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THE NGHE-TINH SOVIET MOVEMENT 
1930-1931 

THE NAME NGHE-TINH IS A COMPOUND MADE UP OF SYLLABLES FROM 

the names of the two provinces Nghe-An and Ha-Tinh. The two 
provinces, which were usually administered jointly from Vinh, the 
provincial capital of Nghe-An, were formally united in 1 9 7 5 .  Despite 
the relative lack of attention paid to it by western historians, there is 
no doubt of the central position of the Nghe-Tinh soviet movement 
in the Vietnamese revolution. Its critical importance is as a point of 
transition from traditional anti-French resistance to modern Com- 
munist-led nationa!ism. 

This paper is a preliminary sketch of my ideas on the Nghe-Tinh 
soviets, based on materials seer, in Paris and Hanoi and on conversa- 
tions held with veterans of the movement and with Vietnamese his- 
torians specializing in the subject, notably Hoang Nhat Tan and Vu 
Huy Phuc. 

I shall begin with a brief chronology of the movement. In July I 9 2 9  

the newly formed Dong Duong Cong San Dang (Indo-Chinese Com- 
munist Party), which had just broken away from the Thanh Nien 
Cach Menh Dong Chi Hoi (Revolutionary Youth League), sent two 
of its founders, Tran Van Cung and Nguyen Phong Sac, to organize 
central Vietnam (Trung-Ky), or Annam as it was known at the time. 
Sac, basing himself on the village of Yen-Dung just outside Vinh, 
made contact with Thanh Nien activists who had been carrying out 

' The classic western history of the earlier movements is David G. Marr, Vtetnamese 
Anricolonialtsm, 1885-1925 (Berkeley, 1971). For writings on the Nghe-Tinh soviets 
in western languages, see Tran Huy Lieu, Les soviets du .Vghe-Ttnh de 1930-1931 au 
Vtet-Nam (Hanoi, 1960); Pierre Brocheux, "L'implantation du mouvement comrnun- 
iste en Indochine franqaise: le cas du Nghe-Tinh, 1930-1931", Reoue d'hlstotre moderne 
et conremporaine, xxiv (1977); William Duiker, "The Red Soviets of Nghe Tinhn,'jl. 
Southeast Asian Studtes, iv (1973); William Duiker, The Rtse of Nationaltsm in Vtetnam 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 19761, pp. 215-33; James C.  Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: 
Rebellion and Subsistance tn Southeast Asia (New Haven, 1976), pp. 118-48. Joseph 
Buttingen, V1ernam:A Dragon Embattled, 2 vols. (London, 1967), pp. 215-20. See also 
Huynh Kim Kanh, "Vietnamese Communism: The Pre-Power Phase" (unpublished 
manuscript). 

For organizational histories in western languages of the early communist move- 
ment, see Gouvernement General de l'lndochine, Direction des Affaires Politiques et 
de la Siirete Generale, Contributzon a I'irlstoire des molrvements polittques de l'lndochlne 
fran~aise,5 vols. (Hanoi, 1933-4), iv, Le "Dong Duong Cong Sun  Dang" ou "Part1 
Communtste indochinots", 1925-1933 (this is widely acknowledged to have been com- 
piled and written by Louis Marty and is always attributed to him in Vietnamese 
sources); Duiker, Rise of Natlonaltsm in Vietnam; Huynh Kim Kanh, "CTietnamese 
Communism: The Pre-Power Phase". 
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political work in the factories there since 1926. By September 1929 
he was able to form the first party cell in the p r ~ v i n c e . ~  

Virtually all of the Thanh Nien members in other parts of the 
province joined the party, as did many from the Tan Viet party, who 
were much more numerous in rural Nghe-An and formed the only 
organized revolutionary grouping in Ha-Tinh. The Tan Viet Cach 
Menh Dang (New Vietnam Revolutionary Party) had been organized 
by scholar-patriots in 1925. Despite its traditional origin it had in- 
corporated many new radical ideas and Communist organizational 
forms, mostly from Ho Chi Minh through his league, the Thanh 
Nien. 

By late I929 there were two other Communist groups in Vietnam, 
but in Nghe-Tinh the Indo-Chinese Communist Party (I.C.P.) had 
only one competitor, the Dong Duong Cong San Lien Doan (Indo- 
Chinese Communist League). This had been set up by Tan Viet 
leaders to retain their members, who were being caught up in the 
general movement to join "Communist" organizations. However, by 
the New Year I930 this had disintegrated and the Indo-Chinese Com- 
munist Party had complete predominance in the two provinces. 

During these months the rural radicals were in a state of ferment. 
Pagodas and dinh (village long-houses) were burnt as organizational 
centres and symbols of the powers of supersition and the village not- 
ables. At the same time tension increased among students as the 
French and Annamite authorities arrested scores of Thanh Nien, Tan 
Viet and Communist activists, including Tran Van Cung himself. 
Nearly all were tortured, sometimes to death. Those who survived 
were sentenced to long terms of imprisonment. 

In February 1930 two major events took place. The first was the 
unification under Ho Chi Minh of the three competing Communist 
groups into a single party, the Viet Nam Cong San Dang (Vietnamese 
Communist Party). In Nghe-Tinh this simply meant a ratification of 
the position of the I.C.P. under the new name, and even this reverted 
in October of that year when the party changed its name to the 
Indo-Chinese Communist Party. Nevertheless the unification gave a 
significant fillip to the movement, linking it to the new party's central 
committee which was based in Hong Kong until it shifted to Saigon 
in the autumn of 1930. 

"or Tran Van Cung and Nguyen Phong Sac, see Tran Van Cung (as told to Van 
Truc), "Vai mau chuyen ve chi bo Cong San Dau Tien va Dong Duong Cong San 
Dang" [Some Stories on the First Communist Branch and the Indo-Chinese Com- 
munist Party], in Buoc ngoat vz dal cua ltch su cach mang Vier-Nam [Great Steps in the 
History of the Vietnamese Revolution], ed. Ban Nghien Cuu Lich Su Dang Lao Dong 
Viet-Nam [Committee for Research in Party History Attached to the Executive Central 
Committee of the Vietnamese Workers' Party] (Hanoi, [1968?]), pp. 112-24. For the 
workers' movement, see Nguyen Van Hao, Nguyen Loi and Nguyen Si Que (as told 
to Pham Binh), "Qua trinh truong thanh cua cong nhan Vinh-Ben-Thuy" [The Coming 
of Age of the Workers of Vinh-Ben-Thuy], in zbtd., pp. 124-39. 
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The second event in February 1930 was the Yen-Bai mutiny and 
the associated revolts organized by the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang 
(Vietnamese Nationalist Party) in Tonkin. This party, which was 
loosely modelled on the Chinese Kuomintang, was a small conspir- 
atorial group of young teachers and petty officials, but apart from its 
contacts with soldiers it completely lacked any sort of a mass base. 
The Quoc Dan Dang and its abortive risings were crushed with great 
cruelty and efficiency by military action, which included the bombing 
of villages. Police sweeps severely weakened all anti-French move- 
ments in the north. Nevertheless, the colonial authorities were very 
shaken and became extremelv distrustful of their Vietnamese trooDs. 
To strengthen their position, units of the Foreign Legion were sent 
from France to Indo-China, arriving in the summer of 1930. 

In Annam, despite intense economic and political repression, Com- 
munist activities increased, particularly in Nghe-Tinh. In Vinh and 
its port Ben-Thuy, party organization and trade unions were conso- 
lidated - there were five strikes there during March and April -
and mass organizations, peasant associations, women's and youth 
organizations were established in the countryside. 

In late April 1930, as part of a national effort for May Day, the 
Annam xu uy (regional committee) of the Communist Party planned 
three major demonstrations in Nghe-An: one made up of workers 
and peasants to converge on factories in Ben-Thuy to support the 
workers' struggle for better conditions, one made up of students at 
the huyen (county) headquarters in Thanh-Chuong in the west of the 
province, and one still further into the mountains at a settlement 
called Hanh-Lam, where the demonstration was directed against a 
Vietnamese plantation-owner who had seized village land and denied 
traditional rights of access to firewood. All three demonstrations were 
dispersed when the French-led garde indigene fired on the crowds 
killing a total of twenty-seven men, women and children and wound- 
ing many m0re.l 

Serious though these incidents were, the French at this stage were 
far more concerned with the parallel strikes and demonstrations in 
Cochin-China, which they considered of much greater importance. 
However. these subsided as the French combined concessions. such 
as the postponement of tax demands, with a violence in which more 
than a dozen demonstrators were shot dead and scores more were 
w0unded.j This standard colonial recipe was not effective in Nghe- 

The suppression of the demonstration in remote Hanh-Lam took place four days 
later with the arrival of the colonial military column; see "2"' declaration de M. Petit, 
inspecteur de la garde indigene a Vinh" (given to the Commission d'Enquete sur les 
Evenements du Nord Annam), 7 Aug. 1931: Archives Nationales de France, Paris, 
Section Outre-Mer (hereafter A.O.M.), Nouveau Fonds (hereafter N.F.), carton 333, 
dossier 2687. 

For an analysis of this movement, see Ralph Smith, "The Development of Op- 
position to French Rule in Southern Vietnam, 1880-1940", Past and Present, no. 54 
(Feb. 1972), pp. 94-129, esp. pp. 118-24. 
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Tinh where strikes, demonstrations and the burning of pagodas and 
dinh continued throughout the summer. " 

Fearful for their position throughout the country, the French were 
unable to reinforce their very weak police presence in Nghe-Tinh and 
they and the Annamite mandarins were forced to be conciliatory to- 
wards the strikers and demonstrators while continuing police work 
to identify and arrest Communist leaders. The local officials and vil- 
lage notables were paralysed by their fear of the mobilized peasants, 
the lack of French backing and their genuinely ambivalent attitude 
towards the movement. Rather than confronting the demonstrators, -
they tended either to flee from them or else receive them and politely 
agree to forward their demands on to higher authorities. 

In late August 1930 the movement reached a new crescendo with 
attacks on huyen offices and the depots of the hated French alcohol 
monopoly. On 1st September M. Le Fol, the resident super-ieur in 
Annam, asked for a squadron of planes to be sent to Vinh. On 12th 
September these were used to bomb a mass demonstration, which 
French officials claimed was about to overrun the city. About a 
hundred and forty demonstrators were killed and hundreds more 
~ o u n d e d . ~After this, most of Nghe-An exploded; in some huyen all 
administration below county level disappeared and county officials 
did not dare leave their headquarters. In many places the village 
notables retired, discredited both by their economic exploitation of 
the villages and their relations with the Annamite administration and 
the French. In some cases they even handed over their seals of office 
to the newly formed peasant associations, the only organizations avail- 
able. These with covert party help assumed power, usually calling 
themselves xu bo nong (village peasant sections) a name that remained 
current throughout the movement. However, the higher levels of the 
Communist Party immediately started referring to them as "soviets". 

On 13th September outcry at the Annamite court in Hue and the 
fear of public opinion in France forced Le Fol to prohibit the use of 
bombing.' By this time, however, he knew that white troops were on 
their way and the first detachment arrived the same day. During the 
following months the Foreign Legion and white-led Vietnamese 
troops reoccupied all the forts used at the turn of the century for 

Nearly all the demonstrators were unarmed though some may have had bamboo 
staves. For a vivid French eyewitness report, see the appendix to Andree Viollis, 
Indochine S.O.S.  (Paris, 1935). AS always it is extremely difficult to calculate the 
casualties. The total of 217 given in Tran Huy Lieu, Sovtets du Nghe-Tinh, p.  26, 
appears to be an overestimate, as is his figure of 408 for those killed near Lang-Dien 
in May 1931 itbtd., p.  46): my interview with Nguyen Quang Phung at Vinh, 3 Dec. 
1974. The largest single massacre appears to have been that of 142 men, women and 
children at Thanh-Qua in Thanh-Chuong on 6 November 1930.
' For an example of the disapproval of French violence by Vietnamese from all 

classes and strata, see "Expose sur la securite publique presente par la chambre des 
Representants du Peuple de I'Annam": N . F . ,  carton 332, dossier 2681. 
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"pacification" and established many new ones, until by early 1 9 3 1  
there were sixty-eight military posts in Nghe-An and fifty-four in 
Ha-Tinh.8 

For some weeks the peasants, exultant at their successes, continued 
to demonstrate at county offices and even against the new military 
posts. Hundreds of them were killed and wounded by the troops, 
who sustained no casualties themselves. After reaching its climax on 
the anniversary of the October Revolution the movement subsided 
and the colonial authorities, taking the initiative, began "repression", 
a term the French usually preferred to its euphemism, "pacification". 
This process entailed considerable bloodshed, as Le Fol had auth- 
orized his forces to execute "without any preliminary inquiry . . . all 
Communists caught making propaganda".' There was also very con- 
siderable destruction of property. When, as often happened, the vil- 
lagers fled at the approach of the troops, the houses of suspected 
leaders or entire villages were burned, according to the time honoured 
colonial pattern. 

In January I 9 3 1  repression became more effective as police de- 
tached from Tonkin set up an efficient dossier system and issued 
identity cards to the whole population of the affected areas. There 
was also better co-ordination between the French and Annamite au- 
thorities after the appointment of a new and enthusiastically pro- 
French tong doc (governor) of Nghe-An, Nguyen Khoa Ky, who be- 
gan his period of office by ordering the execution of all the adult males 
of a village in which a county magistrate had been killed in a scuffle. 
In general, however, the Annamite administration and the landown- 
ing officials who belonged to overlapping classes were less vindictive 
than French officials. They frequently deplored the brutality of the 
repression, while enjoying the benefits of French protection. l0 

At this stage the French tried to enlist the support of the rural rich, 
who were potentially anti-Communist. A bang ta (home-guard sys- 
tem) was instituted by which village notables, backed by a French 
military post which was seldom more than a kilometre or two away, 
were supposed to maintain order and denounce and arrest local Com- 
munists. In some districts the Communists infiltrated and took over 
the bang ta but their main reaction was to increase emphasis on the 
tu ve (self-defence forces). These consisted of young men and women, 
sometimes armed with bamboo staves, who escorted and protected 
demonstrators and opposed and intimidated hostile village notables. 

Tran Huv Lieu, Sovtets du Nghe-Tinh, p. 31. 
T e l e g r a m ,  8 Oct. 1930: N.F . ,  carron 325, dossier 2634. 
I( '  Capt. Larnbert, "Compte rendu", 3 Jan. 1931: N . F . ,  carton 325, dosster 2634. Le 

Fol and his successor Yves Chatel tried hard to give Nguyen Khoa Ky accelerated 
promotion in the face of stubborn opposition from the Annamite ministers. See the 
minutes of the Co Mat ("cabinetn>, 11 Mar., I July 1931: N . F . ,  carron 290, dossier 
2505, 
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To boost their prestige and morale they were given military drill and 
were trained to disperse or lie down when fired upon. 

During the spring of 1931, under massive French pressure, the 
movement weakened in Vinh and in the east of the province. How- 
ever, it intensified in the Song-Ca valley in the west and even more 
dramatically in Ha-Tinh to the south. It was in this period that the 
regional committee organized its only form of armed violence, by 
setting up a "finance committee" for which it acquired five or six 
revolvers. These were used to extort contributions for the movement 
from rich villagers. At the same time the campaign to kill government 
spies was intensified. l 2  

On a public level, in order to cope with the famine which spread 
rapidly after the failure of the tenth-month harvest of 1930, the partv 
launched a campaign in which militants led demonstrators to house- 
holds or institutions with known stocks of food to "borrow" grain, 
which was then distributed to the needy. l" 

By March public indignation in Hue, Saigon and France at the 
atrocious behaviour of the Foreign Legion forced the authorities to 
restrict it to barracks. This provided a lull in which the movement in 
the west and particularly in Ha-Tinh was able to recoup its strength, 
and around May Day 1931 there was a new wave of demonstrations. 
The legion returned to duty and over five hundred demonstrators 
were killed. The outcry over this forced the French government to 
find scapegoats and to offer reforms. lJLe Fol was dismissed, and an 
official Commission of Inquiry and a tour of Indo-China by Paul 
Reynaud the minister of colonies were promised. Even though these 
concessions infuriated settler and official opinion in Indo-China, they 
were only window-dressing. Le Fol was sent to France where he 
continued to rise in the Ministry of Colonies and his replacement, 
Yves Chatel, was if anything more brutal than his predecessor. The 

For the tactics of the tu ve ,  see the directive of the military committee of the 
Annam xu uy ,  "Methode de lutte du Parti Communiste pour le I" Mai 1931", wh~ch 
appeared as an appendix to the official periodical Les associattons antt-franqaises et la 
propagande communiste en Indochine (May 1931): A.O.M., Service de Liaison avec les 
Originaires des Territoires de la France d'outre-Mer (hereafter S.L.O.T.F.O.M.),  
3rd ser., carton 49. See also "Gui chap uy Trung-Ky" [To the Executive Committee 
of Annam], from the central committee, Sept. 1930, repr. in Xo-Vtet Nghe-Tinh 
[Nghe-Tinh Soviets], ed. Ban Nghien Cuu Lich Su Dang Lao Dong Viet-Nam (Hanoi, 
1962), pp. 52-4, and "Thong cao cho cac xu uy" [Circular to Regional Committees], 
3 Jan. 1931, repr. in tbid., pp. 58-62, at p. 61. 

12 For the finance committee, including its dissolution, see the cross-examination 
of Vo Dinh published in Contributton a l'hisroire des mouvements polttiques de I'lndochine 
fran~aise,v, L a  terreur rouge au nord Annam, 1930-31,pp. 163-71. 

13 There is a vivid description of "borrowing" grain in Le Quoc Su and Nguyen 
Van Du, "Ba-Xa trong nhung nam 1930-1931'' [Ba-Xa during the Years 1930-11, in 
Xo-Vier Nghe-Tinh, pp. 101-9, at pp. 106-7. 

l 4  See the passionate protests against the "massacres parfaitement inutiles": N . F . ,  
carton 323, dossier 2639. As the new restdent superieur Yves Chatel had to admit to the 
indignant Annamite cabinet, "The Legion is a marvellous force but with a special 
mentality", Co Mat, 12 June 1931: N.F., carton 290, dossier 2505. 
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Commission of Inquiry, which was clearly set up to prevent a parlia- 
mentary investigation, completely whitewashed the repression, and 
apart from spending a significant proportion of the desperately tight 
Indo-Chinese budget, Reynaud's trip had no effect whatsoever. lS  

In Nghe-Tinh, with popular feelings enraged and party organiza- 
tion and discipline crippled by the killings and arrests, mass violence 
erupted and for the first time, in May 1931, the number killed by the 
movement -including the one and only French casualty -exceeded 
those killed by the French and their collaborators. By now, however, 
the movement, weakened by repression and increasing famine, was 
on the wane. Soviets survived in west Nghe-An until August 1931 
and in Ha-Tinh to the end of the year. But by early I932,99 per cent 
of the Communist cadres had been killed or arrested and tens of 
thousands of peasants had been put in prisons or makeshift concen- 
tration camps with appalling mortality rates. The movement was 
over. 

I would now like to treat the Soviet movement thematically, look- 
ing at the economic, social and political forces that precipitated it, 
and attempting to answer the questions: why, where and when did 
the movement occur? 

There has never been any surprise that it took place in Nghe-An 
and Ha-Tinh and to a lesser extent in Quang-Ngai. These provinces, 
especially Nghe-Tinh, were - to use an analogy - the electrical 
fuses of Vietnam. When the system as a whole was under pressure, 
they were always the first to blow. Economically they were the poorest 
of the provinces inhabited by ethnic Vietnamese, with extreme varia- 
tions of harvest and an absolute shortage of land; approximately half 
of the rural population was landless. The importance of poverty as 
a conditioning factor is shown by the simultaneous movement in 
Thai-Binh, the poorest province in the north. However, Quang-Ngai, 
where although there were no soviets there were many demonstra- 
tions with dozens of demonstrators killed, was relatively prosperous 
and there is no clear correlation between poverty and the disturbed 
areas in the south. 

Another important factor was the complexity of the dual rule in 
Annam. There was a constant tension between the colonial authorities 
and the imperial court at Hue. Throughout this period the main 
preoccupation of the Annamite ministers was to prevent the French 
from imposing direct colonial rule and extinguishing the Nguyen 
dynasty and with it their own sources of income and prestige. For 

For a vivid description of this tour, see Viollis, Indochtne S . 0 . S  
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their part, the French officials and colonists openly despised the man- 
darins for their inefficiency and corruption -though they themselves 
were equally guilty of the latter. The Annamite administration was 
despised by everyone, including its own functionaries. However, this 
situation prevailed not only in Nghe-Tinh and Quang-Ngai but also 
in the other provinces of Annam which did not revolt. 

For Vietnamese historians the distinguishing features of Nghe-An 
and Ha-Tinh were the tradition of anti-French resistance led by pa- 
triotic scholars and the revival of this movement in the late 1920s 
through the Thanh Nien and Tan Viet parties. Ho Chi Minh and all 
the other five members of the first Thanh Nien cell came from 
Nghe-An. 

Where did the movement occur in Nghe-Tinh? In sharp contrast 
to later revolts it did not reach the minority peoples and was entirely 
restricted to ethnic Vietnamese. This deprived it of any significant 
bases in the high mountains, because in Nghe-Tinh as elsewhere in 
the country all of these were inhabited by national minorities. The 
movement also had relatively little success among Catholics; this was 
especially noticeable in the huyen of Quynh-Luu where there was a 
concentration of chretianitees, Christian villages. In the degree of mo- 
bilization of other huyen there appears to have been some correlation 
with absolute poverty, in that Yen-Thanh, the richest of them, was 
the least affected. However, figures on important economic variables 
such as tenancy or landlessness do not exist or are completely im- 
~ressionistic. Economic and social indicators on which there is some 
information, the price of rice, the proportion of land held in common 
by the village as cong dien (public land) and the extent of literacy 
appear to bear no relation to the degree of militancy although infor- 
mation at the tong (canton) level might show some correlations. l 6  

At this level Vietnamese historians tend to play down these factors 
and stress the importance of anti-French traditions and the strength 
of party organization. They insist that although there was mass en- 

I h  French officials tended to argue against any correlation between poverty and 
rebelliousness: Commission d'Enqu@te sur les Evenements du Nard Annam, Rapport, 
p .  49: N . F . ,  carton 212, dosster 1597. Scott, Moral Econom.~ of the  Peasant, pp. 139-40, 
disagrees, stating that the two "heartland" huyen, Thanh-Chuong and Nam-Dan, were 
relatively poor and peculiarly unreliable in their soil and weather conditions. He rightly 
considers variation of harvests critical to peasant life. However, Quvnh-Luu, Dlen- 
Chau and northern Nghi-Lac, which remained relativelv quiet, were also susceptible 
to droughts and typhoons, as well as being desperately poo;. Therefore I tend to-agree 
with the French authorities and Vietnamese historians in attributing more importance 
to historical and political factors in the local degree of militancy whTle not denying the 
desperate economic situation of the peasants throughout the two provinces. It is in- 
teresting to note that Quvnh-Luu was the centre of resistance to land reform in 1956. 
This suggests a continuing Catholic suspicion of Vietnamese nationalism and Com- 
munism there. For figures on the proportion of cong dten by huyen, see Vu Huv Phuc, 
"Van de ruong dat trong phong trao Xo-Vier Nghe-Tinh" [The Land Problem in the 
Nghe-Tinh Soviet Movement], Nghien cuu lich su [Historical Research], cviii (1968), 
pp. 6-17. For estimates of unemployment and landlessness, see N.F . ,  cartons 332,333. 
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thusiasm for the movement it was not a simple jacquerie and that it 
was shaped, co-ordinated and for the most part controlled by the 
Communist Party. 

My own tentative hypothesis on the location of the movement is 
based on the concept of radical "nodes" or key villages from which 
the movement spread out, over basically receptive regions. Some of 
the nodes like Yen-Dung were radicalized (by colonial and commer- 
cial forces) through the disruption of the traditional economy. In this 
case village land was confiscated -with inadequate compensation 
- to build factories and an airfield. (I was struck by two veterans' 
bitterness about this seizure fifty years after the event.) In Yen-Dung 
shortage of land and the proximity of factories made many villagers 
become workers where several were mobilized by Thanh Nien and 
I.C.P. militants. Other nodes like Hanh-Lam were traditional centres 
of anti-French resistance which were further mobilized by commer- 
cial intrusions, in this case the Ky Vien estate. However, most of the 
nodes like Vo-Liet where the first soviet was established, Kim-Lien, 
Ho Chi Minh's home district, and Phu-Viet and Ba-Xa, the revol- 
utionary bases in the huyen of Can-Loc and Thach-Ha in Ha-Tinh, 
were simply traditional centres of resistance with active Thanh Nien 
and Tan Viet militants. 

Why did the movement break out in 1930? Harvest failure, the 
classical precipitator of revolution, was present. In Nghe-An, the 
tenth-month rice harvest of 1929 and the fifth-month harvest of 1930 
were both bad, a sequence that had not occurred for over a decade. 
In Ha-Tinh the failure was less striking, although the general level 
of poverty was even lower." These agricultural failures intensified 
hatred of the French because of the latter's unwillingness to build 
irrigation works as they had in Thanh-Hoa, the province immediately 
to the north, and in sharp contrast to their road and rail construction 
in Nehe-Tinh. " 

The economic crash of I929 appears to have had some effect on 
urban workers when factory managers began to "rationalize" cutting 
back on employment and wages. Among the workers that "J" curve 
of rising expectations confronting a sudden fall in living standards 
does appear to have applied. There is also some evidence that cut- 
backs on commercial agriculture in Cochin-China led to the return 
of labourers to their homes in Nghe-Tinh. However, most of the rural 
population appears to have been only slightly affected. For Nghe- 
Tinh as for the rest of Indo-China the major fall in living standards 
caused by the slump did not take place until the mid-1930s. l 8  

However, the economic crises in I929 sharply accelerated the rate 
l 7  N.F. ,  carton 332, dossier 2683. 
I R  For the return of m~grant  labourers to Nghe-An in 1930, see N . F . ,  carton 332, 

dosster 2684,. quoted in Scott, ~Zloral Economy of the Peasanr, p. 136. However, his 
figures for h ~ g h  unemployment in north Annam are for 1933. 
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of tax increases and exaggerated the already regressive nature of taxa- 
tion. Every aspect of peasant life was taxed. The most hated form 
appears to have been the new type of market-tax which affected even 
the smallest trader. But there were also long-standing grievances 
against the compulsory sale of the detested French alcohol, the pro- 
hibition on the making of chum or home brew, and the control and 
taxation of wood from the mountains which had traditionallv been 
free. Over all, the tax burden was crushing; many individuils fled 
from their villages to avoid it. To pay it families were forced to sell 
their buffaloes, which were essential for ploughing, and villages had 
to give their cong dien for sale to outside landlords. l9  

However, forced rural destitution was frequent in the poorer parts 
of Vietnam. For instance in Ha-Tinh in 1925-6 there was a famine in 
which hundreds if not thousands died kithout any political reper- 
cussions. Vietnamese historians tend not to stress the economic situ- 
ation as a precipitator of the movement, though it remained an under- 
lying cause. For them and for me the critical factor was the foundation 
and activities of the Communist Party - though these themselves 
may have been precipitated by the international crisis of capitalism. 
The three demonstrations on May Day I930 which began the move- 
ment in Nghe-Tinh were planned and organized by the party in places 
where they knew people had acute grievances. This reinforcement of 
genuine popular feelings appears to have been crucial. Note, for ex- 
ample, this description of Hanh-Lam: "Having the cadres agitate in 
the struggle against Ky Vien the masses became very excited and 
many asked to join in".20 

What was the Communist Party able to provide? It created clear 
organizational links which unified and co-ordinated previously dis- 
parate protests. It explained and generalized individual and local dis- 
content. It shifted the passionate feelings against the French and their 
collaborators away from the traditional resistance movements, which 
had manifestly failed, to a new force having international connections 
with the Soviet Union and having influence - through the Com- 
munist Party - in France itself. It explicitly linked social justice to 
national independence and it encouraged non-literati to join and lead 
the national struggle. Above all, it showed the people of Nghe-Tinh 
that they themselves could act to change their intolerable economic 
and ~olitical conditions. ~ -~ 

A~ -

Given the importance of the Communist Party, what role did it 
lYThere are heart-rending descriptions of peasant suffering under this taxation in 

the 1930s in Ngo Vinh Long, Before the Revolutton: The Vtetnamese Peasants under the 
French (Cambridge, Mass., 1973), and in Truong Chinh and Vo Nguyen Giap, The 
Peasant Questton, 1937.1938, trans. Christine P.  White (Cornell Univ., Southeast Asia 
Programme, Data Paper, xciv, Ithaca, N.Y., 1974). 

2" Nguyen Dinh Trien, "Phong trao xo-viet, 1930-1931: o huyen Thanh-Chuong 
Nghe-An" [The Soviet Movement, 1930-1, in the Huyen of Thanh-Chuong, Nghe- 
An], in Xo-Viet Nghe-Tinh, pp. 88-100, at p. 91. 
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-as an organization -play in the movement? One thing important 
to emphasize is that before the autumn of I930 the party central 
committee was less concerned with Annam than it was with Tonkin 
and Cochin-China, both of which were more economically developed. 
There is no record of any special directive being sent to Annam, let 
alone to Nghe-Tinh. The demonstrations in the two provinces on 
May Day and throughout the summer of I930 were apparently in 
response to general calls. 

What did the central committee hope to achieve by these calls? The 
general answer is mobilization. This is made clear by the demonstra- 
tions being linked to establishment of party branches and mass or- 
ganizations. The overall purpose of this mobilization was to prepare 
for revolution, but this was set in an indeterminate future and there 
is absolutely no indication that the leaders felt that the time was ripe 
in 1930. In that case what did they hope to achieve in the short run? 
I believe that they wanted "confrontation7' or "direct action", the 
only way open to radicals for whom constitutional means are barred 
and revolution is impossible - in Vietnam the latter had been con- 
clusively demonstrated by the crushing of the Yen-Bai mutiny. 

The Vietnamese Communist leaders had two models for confron- 
tation: Gandhi's passive resistance in India, which they claimed to 
despise, and the strikes and militant demonstrations of European 
Communist parties, especially in France. Although there is no docu- 
mentary evidence to suggest it, the form of the movement launched 
in 1930 leads me to believe that the I.C.P. leaders hoped to establish 
in Indo-China the rights to organize and demonstrate which had been 
achieved by the French Communist Party. The partial concession of 
these rights after the election of the Popular Front Government in 
1936 shows that these hopes were not entirely unrealistic. In any 
event, there is little doubt that many of the leaders were surprised at 
the French policy of firing at unarmed demonstrators, especially 
when, as frequently happened at the beginning of the movement, the 
demonstrations were led by women and old men. This surprise can 
be seen in an exchange between a French official and an imprisoned 
member of the I.C.P. belonging to the regional committee for An- 
nam. In reply to the Frenchman's remark that "You knew you were 
going to encounter resistance from the French authorities", the party 
member declared "We did not think there would be horrible kill- 
ings". Similarly it was reported of Dang Chinh Ky, the leader in 
Nam-Dan, that "he had believed that as the Communists did not have 
arms the imperialists would not dare shoot on them".21 

2 1  Declaration of Thai Van Giai: N.F . ,  carton 333, dosster 2686. Dang Chinh Ky had 
been a secretary of the nationalist leader Phan Boi Chau, who also came from Nam- 
Dan, and was tutor to the latter's sons. Dang Chinh Ky was a member of the Tan Viet 
and organized Nam-Dan for the Communist Party. He died, presumablv as the result 
of torture, a week after being arrested by the French in May 1931. See N.F., carton 
326, dossier 2537. 
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Nevertheless the massacres deprived the French of the last shreds 
of legitimacy, and the repeated unarmed demonstrations in the face 
of French and American armed forces after 1945 show that this tactic 
was not considered a failure. 

The establishment of soviets was spontaneous, as both the masses 
and the party leaders in Nghe-An felt obliged to fill the vacuum left 
by the flight or paralysis of the Annamite administration. The first 
letter on the subject sent by the central committee to the Annam 
regional committee in September condemned it: 

In Thanh-Chuong and Nam-Dan the regional committee has advocated violence 
(bao dung), establishing soviets, dividing land and so forth. This kind of proposal 
is not yet appropriate because the level of preparation of the party and the masses 
is not yet sufficient. There is not yet an armed uprising, and scattered violence in 
various places would at present be premature putchism." 

The attitude of the central committee has been aptly compared by 
a Vietnamese historian to that of Marx towards the Paris Commune. 
He did not call for it and knew it was doomed: but his heart was with 
it and he believed the best should be made of the ~ i t ua t i on .~"~  a 
step towards this end the central committee's letter continues: 

Since this has been done, we must in every way maintain and strengthen the ~nfluence 
of the party, so that when defeat comes the significance of the soviets will have 
entered the brains of the people and the strength of the party and the peasant 
associations can be maintained. 

It was to this end that party members were told to remain in secret 
while directing the peasant association leaders in the soviet^.^' 

Further on the letter suggests that the tu ve should be given military 
training and should seize enemy rifles. This suggestion appears to 
have been a complete anomaly. No other Communist Party document 
that I have seen mentions the use of firearms, except in reference to 
the very special case of the "finance committee" which was wound 
up after five months for fear of abuses. With these two exceptions 
there appears to have been a consistent policy at the higher levels of 
the party to restrain the demands for the use of firearms that came 
from below: 

We must understand that the tu ve are not a red army. They protect our brothers 
and sisters in their daily struggles. They should not rush out to attack the enemy 
military forces and seize political power. The problem of arms is not yet urgent.:j 

Even in the desperate situation of March 1931 the regional committee 
issued a directive against proposals accepted by two huyen uy (county 
committees) in Ha-Tinh -which evidently had mass support -that 

" The criticism was of the regional committee, not of the peasants: "Gui chap uy 
Trung-Ky", pp. 52-4.

*' Interview with Hoang Nhat Tan, 5 Nov. 1974; see also "May bai hoc Ion cua 
Xo-Viet Nghe-Tinh" [Some Great Lessons of the Nghe-Tinh Soviets], in Xo-Vier 
Nghe-Tinh, pp. 23-40, at pp. 30-1. 

'"'Gui chap uv Trung-Ky", p. 52. 

2 5  "Thong cao cho cac xu up", p. 61 
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money should be collected to buy rifle^.'^ Apart from this one ref- 
erence, in the letter of September 1930 both the central and regional 
committees appear to have regarded the tu ve, which appear to have 
emerged spontaneously in the summer of 1930, as a compromise 
between armed uprising and passive resistance. The disparity be- 
tween the sticks of the tu ve and the fire-power of the authorities is 
reflected in the numbers of casualities suffered on each side. Without 
counting the thousand-odd who died of disease and malnutrition in 
the prisons and concentration camps or who were tortured to death 
in them, I estimate that over 1,300 men, women and children were 
killed by the colonial authorities and under 200 by the Vietnamese, 
of whom only one was French. Thus, depending on how one calcu- 
lates it, there were ratios of over 12 or 6 to I -reasonably typical for 
the suppression of colonial revolt^.^' 

Another major proposal in the central committee's letter on the 
soviets in September I 930 was to call for national suppport for "Red 
Nghe-An" and "opposition to terror". A resolution was circulated 
calling for strikes and demonstrations throughout the country to pre- 
vent the French from concentrating their forces in Nghe-An.28 The 
campaign had only limited success. Despite demonstrations and ex- 
cellent parliamentary analyses and denunciations by Communist de- 
puties, the government though irritated was not deflected from its 
course. It was only in the spring of 1931 when socialist and radical 
opinion turned against the authorities in Indo-China, largely because 
of the brilliant writings of the liberal journalist Louis Roubeaud, that 
the cabinet felt obliged to make its token c~ncessions .~Wowever ,  
even these were enough to reinforce the belief of the Vietnamese 
Communist leadership that the Vietnamese revolution could be 
helped by Communist and liberal forces in France. 

Zh Thuong Vu Huyen Uy Thach-Ha [Standing Commitree of the Thach-Ha Huyen 
Commitree] (ed.), Lich su Xo-Vtet Thach-Ha trong cao rrao Xo-Viet Nghe-Tznh [History 
of the Thach-Ha Soviets in the High Tide of the Nghe-Tinh Soviet] (Ha-Tinh, 1972), 
p. 59; Thuong vu huyen uy Can-Loc [Standing Committee of the Can-Loc Huyen 
Committee] (ed.), Lich su Xo-Vier Can-Loc trong phong trao Xo-Vzet Nghe-Ttnh, 
1930-1931 [History of the Can-Loc Soviets in the Nghe-Tinh Soviet Movement, 
1930-311 (Ha-Tinh, 1974), p. 84. 

27 The number of those who died in prison is estimated in a very crude projection 
from the detailed figures available for Thach-Ha (Lich su Xo-Vter Thach-Ha, p. 66), 
Can-Loc (Lich  su Xo-Vzer Can-Loc, p. 97) and Thanh-Chuong (Xo-Vzet 1Vghe-Tinh, p. 
100). The numbers for those killed by troops in demonstrations come largely from 
French sources. For those killed by the soviet movement I have mainly relied on 
Contribution a I'histoire des mouvements polzttques de I'lndochine, v, although I have 
discovered instances not included in it. 

See "Nghi quyet ve viec van dong benh vuc Nghe-An do va chong khung bo" 
[Resolution on Mobilizing Help for Red Nghe-An and Opposition to Terror]: A.O.M. ,  
S.L.O.T.F.O.M., 5th ser., carton 12. This also told cadres to prepare for the situation . . 
after defeat. 

29 See Louis Roubeaud's articles for Le  petit pansien, June-Nov. 1930, collected in 
his Vtet N a m :  la tragedie indochinoise (Paris, 1931). 
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K g  to Column Headlngs In Table r 
I .  Active adults (1926 census). 
2. Acrive adults, plus 25 per cent. 
3. Active men (1926 census). 
4. Acrive men, plus 25 per cent. 
5 .  Party members (1930). 
6. Party members as a percenrage of active adults, plus 25 per cent. 
7. Party members as a percentage of active men, plus 25 per cent. 
8. Mass organizations (1930). 
9. Mass organizations as a percenrage of active adults, plus 25 per cent. 
10. Mass organizations less women (1930;. 
I I .  Mass organizations less women as a percentage of active men, plus 25 per cent 

Sores and sources 
For membership of the party and mass organizations I have relied primarily on the 
figures given in Assemblee Generale du chap uy de I'Annam, report, 22-27 Dec. 1930: 
Archives Nationales de France, Paris, Section Outre-Mer, Service de Liaison avec les 
Originaires des Territoires de la France d'outre-Mer, 3rd ser., carton 55. This omits 
some figures; however, many of these are supplied in Ho Chi Minh's letter to the 
central committee, 20 Apr. 1931, reprinted w ~ t h  a French translation in Gouvernement 
General de I'Indochine, Direction des Affaires Politiques et de la Surete Generale, 
Conrnbution a l'histotre des mouvements politiques de l'lndochlne francatse, 5 vols. (Hanoi, 
1933-4), iv, Le "Dong Duong Cong San Dang" ou "Parn Communiste indochinols", pp. 
I 13-17. That the latter's figures for Annam are based on those in the report of the chap 
uy is proved by his following its slip of substituting the name of the chap U J J ,  Yen-
Dung, for that of the huyen Yen-Thanh. Where no figures are given in this Table there 
is no indication that there were any Communist Party branches or mass organizations 
in the relevant areas. 

To what extent was the population as a whole mobilized in the 
soviet movement? Figures given in party reports on membership of 
the party and mass organizations for November and December I930 
would seem to be reasonably accurate although there might be an 
inclination to overestimate the numbers, especially of the latter. 
Figures provided in the colonial census are much less reliable and 
here the tendency seems to have been to underestimate, presumably 
to avoid poll-tax. In order to account for these tendencies and the 
rapid rate of population increase between 1926 (the year of the census) 
and 1930 I have arbitrarily added 25 per cent to the census figures. 
Thus Table I must be seen as a very crude approximation. In it the 
figures for party and mass organization membership have been set 
against those for active adults aged from fifteen to fifty. Justification 
for this basis of comparison comes from colonial figures for those 
indicted on political charges in Nghe-An during this period. Of these 
only 2 per cent were reported to have been under sixteen and none 
were over thirty-five.30 This should not be taken to imply that other 
age groups felt any differently or failed to identify with the movement. 
The other standard of comparison is with adult males. For this -
except in Vinh-Ben-Thuy where there were five women -I have not 

"' See Anon., "Statistiques concernant les indigenes deferes aux tribunaux dans la 
province de Nghe An pour crimes ou delits rattaches a des faits d'agitation politique 
du I" Aout 1928 a Juin 1931": N.F . ,  carton 334, dower 2689. 
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reduced the figures for party membership because at this stage, in 
sharp contrast to the later periods, the number of women in the party 
who lived in the countryside was negligible; however, the members 
of women's leagues have been subtracted from the overall member- 
ship of mass organizations. 

To  the extent that these figures can be trusted they show an extra- 
ordinary degree of mobilization: the organization of almost 20 per 
cent of the adult male population in the two provinces and over a 
quarter of that in Nghe-An. At the huyen level striking differences 
can be seen between the national minority areas with no mobilization, 
rich Yen-Thanh with very little, the rest of the province with a high 
level, and Nam-Dan and Thanh-Chuong in which virtually all adult 
men appear to have been involved in the mass organizations. 

One of the major concerns of Ho Chi Minh and the central com- 
mittee was the party's lack of industrial workers and the great dis- 
parity between the relatively small trade unions and the massive peas- 
ant association^.^^ This concern is borne out by a breakdown of 
membership according to class, and fortunately for historians the 
party organizers were as interested in economic class as we are. In 
December I930 there were estimated to be 1,225 full and candidate 
members of the Communist Party in Nghe-Tinh." The report of the 
Annam Party Assembly gives the class origins of I , I  19 of these (see 
Table 2). 

TABLE 2 

CLASS ORIGINS OF COMMUNIST PARTY MEMBERS I N  NGHE-TINH 

DECEMBER 1930" 


Industrial workers 
Agricultural workers 
Peasants 
Intellectuals (including youths and women) 
Petty bourgeois (including rich peasants) 
Unknown 

* Note and source: Assemblee General du chap uy de I'Annam, report, 22-7 Dec. 
1930: Archives Nationales de France, Paris, Section Outre-Mer, Service de Liaison 
avec les Originaires des Territoires de la France d'Outre-Mer, 3rd ser., carton 55. 
Figures in parentheses denote percentages. 

3 1  See Ho Chi Minh's letter in Conrnbutton a l'hisrotre des mouvements polttlques de 
I'lndoch~ne, iv, pp. 113-17; "An nghi quyet: cua trung uong toan the hoi nghi lan thu 
hai, thang 3-1931" [Resolution of the Second Plenum of the Central Committee, March 
19311, in Xo-Viet Nghe-Tinh, pp. 41-50, esp. pp. 44, 47. "This number was reached by accepting Ho Chi Minh's figures for the huyen in 
the Nghe-An rinh bo ("provincial branch"), which total 664 as opposed to the chap 
uy's 61 I ,  and Ho's 185 rather than the chap uy's I25 for the ttnh bo of Vinh-Ben-Thuy, 
because the latter figures would give an implausibly low figure for urban membership. 
On the other hand I have accepted the chap uy's 376 rather than Ho's 370 as the total 
for Ha-Tinh. Even this seems an underestimate; seen.  26 above. 
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It is impossible to assess the accuracy of the figures in this Table. 
It is likely that because of their desirability the first two groups would 
if anything be overestimated and the last three under-reported. Thus 
it would seem fair to consider at least the "unknowns" as belonging 
to the latter. 

With less than 5 per cent of the membership urban workers formed 
a very small element in the party and the disproportion was still more 
striking in the mass organizations: 312 in trade unions as opposed to 
over 40,000 in peasant associations. In I931 the imbalance became 
still more extreme as the centre of the movement shifted to the rural 
areas of west N ~ h e - A n  and Ha-Tinh.33 

This does noymean that the urban workers were negligible. In the 
colonial authority's list of indictments for Nghe-An it is striking that 
238 (16 per cent) were industrial workers, a far higher percentage 
than their numbers would warrant, even though figures for Ha-Tinh 
would reduce the proportion.;The fact that the authorities were 
~robablvmore inclined to release arrested Deasants before indictment 
bn~y  underlines their fear of the workers. '~urthermore these figures 
should be seen in social context. There are to my knowledge no break- 
downs of the population of the two provinces according to class, but 
it is clear that industrial workers could not have compromised much 
more than 0.5 per cent of the adult population. Therefore with 4.4 
per cent of the party membership they were greatly over-represented. 

The opposite is true for the agricultural workers and peasants who 
made up over 95 per cent of the population and only 65 per cent of 
the party membership. It is not clear what economic strata the peasant 

33  In the late spring of 1931 when the movement had been crushed in Vinh-Ben- 
Thuv and the eastern huyen, the following figures were reported: 

Party members !ncrease or Mass Increase or 
decrease since orgdn~zations decrease since 

Dec. 1930 Dec. 1930 
Ach-Son 252 - 129 9032 4555 
Dien-Chau and 
Quynh-Luu I 06 I9 I754 -1555 
Nam-Dan 30 -140 429 - 10,823 
Thanh-Chuong 325 52 4832 -5555 
Yen-Thanh 18 7 I 80 - 165 
Thach-Ha 393 210 509; i 

Can-Loc 454 118 ? 
The figures for Nghe-An come from the report of the rinh uy written in June 1931, 
translated into French on 21 June 1931: S.L.O.T.F.O.M., 3rd ser., carton 49. The 
figures for Thanh-Chuong are confirmed in "Bao cau cua huven uv Thanh-Chuong 
gui tinh up Nghe-An" [Report of the Thanh-Chuong Huyen Committee to the 
Nghe-Tinh Provincial Committee], quoted in Xo-Vzer illghe-Tinh, p. 18. The figure 
for Thach-Ha is from Lirh su Xo-Vlet Thach-Ha, p. 57, and that of Can-Loc from Lich 
su Xo-Vtet Can-Lor, p. I 16. 

3 4  See Assemblee General du chap uv de I'Annam, report, 22-7 Dec. 1930: 
S.L.O.T.F.O.M.,  3rd ser., carton 55. 
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party members belonged to, but in the huyen of Thach-Ha, according 
to figures that would not be an underestimate, just over half of them 
were poor or landless peasants. As these groups formed the over- 
whelming majority of the population it means that here at least, with 
34 per cent of the membership, the middle peasants were over-repre- 
sented.35 

A far greater over-representation was that of the lettres, both the 
old style scholars of Chinese and the school-going and student chil- 
dren of officials and merchants. In a province where less than 2 per 
cent of children were attending school of any sort the classification of 
I4 per cent party members as intellectuals or lettres shows a great 
disproportion. The figures on indictments are still more striking 
where almost 45 per cent were classified as literate. As with the in- 
dustrial workers this may have been as much an indication of colonial 
suspicion as of political activism. Interestingly over 80 per cent of the 
literate were described as anciens lettres en caracteres, showing that the 
"patriotic scholars", the traditional leaders of the anti-French resist- 
ance, were well represented in the soviet movement." The sig- 
nificance of the intellectuals was far greater than even these figures 
suggest. There is little doubt that Thanh Nien and Tan Viet veterans, 
almost all of whom were lettrb, formed an inner group within the 
party, and their revolutionary experience together with their literacy 
and organizational skills ensured their domination of the movement. 

Thus despite the fact that, as the authorities noted, for the first 
time uneducated people were taking important roles in an anti-colon- 
ial movement, there was concern in the higher levels of the party 
about the lack of workers and the influence of intellectuals in the 
movement, an imbalance that was becoming greater as the movement 
became increasingly rural. It was to surmount this problem that in 
March 1931 the xu uy (regional committee) called for a "proletarian- 
ization" and the expulsion from the party of intellectuals, rich peas- 
ants, landlords and notable^.^' Despite the movement's critical posi- 
tion this appears to have been carried out. No intellectuals were 
actually expelled from the party but many were removed from their 
official posts, causing a certain amount of disruption. 

This purge was sharply criticized at the time by the central com- 
mittee and more recently by Vietnamese historians; some of the latter 
have even seen it and the campaign to "borrow" grain from the rich 

35 Lich su Xo-Vlet Thach-Ha, p. 58. 
36 Scott, Moral Economy of the Peasant, p.  133, cites Gail P.  Kelly, "Educational 

Policy in Colonial Vietnam" (Univ. of Wisconsin, Madison, Ph.D. thesis, 1975), in 
arguing that the traditional scholars felt threatened bv the modern French schools. 
~1;is  igonlv ~oss ib le  if thev saw the effects of the new education in other regions. 
he-~inh-Gas still relativeiy untouched. 

37 "Chi thi ve van de thanh dang Trung-Ky" [Directive on the Problem of Purging 
the Party in Annam], by the Standing Committee of the Central Committee, 20 May 
1931, in Xo-Vier illghe-Tznh, pp. 68-9. 
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as significant factors in the movement's decline, because they split its 
popular base. Principal blame has gone to the regional committee and 
its secretary Le Viet Thuat, one of the few proletarian veterans of the 
Tan Viet and Thanh Nien in Vinh.38 

The central committee's condemnation seems somewhat unfair 
because it had itself called for the proletarianization of the party, 
especially in the resolution of the second plenum in March 1931, just 
before the xu uy's call. This call involved not only emphasizing the 
town rather than the country but also the poor as opposed to the 
rich.39 The historians' criticism also seems unnecessarily harsh, when 
the massive application of French force and the lack of armed op- 
position are quite sufficient explanations for the movement's destruc- 
tion without hypothesizing any defections from it caused by exces- 
sively radical policies, for which there appears to be little or no 
evidence. 

While the central committee criticized the regional committee's 
attack on the privileged classes in the movement, it was more radical 
than the latter in its land policy. By September I930 the xu uy was 
calling for the distribution of all landholdings of more than IOO mau 
- just under 125 acres. This would have had a negligible effect on 
land tenure as there were only fourteen holdings of this size in 
Nghe-Tinh, occupying approximately 0.015 per cent of the cultivable 
land. The central committee wanted to extend the area to be distri- 
buted to that of all landlords. In fact neither policy was applied. No 
privately owned land was confiscated in Nghe-An and almost none 
in Ha-Tinh. However, over 7,000 mau of cong dien-over one-eighth 
of the public land in the two provinces -were taken and distributed 
to poor peasants, possibly with a preference for members of the tu 
ve. J0 

This distribution illustrates clearly the traditional aspects of the 
movement, the giving back to the peasants of land they considered to 
be "rightfully" theirs but which had "wrongfully" been taken from 
them by the village notables. Thus in this they were reasserting tra- 
ditional values, not establishing new ones. This same was true of the 
soviets' other activities, such as the digging of wells and dykes and 
even the establishment of schools. All these could be seen as the duties 
of "good" rulers and the results of a "good" society. The movement 
also showed millenarian traits in its peasant austerity and attacks on 
superstition and ritual. 

However, the Nghe-Tinh peasants were not primitive rebels like 

3R Ibzd., p. 69. Le Viet Thuat has not been attacked by name. 
39 "An nghi quyet: cua trung uong toan the hoi nghi lan thu hai, thang 3-1931", 

esq;, p'. 44. 
GUI chap uy Trung-Ky", pp. 52-3; VU Huy Phuc, "Van de ruong dat trong 

phong trao Xo-Viet Nghe-Tinh". pp. 6 ,  10. 
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Eric Hobsbawm's Andalusian anarchists, who wanted to cut them- 
selves off from outside corruption. Through the Communist Party 
they wanted to be part of tire modern world. They crowded into 
literacy and public affairs classes and avidly read the dozens of news- 
papers published with great ingenuity by the party organs. 

The nearest parallel to the Nghe-Tinh soviet movement is that of 
the Hunan peasants in 1926, SO vividly described by Mao Tse-tung. 
Although there is a clear distinction in that the I.C.P. was deeply 
involved in Nghe-Tinh whereas the Chinese Communist Party was 
more peripheral in Hunan, there are interesting similarities between 
the two movements. In both, the peasants were led by the school- 
teachers and other intellectuals but showed remarkable initiative and 
organizational capacity themselves. Each established a cohesive and 
profoundly just society. In retrospect, however, both the Chinese and 
the Vietnamese cases have an air of unreality about them. The two 
movements emerged in political and military vacuums. Without a 
revolutionary army to protect them, they were defenceless against 
armed reaction and were crushed. But in both cases the defeat was 
not long lasting and can in a way be seen as necessary preludes to 
eventual revolutionary success. They gave the Communist parties 
invaluable organizational and mobilizing skills. But far more import- 
ant than these, the experiences in Hunan and Nghe-Tinh gave the 
local people and revolutionary leaders a vision, a sense of human 
potential and an optimism about human nature, without which a 
revolutionary becomes a cynic or a Stalin. 

Cornell Unzversitj! :Martin Bernal 
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