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FOREWORD BY THE SERIES EDITORS

The literature on the Second Indochina War is large and growing larger. Until
recently, however, the literature suffered from a U.S.-centric focus and a tendency
to look solely at decision-making in Washington. To paraphrase historian Gaddis
Smith’s classic description of Cold War historiography, it was the history of “one
hand clapping” Too few studies placed U.S. policymaking into its wider interna-
tional context; fewer still gave a voice to the “other side,” the Vietnamese who
fought so long and hard to defeat first the French and then the South Vietnamese
government and its American allies.

But the picture is changing, as scholars with the requisite linguistic skills begin
to work in depth in Vietnamese archival and other materials, as well as in volumi-
nous French- and English-language sources. Pierre Asselin knows these materials
as well as anyone, having mined them for several pathbreaking studies over the
past decade. Now Asselin gives us Hanoi’s Road to the Vietnam War, 1954-1965, the
first detailed scholarly assessment of the subject ever published in English. It is a
penetrating, lucid, and compelling study of the period between the end of the First
Indochina War and the large-scale escalation of the Second.

Other authors writing in English have examined North Vietnamese decision-
making in this vital period. Few, however, have done so in the kind of detail—and
using the wide array of primary sources—that Asselin does here. This book shows
how Hanoi leaders viewed the evolving situation in the late 1950s and early 1960s,
not merely in South Vietnam but also in the Cold War power centers of Washington,
Moscow, and Beijing. In Asselin’ telling, the North Vietnamese were never puppets
of the Soviet Union and China; for the most part, they were able to make autono-
mous decisions during the period in question. More than that, North Vietnamese

xi



xil FOREWORD BY THE SERIES EDITORS

planners at times “exercised more leverage over their allies than the allies exercised
over them”” Gradually, and despite sharp internal differences of opinion, policy-
makers in Hanoi shifted from a cautious strategy focused on non-violent political
struggle to what Asselin sees as a “risky, even reckless” approach centered on resump-
tion of military action. They never wanted war with the United States, he maintains,
but they were determined to have what war would bring them: the reunification of
the country under their control.

In telling this story the author adds much to the understanding of one of the
most important conflicts of the twentieth century. It is with pleasure that we
include his study in our series.

Christopher Goscha, Université du Québec a Montréal
Fredrik Logevall, Cornell University
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS

ARVN Army of the Republic of Vietnam; formerly the Vietnamese
National Army; armed forces of the RVN

CCP Chinese Communist Party

COSVN Central Office (Directorate) for Southern Vietnam; Polit-

buro-run organ in charge of coordinating communist
activity in the southern third of Vietnam (former Cochin-
china), 1951-54 (including all of Cambodia) and 1961-75;
“upgraded” incarnation of the Nam Bo Executive Committee

CPSU Communist Party of the Soviet Union

DRV/DRVN Democratic Republic of Vietnam; government of northern
Vietnam, controlled by the VWP and based in Hanoi from
October 1954; claimed sole jurisdiction over all of Vietnam

GPD General Political Department; organ in charge of ideologi-
cal conformity within the PAVN

ICP Indochinese Communist Party; previous incarnation of the
VWP; founded in 1930

ICSC International Commission for Supervision and Control in

Vietnam; organ consisting of representatives from India,
Canada, and Poland set up after July 1954 to supervise
implementation of the Geneva accords

Interzone IV Northern central Vietnam, including a portion below the
seventeenth parallel
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Interzone V
MAAG

MACV

Nam Bo Executive

Committee

NATO

NLF

PAVN

PCSVN

PLAF
PRC
PRP

RVN

SEATO

SOVN

VFF

Southern central Vietnam, including the Central Highlands

Military Assistance Advisory Group, Indochina (1950-55),
Vietnam (1955-62); created to promote military partnership
between the United States and France and the SOVN/RVN;
incorporated into MACV and renamed Field Advisory
Element, Vietnam, in 1962

Military Assistance Command, Vietnam; U.S. military
command in South Vietnam, 1962-73

Politburo-run organ coordinating communist activity in
the southern third of Vietnam (former Cochinchina),
1954-61; “downgraded” incarnation of COSVN

North Atlantic Treaty Organization; United States-led
organization for collective defense in Europe and North
America, 1949-present

National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam;
southern Vietnamese broad-based umbrella organization
created in 1960 and controlled by Hanoi to oppose the RVN

People’s Army of Vietnam; armed forces of the DRVN
controlled by the VWP

Party Committee of South Vietnam; southern branch of the
VWP to 1962

People’s Liberation Armed Forces; armed wing of the NLF
People’s Republic of China

People’s Revolutionary Party, formerly the PCSVN;
ostensibly an independent southern Vietnamese commu-
nist party established in 1962, in actuality part of the VWP

Republic of Vietnam, formerly the SOVN; proclaimed in
October 1955 by President Ngo Dinh Diem from its capital
at Saigon; claimed sole jurisdiction over all of Vietnam

Southeast Asia Treaty Organization; United States-led
organization for collective defense in Southeast Asia,
195577

State of Vietnam; purportedly independent Vietnamese
government organized by France in 1949 under Emperor
Bao Dai as head of state; became the RVN in 1955

Vietnam Fatherland Front; mass organization promoting
national unity, loyalty to the DRVN and VWP, and resistance
to foreign aggression and internal subversion in the DRVN



Viet Cong/VC

Viet Minh

VWP

GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS Xix

Pejorative term used in reference to southern communists
and their sympathizers, including, after 1960, members of
the NLF; abbreviated form of either Viet Nam Cong san
(Vietnamese Communist) or Viet minh Cong san (Viet
Minh Communist)

United front organized in 1941 by the ICP to fight the
Japanese occupation of Indochina; served as the main
nationalist front in the war against the French between 1946
and 1951, when it was officially dissolved and became part of
the Lien Viet Front; blanket term used in reference to those
who fought against the French during the Indochina War
(1946-54)

Vietnamese Workers’ Party, also known as Lao Dong Party;
replaced the ICP in 1951 and controlled the DRVN govern-
ment after 1954; renamed the Vietnamese Communist Party
in 1976



