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Le Duan and the Break with China

Introduction by Stein Tłnnesson

The decision of the Cold War International History
Project to publish Christopher E. Goscha�s trans-
lation of Secretary General Le Duan�s long 1979

statement about Sino-Vietnamese relations is a significant
event. Until now, few Vietnamese documents of this kind
have been made available to scholars. The latter tend
therefore to analyze the two Indochina Wars and their role
in the Cold War as a power game between Western powers,
the Soviet Union and China, and to overlook Vietnamese
perspectives. Goscha�s translation brings one such
perspective into the scholarly debate.

Goscha, a researcher with the Groupe d�Etudes sur le
Vietnam contemporain (Sciences Politiques, Paris), con-
sulted the document in the People�s Army Library in Hanoi,
copied it by hand, and translated it into English. He did so
with full authorization.  The text is undated, and the
author�s name is just given as �Comrade B.� The content
implies, however, that it was written in 1979, most probably
between the Chinese invasion of northern Vietnam in
February 1979 and the publication of the Vietnamese White
Book about Sino-Vietnamese relations on 4 October of the
same year.1 It seems likely that the text was composed
shortly after Deng Xiaoping�s decision on 15 March 1979
to withdraw the Chinese troops from their punitive
expedition into northern Vietnam, but before the defection
to China of the veteran Vietnamese communist leader
Hoang Van Hoan in July 1979.

How can we know that the man behind the text is Le
Duan? In it, �comrade B� reveals that during a Politburo
meeting in the Vietnamese Workers� Party (VWP, the name
of the Vietnamese Communist Party from 1951 to 1976) he
was referred to as Anh Ba (Brother Number Three), an alias
we know was used by Le Duan. The document also refers
frequently to high level meetings between Chinese and
Vietnamese leaders where the author (referred to in the text
as �I,� in Vietnamese toi) represented the Vietnamese side
in an authoritative way that few others than he could have
done. We know Le Duan did not write much himself, and
the document has an oral style (a fact that has made its
translation extremely difficult). It thus seems likely that the
text is either a manuscript dictated by Le Duan to a
secretary, or detailed minutes written by someone attend-
ing a high-level meeting where Le Duan made the state-
ment.

The document can be used by the historian to analyze:
a) Le Duan�s ideas and attitudes, b) the situation within the
socialist camp in 1979, c) the record of Le Duan�s relations
with China in the period 1952−79.

From a scholarly point of view it is safest to use the
text for the first and the second purposes since the
document can then be exploited as an artifact, a textual
residue from the past that the historian seeks to

reconstruct. As such it illuminates the views and attitudes
of Vietnam�s top leader in the crisis year 1979, and also
some aspects of the situation within the socialist camp at
that particular juncture. To use the text as a source to the
earlier history of Le Duan�s relations with China (the topic
addressed in the text) is more problematic, since what Le
Duan had to say in 1979 was deeply colored by rage. Thus
he is likely to have distorted facts, perhaps even made up
stories. As a source to events in the period 1952−79, the
document must therefore be treated with tremendous
caution, and be held up against other available sources.
Two similar sources, resulting from the same kind of
outrage, are the official white books published by Vietnam
and China towards the end of 1979.2 A third source, with a
series of documents from the years 1964−77, is Working
Paper No. 22, published by the Cold War International
History Project in 1998, 77 Conversations Between
Chinese and Foreign Leaders on the Wars in Indochina,
1964−1977, edited by an international group of historians:
Odd Arne Westad, Chen Jian, Stein Tłnnesson, Nguyen
Vu Tung, and James G. Hershberg. This collection contains
77 minutes of conversationsor excerpts of such
minutesbetween Chinese, Vietnamese and other leaders
in the period 1964−77 (presumably taken down during or
shortly after each conversation, but compiled, excerpted
and possibly edited at later stages). The collection includes
several conversations in which Le Duan took part. The
editors of the 77 Conversations write that the minutes
have been compiled from �archival documents, internal
Communist party documentation, and ope b-0.037 Tw
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the purpose of justifying his own actions vis-à-vis China
and ensuring support for maintaining a hard line towards
Chinese pressures, possibly fighting another great war. Le
Duan speaks of himself as �I,�(toi) identifies each of his
interlocutors on the Chinese side by name, and expresses
his emotions towards Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Deng
Xiaoping and other Chinese leaders. The author really likes
the word �I�, and uses it even when referring to his talks
with Ho Chi Minh. This is surprising since using toi
in relation to conversations with the Uncle (Bac), would
probably be considered arrogant, even for people who
worked closely with him. The proper term in that connec-
tion would perhaps be �Chau�5 Throughout the document,
it is Le Duan who does everything. The style is oral. It
seems possible that the one who wrote down the text later
deposited the document in the Army Library.6

Despite the refreshing directness of the text, there is
one thing the author almost does not do. He does not
speak openly about internal disagreements among the
Vietnamese leaders. The only other leaders mentioned by
name are Ho Chi Minh and Nguyen Chi Thanh, who had
both passed away long before 1979. There is not a word
about Vo Nguyen Giap, Pham Van Dong, Nguyen Duy
Trinh, Xuan Thuy, Hoang Van Hoan, or any of the others
who had played prominent roles in Hanoi�s tortuous
relations with Beijing. Internal disagreements on the
Vietnamese side are only mentioned on one occasion. Le
Duan claims that everyone in the Politburo always was of
the same mind, but that there had been one person who
rose to question the Politburo, asking why Le Duan had
talked about the need to not be afraid of the Chinese. On
that occasion, says Le Duan, the one who stood up to
support Anh Ba, was Nguyen Chi Thanh (the army
commander in southern Vietnam, who had often been
considered a supporter of Chinese viewpoints before his
untimely death in 1967). The �comrade� asking the
impertinent question was no doubt Hoang Van Hoan, and
the fact that he is not mentioned by name may indicate that
Le Duan�s statement was made before this party veteran
defected to China in July 1979.

As a background to the analysis of the text, we should
first establish what is generally known about Le Duan�s life
(1907−86) and career. He came from Quang Tri in Central
Vietnam, and based his party career on political work in the
southern half of Vietnam. In the 1920s he became a railway
worker, joined the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) at its
foundation in 1930, and spent the years 1931−36 in a French
prison. During the Popular Front period in France, he was
free again to work politically and in March 1938 became
member of the ICP Central Committee.7 In 1940 he was
arrested once more, and belonged (with Pham Hung and
Nguyen Duy Trinh) to the group of party leaders who spent
the war years 1941−45 at the French prison island Poulo
Condore.8 He was released in 1945 and during the First
Indochina War he served as secretary of the Nam Bo
(southern region) Party Committee (from 1951 the Central
Office for South Vietnam; COSVN), with Le Duc Tho as his
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dichotomy in his moral universe was that between fear and
courage. He seems to have despised those who did not
�dare� to fight. If it had not been for the Vietnamese, he
claimed, there would not have been anyone to fight the
Americans, because at the time the Vietnamese were
fighting the US, the rest of the world were �afraid� of the
Americans. The same kind of moral pride comes out in Le
Duan�s account of a meeting he had with Zhou Enlai in
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struggle for national liberation. This is not like the olden
days, he says, when Vietnam stood alone against China.
Now the whole world is closely knit together: �� this is a
time where everyone wants independence and freedom.
[Even] on small islands, people want independence and
freedom. All of humankind is presently like this. � To harm
Vietnam was [is] to harm humanity, an injury to indepen-
dence and freedom. . . Vietnam is a nation that symbolizes
independence and freedom.�

1979
The next use that can be made of the document is for
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the Vietnamese White Book) tells about Sino-Vietnamese
relations in 1963−65, and what we know from Chinese
sources.  According to Le Duan�s account, it was Mao who
wanted to build roads into Vietnam, and to send troops
there, while he himself wished only for material assistance.
In all accounts based on Chinese sources, the request for
roads and volunteer troops came from the Vietnamese side,
and was expressed by Le Duan and Ho Chi Minh.22 This is
also confirmed by some of the 77 Conversations. Le
Duan�s claim that �I only asked that they send personnel,
but they brought guns and ammunition� does not seem to
stand up to the evidence. After the Chinese engineer
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to go to China twice to talk with them [the Chinese
leadership] about [the course of events] in southern
Vietnam.  As for the Soviets, I did not say anything at all
[about the situation in southern Vietnam].  I only spoke in
general terms.  When dealing with the Chinese, I had to say
that both were fighting the US.  Alone I went.  I had to
attend to this matter.  I had to go there and talk with them
many times in this way, with the main intention to build
closer relations between the two sides [meaning Chinese
and Vietnamese].  It was precisely at this time that China
pressured us to move away from the USSR, forbidding us
from going with the USSR�s [side] any longer.33

They made it very tense.  Deng Xiaoping, together
with Kang Sheng,34 came and told me:  �Comrade, I will
assist you with several billion [presumably yuan] every
year.  You cannot accept anything from the Soviet Union.�

I could not allow this.  I said:  �No, we must have
solidarity and unity with the whole [socialist] camp.�35

In 1963, when Khrushchev erred, [the Chinese]
immediately issued a 25-point declaration and invited our
Party to come and give our opinion.36  Brother Truong
Chinh and I went together with a number of other brothers.
In discussions, they [the Chinese] listened to us for ten or
so points, but when it came to the point of �there is no
abandonment of the socialist camp,�37 they did not listen
� Deng Xiaoping said, �I am in charge of my own
document. I seek your opinion but I do not accept this
point of yours.�

Before we were to leave, Mao met with Brother Truong
Chinh and myself.  Mao sat down to chat with us, and in
the end he announced:  �Comrades, I would like you to
know this.  I will be president of 500 million land-hungry
peasants, and I will bring an army to strike downwards into
Southeast Asia.�38  Also seated there, Deng Xiaoping
added:  �It is mainly because the poor peasants are in such
dire straits!�

Once we were outside, I told Brother Truong Chinh:
�There you have it, the plot to take our country and
Southeast Asia.  It is clear now.�  They dared to announce
it in such a way.  They thought we would not understand.
It is true that not a minute goes by that they do not think of
fighting Vietnam!

I will say more to you comrades so that you may see
more of the military importance of this matter. Mao asked
me:

�In Laos, how many square kilometers [of land] are
there?
I answered:
�About 200,000 [sq. km.].
�What is its population? [Mao asked]:
�[I answered]: Around 3 million!
�[Mao responded:] That�s not very much!  I�ll bring
my people there, indeed!
�[Mao asked:] How many square kilometers [of land]
are there in Thailand?.
�[I responded]: About 500,000 [sq. km.].

�And how many people? [Mao asked].
�About 40 million! [I answered].
�My God! [Mao said], Szechwan province of China
has 500,000 sq. km., but has 90 million people.  I�ll take
some more of my people there, too [to Thailand]!

As for Vietnam, they did not dare to speak about
moving in people this way.  However, he [Mao] told me:
�Comrade, isn�t it true that your people have fought and
defeated the Yuan army?�  I said:  �Correct.�  �Isn�t it also
true, comrade, that you defeated the Qing army?�  I said:
�Correct.�  He said:  �And the Ming army as well?�  I said:
�Yes, and you too.  I have beaten you as well.39 Did you
know that?�  I spoke with Mao Zedong in that way.  He
said: �Yes, yes!�  He wanted to take Laos, all of Thailand �
as well as wanting to take all of Southeast Asia.  Bringing
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When I returned from China, I met Uncle [Ho]. He
asked me:

�This was your first time to go abroad, isn�t that
right?
�Yes, I went abroad for the first time.
�What did you see?
�I saw two things:  Vietnam is very brave and they
[the Chinese] are not brave at all.

I understood this from that day on.  We [the
Vietnamese] were entirely different from them.  Courage is
inherent in the Vietnamese person, and thus we have never
had a defensive strategy. Every inhabitant fights.

Recently, they [the Chinese] have brought several
hundred thousand troops in to invade our country.  For the
most part, we have used our militia and regional troops to
attack them.  We were not on the defensive, and thus they
suffered a setback.  They were not able to wipe out a single
Vietnamese platoon, while we wiped out several of their
regiments and several dozen of their battalions.  That is so
because of our offensive strategy.

The American imperialists fought us in a protracted
war.  They were so powerful, yet they lost.  But there was a
special element, that is the acute contradictions between
the Chinese and the Soviets.  [Because of this,] they have
attacked us hard like this.

�Vietnam fought the Americans, and fought them
very fiercely, but we know that the US was an extremely
large country, more than capable of amassing 10 million
troops and bringing all of its considerably powerful
weapons in to fight us.  Therefore we had to fight over a
long period of time in order to bring them to de-escalation.
We were the ones who could do this; the Chinese could
not.  When the American army attacked Quong Tre, the
Politburo ordered troops to be brought in to fight at once.
We were not afraid.  After that I went to China to meet
Zhou Enlai.  He told me:  �It [the attack in Queng Tre] is
probably unparalleled, unique.  In life there is only one
[chance,] not two.  No one has ever dared to do what you,
comrades, have done.�

� Zhou Enlai was the Chief of the General Staff.  He
dared to speak, he was more frank.  He told me:  �If I had
known before the ways which you comrades employ, we
would not have needed the Long March.�  What was the
Long March for?  At the beginning of the march there were
300,000 troops; and at the end of the Long March there
were only 30,000 remaining. 270,000 people were lost.  It
was truly idiotic to have done it in this way �  [I] speak as
such so that you, comrades, know how much we are ahead
of them.  In the near future, if  we are to fight against China,
we will certainly win �  However, the truth is that if a
different country [other than Vietnam] were to fight against
China, it is not clear that they would win like this  [like
Vietnam].

� If China and the USSR had been united with each
other, then it is not certain that the US would have dared to

fight us.  If the two had been united and joined together to
help us, it is not certain that the US would have dared to
have fought us in the way in which they did.  They would
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