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Behind the Indo-China War, Victory for Asia

Indo-China at war is an important place from which to assess whether Asian countries maintained or recovered their position in the post-1945 situation. On the Vietnamese side, dominant representations of the Indo-China War are associated with the struggle for national independence, and on the French side, with decolonisation and the fight against communism. Words - first and foremost the word independence - are important, of course. But this representation does not take into account a certain number of facts which, when seen together, suggest that there is in fact a complementary dimension to the conflict: at different times during the war, the Vietminh integrated a certain number of advisors or fighters, firstly Japanese, and then Chinese. The impact of their presence is not always easy to ascertain, and the question has remained taboo for some time. Yet it enables us to approach not only the idea of Asia, but the complex relationship between nationalism and communism which is maintained there. 

Vietnam, symbol of the resistance as the West returned to Asia


The Revolution of August 1945, set off by Ho Chi Minh and the League for the Independence of Vietnam (the Vietminh), when seen within the context of the Japanese surrender, represents the major turning point in Vietnamese contemporary history. Yet it was not perceived as such from outside, particularly from within Europe. For France, the main power concerned, the events of Indo-China remained very distant, and were poorly relayed by the French national press, itself in the throes of reorganisation. The key event of the 2nd of September, when Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in Hanoi in front of a million people, passed almost without notice. Le Monde, the new daily newspaper born of the Liberation, accorded it simply a paragraph on an inside page a few days later, with an inaccurate retranscription of the name of the Vietnamese leader. Opinion remained with the Japanese coup of the 9th of March, which overthrew the French power there. 

For the French, Vietnam, and indeed all of Indo-China, was now territory to be won back. The Potsdam agreements of the summer of 1945, according to which Japanese troops would be disarmed by both the armed forces of Chiang Kai-Shek and the British troops on either side of the 16th parallel, did not foresee their return to the peninsula. At that time, the insurrectionary authority of Ho Chi Minh controlled the whole territory. But the French came strongly and rapidly back by the South with the complicity of the British, then to the North through negotiation (the agreement of the 6th of March 1946). But as we know, this agreement did not last for long, and the coup of the 19th of December 1946 pushed the French back out of the North again, while guerrillas still remained active in the South. More than ever, the North had to be won back, completely won back, a situation which to the French military authorities seemed reminiscent of the conditions of the "real" colonial conquest, sixty to seventy years earlier - except of course that at that time, the country was much less structured. 


Communism or nationalism? General Leclerc, who led the return of the French military in the South and then in North Vietnam, could see no difference at all: "In August 1945, in Indo-China, there was a Vietminh part, in other words communist, but also nationalist and fanatic […]. We had in front of us therefore a minority, a party, solidly organised, which without a doubt asserted itself through terror, but which did so from the tip of Ca Mau to the Tonkin, and which declared itself the standard-bearer of the national idea. This national idea, together with xenophobia, the hatred of Yellow against White, represented in real terms a factor which was perhaps still diffuse amongst the mass, but nevertheless present".
 But Leclerc's analysis remains a minority one, and was not shared by the High Commissioner at Argenlieu in Saigon. In any case, the conclusions were not followed up, and so the Indo-China War could begin, in a spirit of reconquest which would finally prove powerless.


Perhaps it was this indecisive, or profoundly national characteristic that led Stalin to be slightly wary of the situation. Ho Chi Minh's power was no more recognised on a long-term basis in Mocow than it was in Paris, even if he had learnt much there during the inter-war years. For the USSR, the priority lay with Europe, and Indo-China was left to France, where indeed the Communist Party was present within the French government, notably through Maurice Thorez, its General Secretary. Only from January 1960 onwards, after the success of the Chinese Revolution, would this situation change.  

Even so, unrecognised, the Vietnamese "resistance mole" remained solid in the West. After several years of war, it still covered most of the country, mainly in the North and centre, where around three-quarters of the population remained under RDV jurisdiction. Several provinces of the centre-north of Vietnam have even remained as such, without a break, since 1945. The RDV operated like a state: a territorial administration, a taxation system, and even a currency, issued at the very beginning of the conflict against the piastre of the Bank of Indo-China - and armed, of course. Most towns having been abandoned, beginning with Hanoi in December 1946 following intense fighting, this state was principally active in the countryside. At the end of the conflict, five thousand of the seven thousand villages of the delta of the Red River remained under complete or partial control of the Vietminh. Despite a military force evaluated at around four hundred and twenty thousand men, of which a hundred and eighty thousand strictly expeditionary force, France would never manage to recover the "real country".


The national character of this resistance is undeniable. In 1947, Truong Chinh, the theoretician of the Vietnamese revolution, referring to the country's greatest national figures, and in some cases going back two or three thousand years, declared: "this resistance which continues, by developing the most beautiful traditions of our forefathers, the lakes and the hongs, heightens our prestige throughout the world […]. Under the Tran, our ancestors won renown in their resistance to aggressors by their knowledgeable stratagems. Under the subsequent Lê, they did so by their perseverance and their tenacity. And lastly, during the era of Nguyen Quang Trung, they did so by the rapidity and the power of their attacks. Under the leadership of our national hero, President Ho Chi Minh, we achieve today a synthesis of the lessons of our history, and of the experiences of other countries".


In these conditions, the Vietnamese mobilisation soon seemed to resemble an anti-Western crusade, especially in the North. "The enemy walks upon the ground of the fatherland, continued Truong Chinh in 1947. The whole nation leads a heroic combat. All cultural activity must be inspired by the words: love one's country, and hate the aggressor".
 In spite of some precautions concerning language, the principal of "national hatred", directed against the "tays" (Westerners), of course, was instilled into the fighters and the populations. During the first years of the war, the policy of "table rase" was all the more so in that it targeted "foreign" equipment. Before they were abandoned, small villages were destroyed. In 1947, the "Ha Dong Speech" by which the High Commissioner Bollaert intended to recommence discussions with Ho Chi Minh - although in the end, it was too watered down for him to be able to do so - was given less at Ha Dong itself than at the ruins of the town.
 And when the units of the popular army were cutting up the roads into "piano keys", it was as much to affect the movements of the adversary as to badly treat this other symbol of the West: lanes of modern traffic.

Even defeated, Japan remains an actor in the decolonisation process



When the Revolution of August 1945 began in Vietnam, enabling the Vietminh to seize power, Japan, defeated, had already "cleared up" the ground, and around a hundred and eighteen thousand armed men were still in place under the orders of General Tsuchihasi. The "Japanese" dimension of the beginning of the Franco-Vietnamese conflict was indeed present at two levels: at strategic level, within the framework of Greater Oriental Asia and the desire to "give Asia back to the Asians"; and at local level, notably when elements from the former imperial army associated themselves with the efforts of the Vietminh.  The first aspect is well known, although perhaps insufficiently recognised by historiography. The "coup" of the 9th of March, when Japan overthrew de facto French authorities in Indo-China, together with the abolition of the Protectorate treaties, have a historical dimension - freed from treaties dating back to the end of the 19th century, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia became formally independent. Already, strengthened by the aura established by Tokyo since 1905, the services of the military command in Indo-China encouraged the nationalist milieus there, some of which were already established, such as the Phu Quoc Party (League for the Restoration of Vietnam), or which proved to be permeable to their influence, as was the case of the Cao Dai "sect". Even so, in 1945 they did not give the power back to these ultras, but gave it to the legitimate sovereign, Bao Dai, surrounded by better-known nationalist leaders.


Although, contrary to certain nationalist groups in Vietnam and neighbouring countries, the Vietminh did not seek to "play the Japanese card", it benefited nevertheless from the climate created by this situation. The Central Committee of the Vietnamese Party thus simplified the slogan "chase out the Japanese and the French" by "chase out the Japanese fascists"
. Again, imperial Japan found itself already weakened, and indeed it fell in August. In the extremely complex situation following the August revolution, but characterised by the absence of powers and the tolerance of the Chinese forces present in the North, Ho Chi Minh could therefore declare the independence of Vietnam on the 2nd of September- for the second time in only a few months. 

The second aspect, less well known, suggests the collusion of certain Japanese elements with elements from the Vietminh. On a financial level, a certain confusion reigned: the Bank of Indo-China, headed by the Yokohama Specie Bank since the coup of the 9th of March, generously kept the "banknote plate" going for several months, in the absence of French branch managers. When in September 1945, a French authority reinstalled itself in Saigon, the fiduciary situation seemed out of control, in particular in the North of Vietnam, where the French were finding it more difficult to find their bearings again. "At the time of the re-edition, states François Bloch-Lainé, young financial adviser to the Argenlieu High Commissioner, many Japanese left with crates of new bank notes. The Chinese had picked up a large number of these, and the Vietminh also had some". The taking in hand was rather like an act of monetary sovereignty, and was almost an act of war: on the 17th of November 1945, the largest cut in circulation - 500 piastres - was demonetised. The armed forces of General Lu Han would later be compensated, but not the Japanese, nor the Vietminh, clearly associated with each other as far as the French were concerned. As Bloch-Lainé goes on to say, "this operation will most of all have enabled the drying-up of Japanese and Vietminh crates. That was its essential aim; it had been reached"
.

The Vietnamese Popular Army, which was only just beginning, benefited more directly from Japanese military potential. Weapons, firstly, seized from the French during the "coup" of the 9th of March, or resold by the Japanese after the surrender of Tokyo; then manpower, soldiers or technicians, of whom certain then rejoined the Vietminh. It is not for us here to say that those who left for Indo-China with Leclerc were right, and thought they would be liberating it from the Japanese yoke. They discovered for themselves that Saigon was not Strasbourg
 and that the growing war in Vietnam was of a real national and popular nature. But elements from this defeated army were, all the same, going to make a serious contribution to the young Vietminh troop.

The number of Japanese "deserters" came to between four and five thousand men
. A large number of these had rejoined the Vietminh - or had been enrolled by it - principally in the North, and some of these were to remain active until the turning point of the 1950s. Difficult to "track down", as they took Vietnamese names, their motivations were very varied, ranging from the "anti-white" reflex to the fear of retaliation, or even settling down with or without a Vietnamese wife, the return to a Japan in ruins being far from an attractive option. The end announced by the emperor Hiro-Hito himself of the cult he had inspired, and thus the etiolating of the nation of which he was the key, was also disorienting. Negative motivations were also recorded, when the Vietminh constrained certain weapons specialists or financial specialists to remain where they were. But also amongst these "deserters" there were Japanese who were more motivated: officers who had been trained in specific military schools such as the Nakano school in the ultra-nationalist and pan-Asian ideology, were also able to reject the surrender and continue their combat under another form, or even do so under orders.

The American Major Patti, driving the OSS Group present in Hanoi in 1945 and which followed Ho Chi Minh closely, later told how he had been rather impressed by the Japanese clandestine machinery, notably when Tokyo fell. Clearly at the service of a post-war programme of the Sphere of Greater Oriental Asia, after the defeat they pursued the putting into practice of the "Asia for Asians" plan.  Agents from the Kempetai, employed beforehand in the culture of Vietnam and speaking the language, seemed particularly suited to blending into the crowd to pursue their mission in another way. No doubt most of them aimed for the traditionally nationalist milieus and were not going to directly knock at the Vietminh's door, but time played in its favour
. 

This Japanese aid, in absence of anything else, one could say, was especially important in respect to what it provided for the Vietminh forces: more than just a large number of men, it gave them quality collaborators
. At a political level, certain initiatives showed unreserved support for Ho Chi Minh: Kiyoshi Komatsu, who was a francophone and had met Ho Chi Mih in Paris in 1921, set up in November 1945 in Hanoi an "International Committee of Aid and Support to the RDV". Even if this organisation has not left a significant mark in history, it can constitute a useful relay. On a military level, Japanese units - at least partially - seem to have been engaged with the Vietminh troops during the very first years of the conflict. But, and perhaps especially, officers became - and were used as such - advisors to certain military authorities, such as those of Generals Nguyen Son, Nguyen Binh or Vuong Thua Vu. Others played an important role as instructors, especially at the infantry school of Quang Ngai, a key region for the Resistance. The name of the young commander Ishii comes up again and again: a former fighter in Burma (he had participated in the taking of Rangoun with the 55th Japanese Division) he deserted to Cambodia on the 17th of December 1945, in turn advisor then instructor. In 1946, apparently alone, he led a Vietminh offensive in the region of Pleiku, and was granted a high rank in the military hierarchy of the South Vietminh before being killed in Vietnam in 1950.  

The "technology transfer" that these Japanese renegades guaranteed covered the most varied and specialised domains, such as military intelligence
. The Vietminh had been joined by Japanese specialists, from finance or pharmaceutical industry, and of course weapons engineers. Arms production was thus easily set up: a Japanese production workshop was identified in 1946 in Thai Nguyen, whose province contained a high number of Japanese deserters. Lieutenant-Colonel Mukaiyama, in charge of Nakano's officers in the North and mostly remaining there following the fall of Tokyo, was based here.

After 1948, the importance of the Japanese renegades seemed to decrease, but in 1950, Japanese still held key positions in the Vietminh machinery, and did so even in 1951, when Japan recovered its independence in the context of the Korean War. However, at this date, the Vietnamese nationalist milieus, regrouped around Bao Dai, reappeared on the Vietnamese scene, pushed by the French and protected by the Americans. The Cold War was in full swing. And other Asians, no less numerous than the Japanese and potentially very powerful, were to bring decisive aid to the Vietminh: the Chinese of the People's Republic. 

The People's Republic of China, a new actor of the Resistance in Indo-China

The context of Chinese aid to the Vietminh is obviously very different to that given by the Japanese deserters, and was no doubt more decisive, but it did appear to replace it. In 1950, the regime in Peking - unlike that of Tokyo in 1945 - was a victorious one. It stood in the front row of those who in January 1950 had recognised the regime of Ho Chi Minh, unsuccessfully pursued by the French
. Indeed, the Vietnamese did not maintain the same relations with the Chinese as with the Japanese: the proximity of two thousand years of history had created a relationship of great closeness, particularly on the cultural level, but it had also made Vietnam particularly suspicious of its large neighbour. On another level however, the development of the Communist movement in Asia had created new solidarities. Although, at the beginning of the century, the Vietnamese Nationalist Phan Boi Chau could look towards Japan
, the Vietnamese communists - Ho Chi Minh himself - leant on the Chinese Communist Party, even if they were not members themselves.

But the secret - and the taboo -remained. Although China came to intervene in Vietnam, it did so indirectly and almost secretly: nothing like the public and shattering nature of its intervention at the same time in Korea, where Chinese "volunteers" contained American troops acting under the banner of the UNO. The secret, no doubt desired by the Vietnamese themselves in the new Cold War context, was particularly necessary so as not to provoke the United States, and so as to preserve in a way the "virginity" of the Vietnamese revolution. But for the new China, its discreet action in Indo-China would lead to a rise in power, and the effects of this would make themselves felt in 1954.

At the time, only the chronology and geography of the fighting and the military intelligence, in the absence of any reference to the subject by the RDV or China itself, attest that something was in the process of changing. The "frontier campaign" of October 1950, which brought the Vietminh its first victory, followed a year after the declaration of the People's Republic of China and, closer still, the arrival of communist troops at the Indo-Chinese frontiers in December 1949. While up to that point there had only been guerrilla operations, this Frontier Campaign around Cao Bang inaugurated a series of big battles - seven, to be precise, of which the last would take place at Dien Bien Phu. 

As much as it can be pieced together, the aid from the People's Republic of China, under the political leadership of Luo Guibo, and the military aid of Wei Guoqing, who were there at the time, was global. The first agreements date from 1950, in particular on the occasion of a conference - Sino-Vietnamese, extended to the USSR - which met in Nanning in December. In addition to the use of Chinese territory "behind", they foresaw help with organisation and with the provision of materials as much as technical assistance. The training camps of Guangxi and Yunnan enabled the Vietminh to gain in power, and from then on, as one expert observes, "entirely new regiments […] returned to Tonkin, armed with weapons equivalent to that of the formations of the French expeditionary forces"
. The 308 Division, the first major unit of the popular army, thus appeared under the authority of General Vuong Thua Vu. Advisors were dispatched to the different levels of the military and political structure of the RDV
.

The Chinese military contribution was to be particularly important at Dien Bien Phu, both at strategic and material level. On the 30th of November 1954, hardly a week after French parachutists were dropped onto the Dien Bien Phu plain (Operation Castor), a high-level mixed Sino-Vietnamese delegation travelled through the Northwest of Vietnam and visited in particular the site of Na San, recently abandoned by the French after they had won a "defensive victory". The plan was decided upon: attack Lai Chau then Dien Bien Phu, where the decision could be carried "in 45 days"
. The idea was in any case to concentrate resources on this region of the Northwest, and to impose conflict on the French expeditionary force there. The tactic decided upon was: "rapid attack, rapid victory". Around Dien Bien Phu, that the French units were beginning to transform into a fortress, a plan of attack was soon established and an important disposition set up - notably the famous 105 mm canons, never used before and provided by China, with ammunition, which were to make all the difference. 

The victory could be considered as communal. But less than one generation later, national reflexes are coming to the surface again. For the secret nature of all these operations, even if the intelligence services - as is their role - were not taken in, made up a strong political dimension: indeed, the two partners, unlike the Japanese "deserters", were to a certain extent linked by this secret. But the relationship between China and Vietnam was to badly disintegrate twenty years later…. This time, the context was that of the post-1975 period, of the reunification of Vietnam and of the growing conflict between Hanoi and Phnom Penh, where the "Khmers rouges", supported by China, were in power. Around a month after they had been chased out by the Vietnamese popular army, and Deng Xiaoping had announced a "punishment" for Vietnam along the lines of his intervention in "Democratic Kampuchea", a brief but very real war broke out in 1979 between China and Vietnam. The border zone was wrecked by Chinese troops. And the taboo of the Chinese aid to the RDV was broken - unilaterally - by China. Denouncing the "ingratitude" of former Vietnamese comrades and with a huge display, the Peking press published a series of impressive figures relating to the aid from China during the 1950s and 1960s. Abusive revelations, Hanoi commented. But since then, this irritating question has indeed poisoned Sino-Vietnamese relations. 


On the Vietnamese side, a corner of the veil was also lifted in turn, in the 1980s. Thirty-five years after the battle of Dien Bien Phu, the reedition of the book by General Giap on the subject was introduced by preliminary chapter written in 1989: the victor of the expeditionary corps speaks here for the first time of "friendly military experts" and their "invaluable advice" - the word "China" is not written, but it amounts to very much the same thing
. However, the idea also filtered through that although Chinese aid was important, and even essential to win victory at Dien Bien Phu, the ultimate decision, the one which allowed victory by cancelling in extremis the order to attack at the end of January 1954 and to put it back around a month and a half, was due to the personal decision of General Giap, perhaps even against the opinion of his Chinese advisors…

The fiftieth anniversary of the battle of Dien Bien Phu and the conferences organised around this event in April 2004 in Hanoi and Peking, allowed an assessment of the state of the issue: yes, the Vietnamese say clearly today, Chinese aid was instrumental, but who decided what? Firstly, to put all effort into this "Northwest battle ", not far, but using wrong leads, from the frontier of the Yunnan. Next and most of all, who, among General Giap and Ho Chi Minh, or the Chinese general Wei and his advisors, at indeed the highest level in Peking, imposed the strategic decision which, by carrying off in extremis the launching of the final attack, allowed victory? The decision to set the battle off at the end of January 1954 two months after the French military had started to fortify the site according to the so-called tactic of "rapid attack, rapid victory", was indeed pushed back to the 13th of March. In principle this was for reasons of efficiency, but in reality of equal consideration were both the new diplomatic context and the new slogan: "a definite attack, definite progress". Vietnamese historians - including General Giap himself - and Chinese historians disagree on the reasons for the change in tactics. This point of historiography could appear to be a minor one, but it concerns the decision-making process, and touches very closely Vietminh relations with China - each of the two slogans bearing the mark of one or the other. It also touches politics, and remains therefore imprecise. But both Chinese and Vietnamese are beginning to talk about the issue, and themselves recognise that this is already a good thing. And no-one contests that at Dien Bien Phu, the blood that ran was Vietnamese blood. 

Between nationalism and communism: an Asian vision?

The struggle for the national liberation of Vietnam is firstly, of course, an expression of Vietnamese mobilisation, behind the slogan- the magic slogan - of independence. It also shows the capacity of its leaders to benefit as best they could from the situations they encountered, whether the fall of Tokyo and the recuperation of its fighters, or the alliance with revolutionary China. For as much as this "Asian" double dimension of the Vietnamese resistance is important, "nothing is more precious than independence and liberty", declares the famous slogan of the Vietnamese revolution. But the variables of this struggle for independence also correspond to its evolution. 

The first period - from 1945 to 1948, and perhaps until 1950 - was dominated by the national principle: Nippon ultranationalism certainly failed, but as we know, it made a bed for other nationalisms in South East Asia.  Without owing it a thing, the Vietnamese revolution belongs to these. Ho Chi Minh declared as such on the 2nd of September 1945: "The French are fleeing, the Japanese are surrendering, Emperor Bao Dai is abdicating. Our people have broken all the chains which have weighed upon us for almost a century, to make of our Vietnam an independent country"
. Truong Chinh went one better the following year: "The August Revolution has fired the untameable nature of our people who possess a long tradition of fighting for their independence and freedom and who have never resigned themselves to the condition of a slave". It is "the greatest event of our history since the day Quang Trung chased the Qing Manchou army out of the country"
. Other Chinese, under the orders of General Lu Han, thus occupied the North in the name of "nationalist" China… The integration of deserters and other Japanese renegades, notably those who remained attached to pan-Asian ideas, necessarily adds to the national content of the war led by the Vietminh, especially during its first years.    

The turning point of the 1950s, which saw the RDV leaning on Mao's China, corresponds in turn to a modulation of the Vietnamese Revolution, in a more communist sense -  some would say more "Stalinist" - than nationalist. "We have therefore definitively placed ourselves in the democratic camp, Ho Chi Minh announced, and we are joined to the block of eight hundred thousand men who are fighting against imperialism"
. Here there was no "Asian" communism or that formulated as such. The debate about the "mode of Asian production" was not taken up again, but Chinese Marxists, among others, rejected the concept. Therefore internationalism dominated. But this convenient word doesn't quite manage to hide the introduction of Chinese methods into the conduct of the Vietnamese liberation struggle, whether human mobilisation, "re-education", or even the organisation of the party: the old Indo-Chinese Communist Party (ICP) which remained discreetly behind the Vietminh, vanished in 1951 for the benefit of three "national" parties, notably the Vietnamese Workers' Party, closer to the Chinese Communist Party - within Komintern hierarchy, a "workers" party was situated at a lower level than a "communist" party
.

Regional solidarity? Or "Asian" solidarity? Asia itself, or at least Oriental Asia, does not yet appear to be an operational category. Nor does South East Asia, that for Ho Chi Minh at the turning point of the 1930s represented the Communist International, and whose networks the Vietminh had activated during the war of liberation. To the pan-Asian vision of Japan related until 1945 by the Asian nationalist parties, no approach of this type corresponds, by the communist-inspired movements, nor any formulation of this order. Indeed, the political literature of Maoist China is a witness to this: the complete works of Mao Tse-Tung were - quite naturally - primarily focused on the Chinese people and in the socialist transformation of the country; but on an external level, the only valid subjects somehow appear to be those which threaten the security of the country: resistance to Japan at the end of the 1930s, resistance to American aggression (in Korea) in the 1950s
. The written works of Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam are naturally concerned with the national struggle, and show an international spectre perhaps larger, through his references to the Chinese Revolution and the Great Revolution of October. But there are only really two levels of analysis: national level, which attracts all attention, and at international level, the communist area, by universalist definition. 

A victory for Asia? There was therefore no "Asian" reasoning at the time on the subject, and it is simply an a posteriori reflection.  But history never only asks questions of its time. The current map of Asian powers does not give much weight to Vietnam, but its place within South East Asia certainly destines it for a promising future. On the other hand, Japan has recovered its power status, despite its defeat in 1945, and has not forgotten, although in another form, the regional dream. As for China, which from 1954 onwards was able to reap the fruits of its involvement in the Indo-China conflict - participating for the first time since 1949 in an international conference, the Geneva Conference - its rise in power status, although this happened in a chaotic way, has never failed. Today, when the spectacle of economic success in Asia leads to a certain conscience of being "Asian", it is possible to reread - not rewrite - the history of the Indo-China War from this point of view: Behind the nationalist and universalist reasoning, the regional awakening of Asia already stands out.
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