51,480 62% 

Revolutionary 
landlords 

586 290 49% 

Rich peasants 62,192 51,003 82% 
Total 172,008 123,266 71.66% 

 

The damage to the people who were implicated was lasting, despite attempts to 

correct the errors after the fact. Vũ Thị Lý from Hải Dương recalled her family’s 

tragedy. 

My father was a teacher in the village just across this river. He taught 
Chinese and Southern characters. My mother was a shopkeeper at the 

 
602 Đặng Phong, Lịch sử kinh tế Việt Nam, 1945-2000, tập IIK 1955-1975 (Hà Nội: NXBKHXH, 
2005), p. 85. 
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local market. They had four kids: me, my younger sister and two older 
brothers. During the resistance, my eldest brother joined the Việt Minh 
to fight the French while the rest of our family remained in Hải Dương. 
When the land reform team got to our village, I could remember 
people's feelings were divided because we heard stories about it. Some 
were happy, others were fearful, not knowing what would happen. I 
believe the latter was more my family's sentiment, though we couldn't 
anticipate exactly what will happen to us. Well, until…one day they 
burst through our front door and hustled my parents away. Accusing 
them of being cruel landlords, they locked up my parents and would not 
let any of us near them. As a result, my mother died of thirst and 
hunger, and probably torture and fear. My brother was called back and 
had to undergo reeducation and self-criticism. During the rectification 
of errors, my family was recategorized as patriotic middle peasant, but 
it was too late. My mother was already gone.603    

 
According to the post-rectification of errors campaign reports, of the 63,113 

households in 2,035 communes that had been categorized as landlords, 31,844 (50.4%) 

were indeed wrongly categorized. The remaining 31,269 households accounted for 

only 2.2% of 1,421,318 households in the communes that underwent land reform. 

Based on these numbers, the 63,113 households originally categorized as landlords 

before rectification of errors were 4.4% of the 1,421,318 households in the 2,035 

communes.604 The discrepancy between 2.2% and 4.4% reflects the degree to which 

implementing cadres were trying to reach the Party-state's quota of 5% landlords. 

False categorization was exacerbated during the reorganization of Party cells and 

administration, due to the Party-state's insistence that "the number of Party cell 

members who came from the exploitative class still accounts for 5% of the total 

 
603 Vũ Thị Lý, interviewed September 2008, Hải Dương Province.  
604 Trần Đức Cường, eds., Lịch Sử VIệt Nam, Tập 12: Từ năm 1954 đến năm 1965 (Hà Nội: 
NXBKHXH, 2017), p. 46. 
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number of members."605 Phan Văn Tuấn described his expulsion from a local Party 

cell.   

I was a Party member in the local Party cell here [Thái Bình Province]. 
I joined the revolution in 1945 when I was 17. They forced me out 
during the reorganization of Party cells, accusing me of being the 
extension arms and legs of my uncle, an accused landowner. The 
process of being expelled was horrendous. Oh, the physical and 
especially psychological abuses that were dumped on me and my 
family. I tell you, they did anything and everything to have the whole 
community turn against us, including intimidating my sister to publicly 
denounce me. Nothing feels worse … Of course, I was exonerated, but 
the prior relationship and trust I had in people, including family, could 
never be repaired.606 
 

 The consequences, however, affected more people than those were expelled, 

tortured, or executed. Land, houses, and property were confiscated leaving the former 

owners destitute and unable to earn a living. Worst, however, was shunning of the 

accused and their family. Bùi Thị Nhu from Thanh Hóa described being left homeless.  

I experienced it early. My paternal grandfather was accused of being a 
landlord during rent reduction. Consequently, the rest of the family 
reaped the consequences of being associated with him. One day, the 
cadres gathered the peasants to the front of our courtyard. Within 
minutes they had ransacked our whole house, taking everything, from 
cooking utensils to sleeping mats to the comb my father had gifted my 
mother on their wedding day. We were isolated for many months. It got 
to the point where we couldn't do anything to survive. In her distress, 
my mother fell ill and became bedridden. My father had passed away in 
1948 when I was seven, so we didn't have any means of support. My 
younger brother and I were starving yet couldn't do anything substantial 
to sustain ourselves. Occasionally a relative would sneak us some rice, 
but most people, including relatives, family friends, and neighbors, 
didn't dare come near us for fear of being associated with us and the 
troubles that came with it. My mother eventually passed away in mid-
1955. Afterward, my brother and I just wandered from one village to 
another, seeking food and shelter. By the time I met [her husband], the 

 
605 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 7 tháng 12 năm 1954 về việc chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong cải cách 
ruộng đất,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954, (NXBCTQG: Hà Nội, 2001), p. 393. 
606 Phan Văn Tuấn, interviewed December 2008, Thái Bình Province.  
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one piece of clothing that I had on when I left my house had become a 
rag.607  
 

 Most of the errors had been committed at the provincial, district, and commune 

levels. A total of 2,876 of 3,777 Party cells affecting 150,000 Party members were 

reorganized. Party statistics showed that over 84,00 “were dealt with” and replaced 

with 36,000 new recruits. Those who were “dealt with” were either purged, expelled, 

reeducated, imprisoned, or executed. The purging, however, was not limited to those 

associated with the rich and landowning class, but also swept up many people in the 

working class. For example, of the 8,829 Party members who were “dealt with” in the 

Tả Ngạn Zone, 7,000 were either peasants or laborers.608  

In expelling Party members, implementing cadres engaged in indiscriminate 

torture. Even Party executives and members in good standing with the Party were not 

spared. The Politburo reported that “There were occurrences where the best Party cells 

were being suppressed the most, the best Party members were the ones being dealt 

with. Many Party cells that had distinguished themselves during the resistance were 

considered reactionary and disbanded, while Party executives and executive 

committee members punished, imprisoned or shot.” The numbers were similarly 

excessive in the reorganization of provincial and district administrative organs. In 

general, there were abuses in almost every province that had undergone mass 

 
607 Bùi Thị Nhu, Interviewed January 2009, Thanh Hóa Province.  
608 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 432-
433. 
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mobilization. Most were committed during waves 7 and 8 of rent reduction and 

especially in waves 4 and 5 of land reform.609  

Despite the rectification of errors campaign, there was no way for the Party-

state to undo the damage done. People who had been wrongly categorized had their 

class status reinstated and readmitted into society. Nonetheless, the stigma stayed with 

them and their families. Moreover, they remained under surveillance by the police, 

neighborhood street committees, and other public security agencies. A few were able 

to return to their old jobs, but many were not. Some were compensated, but never for 

what they had lost forever.   

One of the most tragic consequences of the land reform was the severing of 

social relations in the countryside. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that neighbors who had 

been pitted against each other, and children who had been forced to denounce their 

parents would be able to mend their relationships. Reflecting on her feelings about a 

neighbor who had accused her family, Bùi Thị Nhu explained: 

That house over there, on that side of the fence. We have been 
neighbors for generations, if not hundreds of years. We never had 
problems with them. My parents treated them well if I recall correctly. 
But they accused us, nonetheless. On denunciation day, I still 
remember this vividly, both the husband and wife got up and cursed at 
my parents. They went on and fabricated many of the accusations. 
After rectification, we were exonerated…Well, fifty years have passed, 
and we are still neighbors. We still see each other. We still talk and 
smile, but in truth, it was never the same. It's hard to be genuine with 
someone you've already lost trust in. And we lost that trust with many 
since that fateful day. 
 

 
609 Ibid., pp. 433-435. 
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In using class antagonism to revolutionize and destroy traditional social relations in 

the countryside, the Party-state unequivocally achieved something that not even the 

mandate of emperors had been able to do: pierce the village’s gate.  

 

The Causes of “Errors”?  

The idea of reforming land tenureship and the relations of production was not 

something that could only be envisioned and realized by the DRV. In contrast, land 

reform has been part of Vietnamese history, under different dynasties and later in 

Southern Vietnam. The difference, however, was that those land reforms had not 

created the chaos and terror that the DRV’s land reform had. What were the causes of 

these errors?      

A handful of contextual and procedural factors contributed to the creation and 

escalation of errors. The contextual factors involved two important political 

developments: the anti-colonial war against the French and the Geneva Agreements. 

As argued in Chapter V, the anti-colonial war required the support of the peasantry, so 

policies to redistribute land were necessary. The policies during this period, especially 

when the war was reaching its climax, were shifting in the direction of class conflict. 

Nonetheless, because the war was ongoing, a united front was still needed, and the 

DRV still did not have full control over the entire country, the shift toward class 

struggle was limited. Thus, the war helped limit extremism and the wrongs that would 

occur later when the countryside was under the control of the DRV. 

Indeed, after reaching the Geneva Agreements, and intent on consolidating 

power within two years, DRV leaders resorted to more aggressive and violent land 



365 

reform. With 13 million people and all northern Vietnam under its control, this was 

unnecessary. However, the desire to gain full control of northern Vietnam before July 

1956, the period when general elections were supposed to be held as provisioned in 

the Geneva Agreements, led DRV leaders into believing that they had to rush land 

reform. Hence, from the summer of 1955 and July 1956, rent reduction and land 

reform were carried out at a lightning pace, and on a much wider geographical scope 

and with a considerably larger and more diverse population than before. This rush 

forced implementing cadres to skip steps, commit abuses, and make false accusations. 

Leaders of the DRV were fully aware that these abuses would only escalate as they 

intensified their demands. Thus, the wrongs committed in rent reduction and land 

reform were the result of willful negligence, a type of negligence they felt needed to 

achieve their larger and more important political objective.  

Several procedural factors also contributed to the escalation of abuses. One 

was the quota system. Taking a lesson from Chinese experiences and Mao Zedong’s 

propensity to use quotas to advance social, economic, and political campaigns and to 

eliminate opposition, leaders of the DRV claimed that 5% of the Vietnamese rural 

population consisted of landlords. 610  Hence, the rent reduction and land reform 

policies, as well as the rules and regulations that accompanied those policies, were 

based on that estimate.  

From there, it became the responsibility of implementing cadres to classify 

enough landlords to meet the quota. Failing to do so would reap retaliation from above 

 
610 Đặng Phong, ed., Lịch sử kinh tế Vietnam, tập II [Vietnam Economic History, Volume II] (Hà Nội: 
Institute of Economics, 2002), p. 86. Referencing the article “Những điều cần chú ý trong việc vạch giai 
cấp,” in Nội San Cải Cách Ruộng Đất, Vol. 15, published on February 19, 1956. “Tránh để xẩy ra dùng 
nhục hình, phải nắm vững chính sách phân hóa. Tránh gò cho đủ 5% địa chủ.”  
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or being labeled a rightist deviant or an enemy sympathizer. Hence, it became 

common for implementing cadres to upgrade people’s class status during rent 

reduction and land reform, particularly in the later and more radical waves. Vũ Đình 

Lộc remembered:  

Yes, of course, there was tremendous pressure. The message was 

hammered into our heads that all landlords were bad. Have you ever 

seen those training manuals that warned us against trusting landlords or 

against rightism? We knew that was not always true, but so what. The 

pressure was on us to meet the expectation of the leadership. It became 

a mission, for many, to hunt down as many as possible or risk getting 

reprimanded, especially in the last wave.611   

A review of the numbers of people categorized as landlords in the progress and 

summarizing reports shows that the figure hovered at around 5%, sometimes reaching 

as high as 6%, 7%, or even 9%. In these communes, many ordinary peasants were 

upgraded into landlords.612 Indeed, the Politburo report at the Party’s Tenth Plenum 

acknowledged that after the five waves of land reform, landlords made up 5.86% of 

the areas the underwent land reform.613 Five percent was also the percentage of Party 

cell members who were supposedly associated with the exploitative class and 

therefore had to be removed.614 From this, it seems like the 5% quota became the goal. 

 
611 Vũ Văn Lộc, interviewed March 2009, Hà Nội.  
612 “Báo cáo tình hình giảm tô d0e61n 17-8-1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 29; “Báo 
cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô tháng 1-1955 và Hội nghị tổng kết cải cách ruộng đất đợt 
2,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 42. 
613 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10, họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, Tập 17: 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG 2002), p.426. 
614 “Chỉ thị của ban bí thư ngày 7 tháng 12 năm 1954 về việc chỉnh đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong cải cách 
ruộng đất,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 15, 1954 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG 2001), p. 393. 
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However, the result of trying to fulfill this expectation was the wrongful categorization 

of many innocent people, as enemies of the people. Tố Hữu, the most ardent supporter 

of the regime recalled in his memoir, “It is impossible to recite all the tragic scenes in 

which those who were accused as landlords and evil bullies (when in fact they were 

middle peasants) had to endure in places that were mobilized.”615      

More appalling, however, was the quota for the number of people to be 

executed, set by the Politburo in a May 4, 1953 directive. Concerning the punishment 

of reactionary and evil landlords, the Politburo specified: 

In this mass mobilization campaign, [we] must execute [xử tử] a 
number of reactionary or evil landlords. In our current situation, the 
number of executions is fixed in principle at the ratio of one per one 
thousand people of the total population in the free areas. This ratio will 
be controlled by the leadership and applied to the rent and interest 
reduction campaign this year and next year; this does not mean that the 
ratio will apply only this year, nor does it mean that every village 
executes landlords according to this ratio. (Thus, there may be 
communes that execute three or four people and others that execute 
only one or none at all) … Human lives are an important matter. It is 
not that we do not want to execute those who deserve execution. But 
the number of executions should not be too many; if so, it would make 
it difficult [for the people] to agree with us.    
 
Issued at the start of the rent reduction campaign, the directive could help 

explain why so many false accusations were made in the later waves of rent reduction 

and land reform. The Party-state’s reliance on a subjective estimate to create a quota 

system that they could use against their enemies reveals their character; in particular, 

their concerns for human life relative to their political goals. In addition, the Party-

state’s implied willingness to change the quota from one year to the next or from one 

commune to another suggests that the quota for execution might have been raised in 

 
615 “Tố Hữu, Nhớ Lại Một Thời (Hồi Ký) (Hà Nội: NXB Hội Nhà Văn, 2000), pp. 278-79. 
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the later stages of rent reduction and land reform. It could be conjectured that 

happened when mass mobilization for rent reduction and land reform intensified and 

expanded into newly liberated areas.   

Statistically and hypothetically, if the DRV maintained this quota of one in 

every thousand throughout rent reduction and land reform, in a population of 

approximately ten million in the northern countryside, the expected number of 

executions was 10,000. However, judging from when this quota was set in relation to 

the intensification in later mobilization campaigns, the actual number of targeted 

executions could have been around 20,000 to 30,000, if not more. DRV leaders 

showed that they were willing to have more rather than fewer executions. Their reason 

for not doing so when the directive was issued was not because they sincerely cared 

about human lives, but more about the fear of losing popular support for the war 

against the French. The directive was an attempt to persuade the peasantry to support 

the war. It is plausible that the quota was higher after May 1955, when the DRV 

gained control over Northern Vietnam and mobilization intensified. 

 To reach the statistical goal, the cadres engaged in the task of categorizing 

those who were targeted to delegitimize and cast a negative evaluation of them. The 

purpose of this was not so much to place a label on a deed, but rather to create a 

perception about the accused based on that label. A category reduced the need for 

evidence or proof, making implementation easier and faster. The accused would be 

deprived of all former identity and standing in the community, and reduced to a 

deviant, someone who was a danger to society and deserving of punishment. Thus, 

from the perspective of the Party-state, the labelers, and the population, the accused is 



369 

no longer Nguyễn Thị Năm, Chu Đình Phúc, or Bùi Quang Chương, but evil 

landlords, reactionists, and traitors who deserved no sympathy.  

Other labels included enemies, bourgeoisie, anti-revolutionaries, puppets, 

imperialists, capitalists, nationalists, rightists, leftists, inside informers, class enemies, 

enemies of the nation, enemies of the people, spies, opportunists, Trotskyists, 

royalists, collaborators, and sympathizers. Any one of these labels could be used 

against any person for any reason and without evidence. Pham Quang Vinh recalled:  

My father’s cousin, who was also his best friend, and his whole family 

went south in 1954. We received one letter from them in 1955 but lost 

all connection to them until after 1975. Nonetheless, during mass 

mobilization, they ransacked our house and found the letter. They 

labeled us “secret informers” for the Sài Gòn regime. Well, technically 

they didn’t label us; just my father, but we too suffered the 

consequences. He was expelled from a local administrative position 

and sentenced to two years of imprisonment.616     

Once categorized, the individual would be arrested and put through one or 

more public “struggle and denunciation sessions” [đấu tố or tranh đấu] in which their 

deviant thoughts, counter-revolutionary acts, or crimes against the people would be 

exposed. Attending the sessions were the residents of the communes, who were also 

expected to participate, or risk being labeled rightists or deviants themselves. Lê Thị 

Thấm recalled attending a denunciation trial:  

Leading up to the denunciation day, everyone in the village was told 
that we must attend. Some were chosen to directly participate in the 

 
616 Phạm Xuân Vinh, interviewed in 2015, Hà Nội. Phạm Xuân Vinh was originally from Nam Định.   
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struggle. Cadres and the backbone folks would roam the village 
"encouraging" us to go, from the elders to children. Everyone 
participates in the ritual. Children beat drums, bang pots, and wave 
flags and slogans. Adults shout and scream to the orchestrate motion of 
the presiding judge. Others would rise to denounce the accused. Some 
were genuine, especially if the accused was a true bastard, and we had a 
few of those. Others were forced to denounce. You could tell. Their 
words often don't match the awkwardness in their eyes, the clumsiness 
in their voices, and the stiffness in the motion of their bodies. Oh, there 
was this one very sad case of a daughter forced to attack her father. She 
accused him of raping her when she was a child. We knew it wasn’t 
true. But something like that is hard to mend. It was tragic.617   
 
However, punishment and the consequences of being categorized do not stop 

with the individuals who were directly accused, usually the heads of households, but 

also spread to those of their families and associates. In rent reduction and land reform, 

the spouses, sons, daughters of the accused deviant inherited suffering in various 

ways. They were profiled and stigmatized to the meaning of the labels in which their 

fathers or mothers were branded with. As a consequence, they were discriminated 

against, isolated, prohibited from being able to participate in many of the activities that 

others would be allowed to. This included being denied admission into schools, not 

allowed to get certain jobs, or simply enduring continued harassment by others in their 

community. Unfortunately, this usually lasted for years, if not the rest of a person’s 

life, even when their family class status has been rectified. Trần Vĩnh Phúc recalled 

the persecution of his parents. 

My parents were indeed landlords, but patriotic landlords. During the 
war, my eldest brother was in the Việt Minh fighting the French. My 
parents contributed a lot to support the war. After the war ended, we 
knew that land reform was happening, but we didn’t think it would 
affect us. Well, things really changed at the end of 1955. My parents 
were accused of being cruel and despotic landlords, forced to give up 
all their land, and given long prison terms. They were recategorized as 

 
617 Lê Thị Cẩm, interviewed in 2009, Thanh Hóa Province.  
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patriotic landlords after correction of errors, but my mother had already 
passed away because of physical and mental abuse and the shame that 
had come with the accusation. My younger brother and sister and I 
didn’t fare well either. We continued to endure the stigma for many 
years, probably until we were in our thirties and after many relocations 
away from our ancestors’ home.618   
 

 The second procedural factor that amplified the wrongs was the constant 

insistence on the evil nature of the targeted individuals or groups. As demonstrated in 

Chapter III, the Party-state engaged in massive propaganda campaigns to indoctrinate 

cadres and the mass in class consciousness and class revolution. It published and 

promulgated a large variety of printed resources for training, which included materials 

on DRV-issued laws, directives, and decrees as well as narrative pieces in different 

literary genres. The emphasis was on creating revolutionary fervor and fostering class 

antagonism so that when confronted with the person, the cadres or the mobilized 

masses would no longer see that person as an individual similar to them. 

Consequently, implementing cadres and the masses were trained to internalize the idea 

that all landlords were evil and had to be eradicated. Once they have internalized this, 

these people are easier to prosecute and abuse. Nguyễn Hữu Thịnh discussed the 

effects of indoctrination:  

We had to attend these training sessions where we'd reflect on our class 
stance relative to those we were attacking. We studied these manuals or 
pamphlets with stories about denunciations in our areas as well as other 
areas that were also undergoing mobilization. The stories were mostly 
about the evil deeds of landlords or denunciation successes that we 
must emulate. Just imagine being flooded with these materials and 
situated in the environment that we were in at the time and you 
understand how these words and meanings got internalized.619 
 

 
618 Trần Vĩnh Phúc, interviewed 2015, Hà Nội. Trần Vĩnh Phúc was originally from Hải Dương 
Province, where he and his family experienced the land reform. 
619 Nguyễn Hựu Thịnh, interviewed in Mach 2009, Thái Bình Province.  
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A third factor that contributed to abuses was the unrelenting push toward leftist 

tendencies and radicalism. Implementing cadres were criticized for rightist tendencies 

and for being too conservative, too fearful of the Americans and of violating the peace 

agreement, and therefore too afraid of using the masses to attack and suppress [trấn 

áp] the landowning class. 620  As stated in a resolution by the VWP’s Executive 

Secretariat in June 1955 on the need to educate cadres and Party members’ political 

and ideological stance, “Since peace was regained [July 1954], in the application of 

the Party’s policies and great tasks, rightism has become a widespread and serious 

disease, especially in the implementation of the land reform policy.”621 In fact, the 

Party-state considered this to be such a problem that it went on expelling or 

reeducating cadres who were considered to have rightist tendencies. A report from 

May 1955 indicated that 1,184 of 1,426 implementing cadres from the Bắc-Vinh 

battalion were rightist and had to be put through rectification training. It was also 

reported that 91% of the cadres in Thái Bình also had this problem.622 By accusing 

implementing cadres of rightism, the Party-state tacitly encouraged them to make false 

accusations so to meet or exceed their demand that 5% of the population had to be 

landlords to meet the 5% quota. Phan Văn Lương recalled being an implementing 

cadre: 

It was not easy being a cadre, to carry out the Party's policies, and to 

meet the demands from above. It was hard because we have feelings 
 

620 “Báo cáo tốm tắt tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô và cải cách ruộng đất từ 1-7 đến 18-7-
1955,” PTT, File no. 14043, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 17; “Báo cáo tình hình phát động quần chúng giảm tô 
tháng 1-1955 và Hội nghị tổng kết cải cách ruộng đất đợt 2,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 
21. 
621 “Nghị quyết của ban bí thư số 18-NQ/TW ngày 3 tháng 6 năm 1955 ‘Công tác cán bộ trong năm 
1955’,” in Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, Tập 16: 1955 (Hà Nội: NXBCHQG, 2002), p. 330. 
622 “Báo cáo,” PTT, File no. 14042, VNA-III, Hà Nội, p. 70. 
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and we understood the severity of branding someone. Nonetheless, we 

also had our fear, the fear of being branded a rightist, being ousted, and 

then going through reeducation to correct our position as though we 

have committed some sin...To be frank, the simple desire to be a human 

at such an extreme time was awfully difficult.623  

One of the biggest contributors to the wrongs committed during rent reduction 

and land reform was the reorganization of Party cells and administrative organs.624 

This would enable the Party-state the ability to control people’s movements and 

activities as well as production and taxation. However, to achieve that, local 

hierarchies and influences had to be purged of elements that the Party-state could not 

trust. The Party-state then replaced them with elements from the more trustworthy 

poor and landless classes.  This task was perhaps one of the main reasons for the 

increasing number of wrongful categorizations.  

The Party-state made several flawed judgments that led to tens of thousands of 

false accusations, arrests, prosecutions, and deaths. Many of these victims were loyal 

Party members and cadres who had long served the Party-state, even fighting in the 

anti-colonial war. The majority of those arrested had to endure humiliation, 

harassment, and torture.625 The first faulty assumption was the failure to understand 

real conditions in the countryside, especially in the newly liberated areas. As a result, 

the influence of the Party-state's enemies was overestimated, leading to suspicion of 

 
623 Phan Văn Lương, interviewed in 2008, Nam Định Province.  
624 Việc chinh đốn cấp huyện là do các ủy ban cải cách ruộng đất các khatu, các đoàn ủy và các khu ủy 
chỉ đạo. Việc chỉnh đống cấp tỉnh là do Ban Tổ Chức Trung Ương chỉ đạo.  
625 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), p. 435. 
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older organizations, Party members and cadres. The second was that the Party-state's 

reorganization policy was ambiguous and overly reliant on classism, without 

acknowledging that within each class category, many people had contributed 

significantly to the Party-state. Among them were rich peasants and landlords. The 

third was the Party-state's demand for "complete disintegration of reactionary 

organizations in the Party." This demand led to implementing cadres to see enemies 

everywhere, so they let justified in resorting to torture to extract information or 

confessions. 

The final procedural factor that led to wrongs was the Party-state's desperate 

decision to expand the scope and accelerate the rate of implementation to a dangerous 

level between the summer of 1955 and July 1956. It began when the DRV had just 

gained full sovereignty over North Vietnam and ended around the same time that the 

general elections to unify Vietnam were to be held. This decision reveals the true 

intent of the leaders of the Party-state; to achieve their political goals, they were more 

than willing to inflict suffering on their people. They canceled wave 9 of rent 

reduction to meet their deadline and relied on untrained, inexperienced cadres.   

 

Conclusion 

Assessing the social, economic, and political changes of the time and the 

DRV's land policies before the implementation of rent reduction and radical land 

reform between 1953 and 1956, it could be argued that land reform had not needed to 

be conducted in the manner it was. DRV leaders, knowing this, therefore implemented 

a rather modest policy until 1952 when they decided to apply China's model of land 
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reform. At the same time, they knew perfectly well that the Chinese model was 

unsuitable for Vietnam but nonetheless were determined to apply it. A closer look at 

the land reform suggests that it was the Party-state’s ambitions, determination, and 

intentional neglect that were the source of errors and terrors in the Vietnamese 

countryside. The insistence on defeating the French and creating a socialist Vietnam 

gave the leaders of Party-state the leverage to adopt a revolutionary approach that 

emboldened them to cause harm to many, including the innocents and others who had 

helped them.   

Unfortunately, the result was thousands of false accusations and wrongful 

prosecutions of alleged “enemies of the people.” Despite the public admission of 

errors, the land reform was still regarded as a success. Hence, the rectification of 

errors campaign that followed was only ritualistic. It was ritualistic because the 

“mistakes” and “errors” were pretexts to absolve the Party-state of responsibility for 

plunging rural North Vietnam into terrors and chaos. The Party-state could have halted 

or slowed down the land reform and rent reduction programs. However, it chose not to 

until it had reached its goals. Rectification thus was merely an empty gesture, for it 

was impossible to undo the damage that had already been done.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

TOWARD CONSTRUCTING SOCIALISM AND UNIFYING THE NATION 
 
 
 

Despite completing the land reform, July 1956 came and went without the 

hoped-for national elections to unify the country. The hasty completion of the land 

reform had incited violence that then fomented widespread dissatisfaction and 

protests. This and the reverberations of Nikita Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin 

forced the Party-state to admit and correct the errors that caused chaos during the land 

reform. 

The year 1956 thus was filled with uncertainty for the Party-state and the 

people of Vietnam. However, the uncertainty was resolved by late 1956 and early 

1957, leading to considerable changes to the leadership of the Party-state and the 

development of a clearer, more radical, political objective for both the North and the 

South. This chapter explores these changes by examining the rise of Lê Duẩn 

following the turmoil of the land reform, his revolutionary vision to unify the country, 

and the steps taken to transition Vietnam toward socialism. The intent is to 

demonstrate the importance of land reform, negative and positive, in ushering in these 

changes. 

 

The Rise of Lê Duẩn and His Revolutionary Vision 

The VWP’s 10th Plenum, convened for 39 days from August 25 to October 5, 

1956, was a watershed moment for the Party-state, especially concerning personnel 

issues and development and revolutionary policies. The plenum formally ended the 
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land reform by addressing the “errors” that had unleashed violence against the rich and 

landlord class as well as local Party members. Internal debates, as reported in the 

Party’s political report, revealed some repentance from the top Party leaders as they 

acknowledged that the errors of the land reform were the result of their own doing. 

Specifically, the errors were caused by top-level assessments of society having “not 

stemmed from reality.” The report also addressed the suitability problem, in which 

Party leaders acknowledged that land reform was based on having “studied the 

experience of a friendly country [the PRC] in a mechanistic way and not making the 

effort [không chịu] to research thoroughly our social situation in order to set concrete 

and appropriate policies.” Additionally, the report stated that the percentage of 

landlords in society that they used, 5.86 percent, “needed to be checked again,” 

conceding that such a number was faulty and had been predetermined.626   

However, through the publication of articles in Nhân Dân, the Party-state’s 

mouthpiece, including Võ Nguyên Giáp’s speech on the land reform, the Party-state 

sanitized the self-criticism made during the 10th Plenum and information such as the 

5.86 percent. Instead, it made a concerted effort to deflect the blame for the land 

reform away from itself and toward the implementing cadres, by suggesting that the 

excesses had been caused by the cadres’ having “overestimated the enemy.”627 The 

Party-state still insists on this narrative.  

 
626 “Đề cương báo cáo của bộ chính trị tại hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 họp từ ngày 25 tháng 8 đến 5 
tháng 10 năm 1956,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 418-474. 
627 “Thông cáo của Hội nghị lần thứ 10 (mở rộng) của Ban Chấp hành Trung ương Đảng Lao động Việt 
Nam,” Nhân Dân, no. 969, October 30, 1956; “Thông cáo của Hội nghị lần thứ 10 của Ban cháp hành 
Trung ương Đảng lao động Việt Nam về việc thi hành kỷ luật đối với những đồng chí ủy viên Trung 
ương phạm sai lầm trong việc chỉ đạo công tác cải cách ruộng đất và chỉnh đốn tổ chức,” Nhân Dân, no. 
969, October 30, 1956; Võ Nguyên Giáp, “Bài nói chuyện của đồng chí Võ Nguyên Giáp, ủy viên của 
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Despite presenting alternative narratives blame the cadres while taking credit 

for having expropriated the peasants’ land, the chaos resulting from land reform was 

nonetheless politically consequential. At the 10th Plenum, Trường Chinh, who had 

spearheaded and directed the land reform, was ousted as General Secretary of the 

Party.628 His dismissal was merely a symbolic attempt to assuage criticism of the 

Party-state; he retained his seat in the Politburo and the Secretariat of the Party's 

Central Committee, the Party's two most important governing bodies. More important, 

by taking the brunt of the blame (or being forced to), Trường Chinh protected Hồ Chí 

Minh from criticism, despite the latter's culpability as a central and active participant 

in the development, approval, and implementation of the land reform. Shielding Hồ 

Chí Minh, however, was necessary to keep criticism from tarnishing his carefully 

crafted image, which was needed as a source of inspiration and as the glue that keeps 

the Party-state together through this tumultuous period. Indeed, while Trường Chinh 

and several other ranking Party members like Lê Văn Lương and Hồ Viết Thắng were 

demoted, President Hồ Chí Minh took over as the acting Party General Secretary, a 

position he would hold until the rise of Lê Duẩn.  

Born Lê Văn Nhuận on April 7, 1907, in the central province of Quảng Trị, 

into a poor family with four other siblings, and with only an elementary school 

education, Duẩn became politically active while still young, becoming a Marxist and 

joining the Revolutionary Youth League in 1928 and co-founding the Indochina 

 
Bộ Chính trị Truung ương Đảng Lao động Việt Nam về nghị quyết của Hội nghị Trung ương lần thứ 10 
tại cuộc mít tinh 29/10/1956 của nhân dân thủ đô,” Nhân Dân, no. 979, October 31, 1956. 
628 Trường Chinh, supposedly carried out "self-criticism" before the Central Committee and had "asked 
to resign" from his position as general secretary. “Nghị quyết của hội nghị trung ương lần thứ 10 mở 
rộng về chức tổng bí thư của Đảng, về Bộ Chính Trị và Ban Bí thư,” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 
1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 2002), pp. 574-575. 
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Communist Party in 1930. Between 1931 and 1945, he was imprisoned by the French 

twice for a total of nine years. Shortly after his release in fall 1945, Duẩn became a 

trusted associate of Hồ Chí Minh and during the anti-French war, served as the 

Secretary of the Regional Committee of South Vietnam and then head of the Central 

Office of South Vietnam until the conclusion of the First Indochina War. After the 

1954 Geneva Agreements, when Vietnam was split into North and South along the 

17th parallel and soldiers and citizens regrouped to their preferred side, Lê Duẩn 

requested to stay South to reorganize and set up communist networks in South and 

Central Vietnam and continue the struggle for unification.  

Due to his position and stay in southern Vietnam at the height of land reform, 

which was implemented mainly in northern Vietnam, Lê Duẩn’s image and credibility 

were not tarnished by the land reform’s negative effects as had been the case with 

Trường Chinh and other senior officials, including Hồ Chí Minh. This, combined with 

the political void left by Trường Chinh’s removal as General Secretary of the Party 

created the opportunity for Lê Duẩn to ascend toward the position as head of the 

VWP. This opportunity came at the 10th Plenum, when Hồ Chí Minh, Trường Chinh, 

and other ranking officials, including Võ Nguyên Giáp, were mired in the problems 

caused by the land reform and in having to explain to their followers why the 

promised general elections to unify the country had not been held. These two 

problems created an impasse for the leaders of the Party-state.     

Lê Duẩn did not attend the Plenum but sent a 42-page thesis, titled “The 

Revolutionary Path in the South” [Đường Lối Cách Mạng Miền Nam] in which he 

defined the revolutionary path for the Party-state, specifically on winning over the 
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South and unifying Vietnam under communist rule. In this analysis, Lê Duẩn tilted the 

discussion away from the problems of land reform and even the broken promise of the 

Party leaders by presenting a doctrinaire attack on the Sài Gòn regime, led by Ngô 

Đình Diệm, and its ally, the United States. Duẩn blamed the inability to schedule the 

general elections on Sài Gòn, “a neocolonialist regime under the control of an 

aggressive imperialist—the United States.” He accused them of wanting to “turn the 

South into a colony and military base” to achieve the colonial ambition of “hijacking 

Vietnam.” From this argumentative logic, the United States and the Republic of 

Vietnam were deemed a threat to the DRV and the unification of Vietnam. 

Emphasizing that revolution was the only way to rescue the South, Duẩn articulately 

pushed the Party-state’s central policy away from the emphasis on using political 

means to demand the implementation of the Geneva Agreements (favored by the likes 

of Hồ Chí Minh, Trường Chinh, Phạm Văn Đồng, and Võ Nguyên Giáp) and toward a 

more clearly radical position. Thus, the goal was to rely on armed struggle to 

overthrow the Sài Gòn government and establish communism.629 

Duẩn, therefore, presented a lengthy historical analysis of the Vietnamese 

revolution and argued that the Party-state must give equal priority to both the class 

struggle and the national struggle. 630  This means the dual revolutionary tasks of 

developing socialism and unifying the nation were inseparable and simultaneous, 

something that had been proven successful with the land reform during the anti-French 

war. From this argumentative analysis, Duẩn’s thesis helped the Party-state develop 

 
629 “Đường lối cách mạng miền Nam” Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập, tập 17, 1956 (Hà Nội: NXBCTQG, 
2002), pp. 783-825. 
630  Ibid., pp. 806-822. 
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the ideological consistency and blueprint for the unification of Vietnam and the 

construction of socialism, which became a task he and the Party-state ardently pursued 

following his rise to the position of VWP’s acting General Secretary in mid-1957.  

Under Lê Duẩn, the Party-state advanced the dual revolutionary objectives of 

transforming North Vietnam into a socialist state and organizing the military offensive 

to liberate the South. The two objectives were complementary; together they would 

unite the nation and transform it into socialism. To win the war, the Party-state had to 

develop socialism aggressively in the North to transform it into a rear base to provide 

the assistance needed for the armed struggle in the South. The tasks for transforming 

the North were twofold: socialist reform [cải tạo xã hội chủ nghĩa] and socialist 

development [xây dựng chủ nghĩa xã hội]. The former meant replacing “feudal” and 

“capitalist” relations of production with socialist ones through the nationalization of 

private enterprises and the collectivization of agriculture and trade. The latter would 

focus on socialist industrialization, with emphasis on the creation of modern 

agriculture and light and heavy industries. The road to socialism began with 

collectivization.  

Agricultural Collectivization 

In 1957, barely a year after the end of land reform, and while the rectification 

of errors campaign was still underway, the Party-state, patterned after the Chinese 

collectivization experience, began calling on peasants to turn over their newly won 

land to collective farms. Similar to the incremental approach utilized during land 

reform to minimize opposition and keep everything under control, agricultural 



382 

collectivization began with the formation of mutual-aid teams [tổ đổi công] to 

reorganize agricultural production. This was followed by converting mutual-aid teams 

into agricultural producers' cooperatives [hợp tác xã sản xuất nông nghiệp]. These 

steps were part of a transitional period from 1957 and 1960, to lay the groundwork for 

the full implementation of collectivization, in the form of collective farms, throughout 

North Vietnam beginning in 1960. These steps marked the destruction of Vietnam’s 

private landholding system and its transition into socialism.    

 The first step in organizing collective production was the establishment of 

mutual-aid teams, which came in many varieties. In its simplest form, a mutual-aid 

team consisted of a group of five or six families, who agreed to help each other by 

working jointly and to share tools and animals during planting and harvest seasons. 

Members retained the title to their land and the produce from their plot. More highly 

organized mutual-aid teams were converted into permanent, year-round units that have 

a formal division of labor, which also included working on subsidiary, non-

agricultural production during slack seasons. At this stage, organized management was 

required, where the management team was composed mostly of former land reform 

management personnel. Politically, mutual-aid teams became organized units that 

allowed the Party-state to deal with peasants as a whole rather than as individuals.  

Historically, the development of mutual-aid teams began around 1949 and 

continued until late 1956 or early 1957, when most mutual-aid teams ceased to operate 

or were dissolved due to the effect of the errors caused by the land reform. In May 

1957 a major push for the organization of mutual-aid teams took place. In September 

and November 1957, 269 intensive training sessions, involving more than 16,000 
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people, were held to train officials, cadres, and team leaders on how to develop and 

manage mutual-aid teams. By November 1957, 85,691 teams had been formed, of 

which 11,413 were permanent. 

However, these numbers were considered low. The process of establishing and 

sustaining mutual-aid teams encountered many difficulties. Part of this derived from 

the splits and internal conflicts caused by the tendencies of team members to advance 

their agendas and interests. The other problem was with how these teams were 

established, usually through the Party-state, using work teams composing of Party 

cadres and mobilized village activists to force “voluntary” commitment to mutual-aid 

teams. Teams were established in haste and therefore tended to disband or became 

inactive immediately as soon as the mobilizing work teams left.631 

By the end of 1957, after recognizing that mutual-aid teams had failed in 

accumulating enough capital and that the scattered peasant holdings were an obstacle 

to maximizing the manpower in the countryside to increase production, the Party-state 

launched the second stage toward collectivization by establishing agricultural 

producers’ cooperatives. These cooperatives were created by merging several well-

developed mutual-aid teams. In contrast to mutual-aid teams, cooperatives consisted 

of members investing their land in a common enterprise where they would then be 

credited with the corresponding number of shares. Members of cooperatives 

performed both agriculture and subsidiary occupations, using common property that 

included agricultural equipment. Wages were computed based on work points, where 

 
631 Đặng Phong, ed., Lịch sử kinh tế Vietnam, tập II [Vietnam Economic History, Volume I] (Hà Nội: 
Institute of Economics, 2002), pp. 262-263. 
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every 10 points [điểm] represent a "workday" [ngày lao động], which was defined as a 

day's ordinary labor. 

The Party-state’s objectives from 1958 to 1960 were to continue establishing 

mutual-aid teams and convert as many of those teams as possible into cooperatives. 

This was to prepare for the transition to full-fledged collectivization in 1960. Thus, in 

1958 alone, 250,000 mutual-aid teams were established, of which 70,000 operated 

regularly. These mutual-aid teams were, in theory, fundamental for the development 

of cooperatives in 1958 and 1959. However, as the transition to collectivization 

accelerated, a hasty tendency developed, which led to many places establishing 

cooperatives without first creating mutual-aid teams. Consequently, even though the 

goal for 1958 was to establish 234 cooperatives, the result was 4,723, a 20-fold 

increase. When the campaign to establish cooperatives widened in 1959, the number 

rose drastically higher, from 7,000 cooperatives in April 1959 to 16,000 in August.632 

By early 1960, 40,422 cooperatives had been established throughout North 

Vietnam, involving approximately 86% of all peasants and 76.5% of the arable land. 

Following the establishment of agricultural producers’ cooperatives, by the end of 

1960, the Party-state began implementing the final stage of collectivization by 

transforming cooperatives into collective farms. At this stage, private ownership of 

farmland gave way to joint ownership of consolidate farmland, with each collective 

farm averaging 126 households, 75 hectares of land, and 276 laborers.633  Unlike 

agricultural producers’ cooperatives, collectives had a considerably more complex 

 
632 Ibid., p. 265. 
633 Ibid., p. 275. These numbers varied from one region to another, with the collective farmland size in 
valley-delta areas being larger than those in the midlands or highland regions.  
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management system to monitor labor, finance, food, and distribution. The net 

produced from the farms was divided among the state in the form of taxation and 

donations and contributions, the collective, and peasant members of the collectives. 

The amount given to members was based upon a point system of rating labor, with 

every job being rated by the crediting of points based on the efficiency and quality of 

work. The rating and point system was developed to increase labor output and 

production; it included the use of bonuses to reward the hardest workers while 

penalizing those deemed to have slacked off.634 

From 1961 to 1975, collectivization was the principal system of managing, 

producing, and distributing agricultural production in North Vietnam. Under such an 

organization and management system, the Party-state gained sole control over 

agricultural development, from inputs to outputs. The Party-state, from the top down, 

established and monitored all agricultural plans, targets, requirements, and activities. It 

devised plans and targets and provided collectives with the necessary resources to 

produce. Collectives, on the other hand, were tasked with following those plans and 

meeting the demands from above. Economically, such a rigid system caused the major 

problem of inconsonant, thus reducing significantly the level production efficiency, 

leading to agricultural decline, economic stagnation, and chronic hunger to North 

Vietnamese until the end of the war. 

 

Conclusion  

 
634 Ibid., pp. 284-286. 
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Despite the rush to collectivize and the negative effects resulting from it, an 

examination of the Party-state’s political discourse reveals that the swift move toward 

collectivization, without much consideration of the peasants’ opinions, should not 

come as a surprise. In fact, the VWP had always had an ideological commitment to 

collectivized agriculture. Its internal discourse on the land reform consistently stressed 

the primacy of class struggle and the importance of land reform as a transitional step 

toward agricultural collectivization. In a report on restoring the national economy 

given at the Party’s 7th Plenum in 1955, Trường Chinh presented the ideological 

explanation for the necessity of an immediate move to collectivization following the 

completion of land reform by explaining that the peasants “had the potential to take 

the road to collectivized agriculture, however, they also had spontaneous capitalist 

tendencies.” Consequently, if the Party did not intervene in time and guide the 

peasants to collectivization, Chinh warned, “they will either go down the capitalist 

road or return to feudalism.” His argument derived from a claim by Lenin that “Small 

production gives birth to capitalism and the bourgeoisie constantly, daily, hourly, 

elementally, and on a vast scale."635  Thus, individual peasants, with their "petty-

bourgeois" mentality, were deemed a constant potential threat to socialism, and 

collectivization is a method of "proletarianizing" the peasantry. From such an analysis, 

the need to make a rapid transition toward collectivization was considered necessary. 

However, when situated within the implementation of land reform, the Party-

state chose to disabuse people, especially the poor and landless peasants who were 

mobilized to overthrow the rich and landlord class, of its true intention. Instead, it 
 

635 “The Agrarian Question and Socialist Construction.” 23 May 2018. 
<https://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1927/opposition/ch03.htm>. 
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insinuated that the goal of confiscating of landlords’ holdings and redistributing the 

land to small, individual, peasant proprietors was the Party-state’s aim. Moreover, 

during the anti-French war, land reform was framed as synonymous with the 

independence movement, serving the interest of the peasants and the nation. Hence, 

the Party-state’s public pronouncements during this period often avoided any mention 

of socialism or communism.  

In reality, the Party-state saw land reform as a tactical stage on the road to 

collectivization. Once land reform was achieved, constructing socialism was promoted 

as the ultimate goal, synonymous with national unification. As the land reform's role 

in serving the Party-state's interests in mobilizing peasants for the anti-French war and 

enabling it to gain control of the countryside, agricultural collectivization was seen as 

a form of labor concentration to aid the Party-state's goals of developing North 

Vietnam and initiating armed struggle in the South. Resting on the belief that large-

scale collective methods, with or without mechanization, will increase agricultural 

production, there was little purpose in maintaining the system of private property in 

the countryside that the land reform made possible. Instead, industrialization and 

constructing socialism demanded the elimination of the privatization system to 

concentrate labor to increase agriculture production.  

By moving toward collectivization, like its use of land reform, the Party-state 

controlled the management of production and distribution, relegating the rural 

population to a position in which they had to rely on the state for their survival. 

Moreover, gaining near-absolute control over the food supply in the DRV gave the 

Party-state the leverage that would make mobilization for war much more predictable 
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and reliable than had been the case during the struggle with the French. This was 

crucial, for the Party-state anticipated that the war against South Vietnam and the 

United States, would take longer and cost more than the war against the French. None 

of this would have been possible without land reform.   
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 
Maintaining control of historical narratives will always be inseparable from 

consolidating and sustaining political legitimacy and power. Often in state-sponsored 

narratives, complex and messy events get transformed into tidy narratives with linear 

plotlines to create a sensible past that legitimizes the state's political actions. Since its 

founding, the communist-led Democratic Republic of Vietnam has always created 

narratives in this way. This narrative framework is a tale of revolution against an evil 

force, with the Party-state righteously fighting and sacrificing for the nation and its 

people. Such a narrative, thus, justified its rule.  

Since the inception of the land reform, the Party-state’s narrative has been 

framed as a tale of good versus evil, of the Party-state coming to the rescue of the 

peasants to overthrow the wealthy landlord class that had exploited them. The result 

was the liberation of the countryside, which enabled the Party-state to confiscate and 

then distribute the landlords’ holdings to the peasants, thus giving them new economic 

power. Hence, the construction and implementation of land reform came from a place 

of good intent, its drawbacks were unintentional and beyond the control of the Party-

state. Intrinsically, this narrative whitewashed a much messier reality, that which 

could expose the Party-state’s liability, by situating land reform outside much of its 

historical and political context.  

 This dissertation has explored the land reform program by situating it in the 

period from 1945 to 1960. Its intention was to understand the influence of major 

historical developments on the program’s development, application, and 
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consequences, and vice versa. This contextualization reveals the land reform program 

to be less about changing laws, regulations, or customs on land ownership to benefit 

the economic interest of the peasants, as promoted by the Party-state. Instead, land 

reform was more about achieving, for the Party-state, the defeat of the colonial 

French, the consolidation of power, and the transformation of Vietnam into a socialist 

state.  

Examining the land reform program in terms of four phases (1945-1952, 1953-

1956, 1956-1957, 1958-1960), the dissertation reveals that in the early years of the 

armed resistance against the French, the Party-state’s agrarian policies were limited to 

moderate practices of reducing rent and interest and redistributing abandoned and 

donated lands. The Party-state adopted this policy for most of the period from 1945 to 

1952 because it was institutionally weak, economically limited, and geographically 

restricted, and therefore needed the support of a united front that was made up of 

members from all social classes. It could not afford to alienate the wealthy landowning 

class, who funded the anti-French war when it had not been able to secure recognition 

and support from the Soviet Union and China. This reflects the political patience and 

shrewdness by the Party-state’s decisionmakers, for they knew their limitations and 

what they had to do to preserve the Party-state while prosecuting the war. 

This phase of moderation, however, started to become radical in the early 

1950s, after the Party-state had gained the recognition of the Soviet Union and China. 

At that point, the landowning class became expendable. Furthermore, with the arrival 

of Chinese aid and advisors, the success of the Chinese communist revolution became 

an inspiration for Vietnamese communists. Thus, political indoctrination and class 
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antagonism programs such as class struggle and campaigns to rectify the Party and the 

military became the adopted models for Vietnam, despite major differences between 

the two countries.  

Nonetheless, realizing that it had to gain political control of the countryside 

and the support of the peasant majority to win the war against the French, early in 

1953, leaders of the Party-state adopted a land reform program modeled after the 

Chinese program. The objective of this program was to mobilize the masses to 

overthrow the landlord class, thereby allowing the Party-state control over the 

countryside with its human and material resources. Achieving this, however, required 

class struggle and violence against the landlord class, which was composed of many 

patriotic landowners who ardently supported the Party-state against the French. 

However, by willfully adopting such a program anyway, the Party-state betrayed its 

benefactors to achieve its political objectives. 

A classic betrayal was that of Nguyễn Thị Năm, the woman behind what is 

arguably the most infamous caricature of the evil landlord. However, contrary to this 

narrative, Nguyễn Thị Năm was a devoted patriot who supported and personally 

financed the Party-state for many years. Yet, to advance the land reform and to set the 

example for how extreme the class struggle should be, the Party-state, at the guidance 

of Chinese advisors, chose Nguyễn Thị Năm as the first person to execute. Her trial 

and the narratives that led to her execution were used during the land reform to be the 

embodiment of the evil and deceptive landlord class and therefore deserved to be 

eradicated.  
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Nonetheless, the land reform program, which also included preparatory 

campaigns known as rent reduction, implemented between April 1953 and July 1956, 

became crucial in the outcome of the anti-French war and the consolidation of power 

in northern Vietnam for the Party-state. The first four waves of rent reduction and the 

land reform’s experimental wave were significant in mobilizing the human and 

material resources that enabled the Party-state to defeat French forces at Điện Biên 

Phủ, forcing negotiations that led to the Geneva Agreements that ended the war and 

divided Vietnam into North Vietnam and South Vietnam.  

Yet, despite the military success against the French and the agreement to end 

the war, land reform continued. However, instead of continuing with the same pace 

and degree of radicalism practiced in previous waves of implementation, the Party-

state, from the summer of 1954 to summer 1955, slowed the pace and narrowed the 

scope of implementation and carefully tempered the degree of violence that it 

normally would condone. The reason for doing this was to avoid violating the terms of 

the Geneva Agreements, which instructed all involved “to refrain from any reprisals or 

discrimination against persons or organizations on account of their activities during 

the hostilities,” and risking driving northerners south and tilting the population 

advantage toward South Vietnam. This, leaders of the Party-state believed, would 

jeopardize the potential of carrying out general elections to unify the country in July 

1956 as stipulated in article 14(a) of the Geneva Agreements.  

The period did not last once the 300-day free movement ended in the summer 

of 1955. Immediately, wanting to complete land reform and consolidate control of 

northern Vietnam before July 1956, the Party-state intensified the class struggle and 
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extended the scope of implementation in rent reduction and land reform campaigns. 

By obligating itself to meet such a deadline, the Party-state abandoned the 

implementation of rent reduction and moved straight to land reform. This calculated 

rush led to countless people being wrongly prosecuted during the last year of land 

reform. 

The chaos caused by the land reform forced the Party-state to admit that errors 

had been committed and initiated a campaign to rectify errors between 1956 and 1957. 

Nonetheless, a close examination of Party documents in light of the admission of 

errors, the rectification campaign, and national and international political 

developments, I argue that this admission of errors was merely a ploy to appease rising 

internal dissatisfaction and the effects of global liberalization from other communist 

states. This is proven by the fact that abuse, discrimination, torture, and even killings 

were reported from the beginning of the experimental rent reduction campaign in 

1953. However, instead of resolving those problems, the Party-state went ahead with 

other campaigns at a faster pace, larger scope, and a more intensive level of violence. 

It even went as far as stopping the implementation of rent reduction, a step that could 

have mitigated some of the excesses of the land reform. Thus, many of the errors were 

deliberate, not accidental. At the height of violence from the end of summer 1955 to 

July 1956, the Party-state, through information made available from progress reports, 

could have halted or curtailed the implementation. However, it chose not to, allowing 

implementing cadres to run rampant throughout the countryside.   

The acknowledgment of errors and the initiation of the rectification campaign 

only came after the land reform had been completed and the countryside subjugated. It 
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also followed protests by peasants, cadres, and intellectuals, which coincided with a 

short period of liberalization among communist states that began with Nikita 

Khrushchev’s “secret speech” of February 1956. This period saw China's Hundred 

Flowers movement and Vietnam's Nhân Văn Giai Phẩm dissident movement. Thus, it 

is plausible that without rising internal discontentments and the liberalization effects 

from abroad, the Party-state would not have acknowledged and attempted to rectify its 

errors. 

Nonetheless, whatever the Party-state’s intent, resentment of the land reform 

resulted in the resignation of Trường Chinh, the VWP’s General Secretary, who had 

led the implementation of the land reform program. This led to the rise of Lê Duẩn, 

who would define the revolutionary path for the Party-state, winning over the South 

and unifying Vietnam under communist rule. Achieving this task, however, required a 

socialist development in the North, which was considered imperative in waging the 

war against the Republic of Vietnam and the United States in southern Vietnam. To 

realize this objective, less than a year following the end of the land reform and while 

the rectification campaign was still underway, the Party-state jumpstarted the 

transition to socialism. Consequently, before the peasants could relish their new plots 

of land, the Party-state ripped it from them to create state-owned collective farms. 

Vietnam’s private landholding system ended the moment it started, while the peasants 

became subjugated to the Party-state.  

Despite its shortcomings, the Party-state land reform program succeeded in 

several important areas. On the surface, it transferred land to the peasants, keeping the 

“land to the tiller” promise, albeit temporarily. It assisted in the defeat of French 
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forces at Điện Biên Phủ, thus ending colonial rule in Vietnam. It enabled the Party-

state to consolidate its authority over the countryside, a source of power that allowed 

for North Vietnam to make the transition to socialism, a system of governing human 

and material resources that was essential in its war effort from 1960 to 1975. Despite 

the acknowledgment of errors and the effort to rectify them, the fear, distrust, and 

paranoia that it fostered became crucial components for how the Party-state brought 

the population under its repressive authority—a subjugation that continues today. The 

processes that led to these achievements, however, reflect an important truth about the 

Party-state, that in the political game of power whereby the ends justify the means, the 

Party-state will be tactical, calculating, and prepared to unleash chaos and violence on 

its people to achieve its goals.   
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GLOSSARY 
 
 
  

bắt rễ xâu chuỗi “Getting (growing) roots and stringing beads” (recruiting  

activists among the peasants, and then sending them out to 

recruit further activists themselves). 

bộ    The three geographical units into which Việt Nam was divided  

before 1954 (Bắc-bộ (Northern), Trung-bộ (Central), and Nam-

bộ (Southern)) 

cải cách ruộng đất Land reform. 

chi bộ A base-level (usually village-level) branch of the 

ICP/VWP/VCP. 

chỉ tiêu  Target. 

chỉ thị Directive. 

chuỗi “Bead”—a peasant activist recruited by another peasant native 

to the village, not by an outside land-reform cadre. 

công điền  Public, communal land. 

cốt cán   "Backbone element"—a peasant chosen by the land reform  

cadres to become a village leader.  The cốt cán had usually been 

the rễ. 

cụm   A grouping of several đội within a land reform đoàn (brigade). 

đảng    The party—usually refer to the communist party. 

đấu tố  To denounce. 

đoàn   "Battalion"—a battalion of land reform cadres was responsible  

for land reform in a considerable area, not necessarily limited to 

a single province. 

đội    "Team"—one team of land reform cadres was responsible for  
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one administrative village. 

giảm tô Rent reduction. 

giảm tức Interest reduction. 

huyện District—an administrative unit intermediate between the 

province and the administrative village.   

khu    Zone—usually refers to a group of several provinces. 

làng   Village. 

liên khu   Interzone—a group of several provinces. 

lúa chiêm  5th lunar month rice. 

lúa mùa  10th lunar month rice. 

nhân dân  The people. 

nhục hình  Corporal punishment. 

nông dân  Tiller, peasant. 

phản động. Reactionary. 

phản đế Anti-colonialism, anti-imperialism. 

phản phong Anti-feudalism. 

phê bình Criticism. 

rễ “Root”—a peasant recruited as an activist by a land reform 

cadre. 

sắc lệnh  Decree. 

tá điền   Tenant; sharecropper. 

thăm nghèo hỏi khổ  To share poverty and inquire about sufferings.  Procedure used  

by land-reform cadres to get to know individual peasants. 

thôn    Hamlet. 

thông tư  Circular. 

tịch thu  Confiscate. 
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tỉnh   Province. 

tố khổ   To speak bitter, to denounce.  

trung ương  The center/central (government). 

trưng mua  Compulsory purchase. 

trưng thu  Requisition (confiscation without compensation) 

trừng trị  Punish. 

tự phê bình  Self-criticism. 

ủy ban hành chánh Administrative committee. 

Việt gian  Viet traitor.  

xã   Administrative village or commune. 

xóm   An administrative unit within the xã. 

xử trí   “To deal with,” in the sense of “to punish.” 

xử tử   To sentence to death.   
 

 


