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Abstract
Drawing on new archival evidence, this paper focuses on the origins of Vietnam’s foreign economic policy of
1986, better known as doi moi (renovation). The existing scholarship contends that doi moi ideas emerged
amid Vietnam’s socio-economic crisis during the late 1970s through a bottom-up process of market-oriented
activities by local authorities. I argue, however, that these scholars overlooked the early ideas of economically
engaging the West to obtain advanced technology to raise the Vietnamese products’ quality, and therefore,
their competitiveness in the socialist bloc. Following the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973, Vietnamese
diplomats-turned reformists studied the role of western technology and capital investment in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe. The Politburo entrusted Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Co Thach, a
senior advisor to Hanoi’s chief negotiator Le Duc Tho in Paris, to conduct a series of clandestine studies
on the role of western technology in economic relations between East and West. Thach’s learning about
the West’s technological revolution led them to the shocking conclusion that the Soviet bloc was at least a
decade behind the West in technological development. The fear of Vietnam being trapped in economic back-
wardness propelled these reformers to advocate bold ideas of economically engaging the West in the
post-Vietnam War era to extract advanced technology to support post-war economic development and mod-
ernisation. However, it took an economic crisis (1977–78), followed by another costly two-front war against
Cambodia and China between 1979 and 1985, for reformist Nguyen Co Thach’s ideas to prevail over the con-
servative faction’s military-first policy.
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Introduction

Employing a process-tracing method of analysis of new documentary evidence from the Vietnamese
archives, I advance an interpretive claim on how early reformist ideas of a broad-based foreign policy
including Vietnam’s economic engagement with the West after the Paris Peace Accords (PPA) in
1973 came to dominate Vietnam’s doi moi (renovation) foreign economic policy at the Sixth Party
Congress in December 1986, hereafter referred to as the 1986 doi moi. It refers to a series of policy
changes to reduce international isolation including a Foreign Investment Law in 1987; a declaration to
withdraw troops from Cambodia by the end of 1989; and reconciliation with China, the United States,
and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) allies. I not only traced the origins of doi
moi ideas to the PPA in 1973 but also made an inference regarding their causal role in shaping
Vietnam’s 1986 doi moi.

The existing scholarship on the 1986 doi moi has largely focused on the process of Vietnam’s market-
oriented economic reforms in the first half of the 1980s (Kerkvliet 2005; Vasavakul 2019), but few, with
notable exceptions of Tuong Vu’s (2016) Vietnam’s Communist Revolution: The Power and Limits of
Ideology, David Elliott’s (2012) Changing Worlds: Vietnam’s Transition from Cold War to
Globalization, and Adam Fforde’s (2009) Economics, History, and the Origins of Vietnam’s Post-War
Economic Success, shed light on the underlying ideas that gave birth to the 1986 doi moi. The major
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debate about the origins of Vietnam’s doi moi policy is whether it is an endogenous process, as Adam
Fforde argued, or is Vietnam learning from the Soviet Union about economic reforms, as Tuong Vu
emphasised. Fforde argued that the endogenous economic reality of “dualism”—that is the pre-existing
condition of ‘plan-market balance’ uniquely characteristic of the DRV model of socialist economic devel-
opment in the 1960s—produced internal force for economic liberalization leading up to the doi moi pol-
icy in 1986 (Fforde 2009: 495–5). Fforde wrote: “This dualism contributed to the subsequent
establishment of the intellectual hegemony of reformist ideas, culminating in the official acceptance of
doi moi at the December 1986 6th Party Congress” (Fforde 2009: 494). He further argued that “the evident
success of the industrial liberalization” in the 1980s created “a state business interest” within the party’s
and government’s organs that “could ally with reformers to push for political change” (Fforde 2009: 494).
In his account, he acknowledged, however, that the economic crisis, combined with the sharp fall in
external assistance in the late 1970s, facilitated the adoption of Decree 25-CP by the Vietnamese govern-
ment in 1981, which legally permitted state-owned enterprises to participate in markets for list products
(Fforde 2009: 495). While not disputing the inherent tendency of economic liberalisation, I argue that
Fforde’s account over-emphasised domestic factors to the extent that economic liberalisation in the
mid-1980s was the ultimate outcome of a self-generated process of North Vietnam’s economic system,
and neglected the Vietnamese leadership’s collective ideas on the foreign policy discourse in the context
of changing great power politics.

In contrast to Fforde’s argument, Tuong Vu downplayed the endogenous factors and argued:
“Although it is true that the Vietnamese reform had many distinctive features, Vietnam’s reformist
ideas and policies followed closely those in the Soviet Union and at times gained traction thanks to events
there” (Vu 2016: 253). He asserted that Vietnam’s doi moi ideas originated from the Soviet Union—that
is, the Vietnamese learned from Lenin’s ideas of the ‘New Economic Policy’ (NEP) in the late 1970s (Duc
2012; Vu 2016) and later from Gorbachev’s ‘perestroika’ ideas, better known as the Soviet ‘“New
Thinking’ (Vu 2016: 245–247). Exclusively citing Huy Duc’s (2012) Ben Thang Cuoc, Vu pointed out
as evidence that:

after Vietnam signed the treaty of mutual defense and cooperation with the Soviet Union in 1978,
teams of Soviet advisers and experts on socialist economics began to stream into Vietnam in 1979.
While Soviet advisers advocated greater use of centralization and planning, Soviet academics intro-
duced Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP) ideas to Vietnamese policymakers who attended their
classes on economic management. (Vu 2016: 245)

Vu asserted that the spread of the NEP ideas to Vietnam in the late 1978–79 “likely influenced the deci-
sions on economic reform taken by Vietnamese leaders at the Sixth Central Committee Plenum in late
1979. This Plenum admitted the mistakes made by the hasty march to socialism, acknowledged the useful
role of the private sector, and granted autonomy to local governments” (Vu 2016: 245–246). Emphasising
the impact of ideological change under Gorbachev’s ‘new thinking’ on Vietnam’s own ‘new thinking or
doi moi tu duy’, Vu further argued that:

the domestic economic crisis [in the late 1970s] pushed Hanoi to embrace market reform, which was
accepted in no small part thanks to the enactment of similar policies in the Soviet Union. Ideological
debates on reform were vigorous, resistance to reform was significant, and reformers would not have
won the debates without literally Gorbachev’s signature of approval. Gorbachev also helped the ele-
ments of liberal and realist worldviews to emerge in Vietnam to briefly challenge the reigning two-
camp doctrine. (Vu 2016: 258–259)

Other scholars who studied Vietnam’s doi moi ideas ruled out Tuong Vu’s thesis that Vietnam learned
reform initiatives from the Soviet Union; for instance, David Wurfel correctly observed that “while the
leverage derived from their massive aid program may have allowed the Soviets to give some boost to
doi moi in 1986, particular initiatives for economic reforms in the Soviet Union were usually behind
the Vietnamese. Nor did the inevitable tensions in the Soviet-Vietnamese relationships prepare the
Vietnamese to be eager students of the Soviet tutors” (Wurfel 1993: 47). In summary, Tuong Vu is partly
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correct that Vietnamese reformers learned by observing the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe’s economic
policy changes, but his assertion that “There is simply no evidence that Vietnamese leaders ever consid-
ered leaving the Soviet camp. They were pragmatic enough to yield to Soviet pressure in return for aid,
but not pragmatic to the extent of imagining a future outside the Soviet bloc” (Vu 2016: 234) does not
hold up against the new documentary evidence explored below.

Emphasising the interactions between domestic and external factors, David Elliott contends that doi
moi, which was the byproduct of a transformative change in collective ideas of the Communist Party of
Vietnam (VCP), emerged amid the socio-economic crisis and the Third Indochina War between
Vietnam, Cambodia, and China from 1978 to 1985. He wrote: “Although Vietnam’s reforms were offi-
cially launched in 1986, their origins were back in the late 1970s” (Elliott 2012: 26). Elliott argued—which
I subscribed to—that “the idea shift in Vietnam was essentially from socialist orthodoxy, sustained by
conservative fear of change and obsession with regime maintenance […] to a broader, more traditional
view of national interest as preserving and enhancing the status of Vietnam in the world and improving
the welfare of its people” (Elliott 2012: 14–15). Like Elliott, Balázs Szalontai emphasised the external fac-
tors, especially Moscow’s limited commitment to aiding Vietnam and strategic use of Vietnam’s sole reli-
ance on the Soviet Union, in the early 1980s, as a major drive for Vietnam’s economic reforms and
engagement with China and the West (Szalontai 2008, 2011). Relying on documents of Hungarian dip-
lomats in Hanoi, Szalontai offered a revealing account of Hanoi’s resentment at Moscow’s unwillingness
to meet Vietnam’s economic needs in the early 1970s and 1980s, an account corroborated by Nguyen Co
Thach’s reports below. It is evidently clear that Hungarian and Vietnamese top diplomats shared similar
frustration with Moscow’s declining economic power and technological prowess, and began to envision
its long-term relations with developed western countries.

However, this study departs from Szalontai’s and Elliot’s accounts by tracing the origins of Vietnamese
reformist ideas to the early 1970s, well before the Chinese and Soviet reforms and opening to the West in
1978–79 and 1985–86 respectively, and more importantly, providing more details on the correlation
between domestic and external shocks, which made it possible for reformist ideas to prevail over the mil-
itary strength posture of the conservatives and their military-first allies within the Politburo in the pre-
ceding years leading to the Sixth Party Congress in December 1986.

Previously inaccessible archival evidence has revealed that reformist ideas of engaging the West to
obtain advanced technology emerged as early as September 1973, just eight months after the conclusion
of the PPA in January 1973. At this critical juncture, confident that political and military situations
regarding the VietnamWar turned in their favour, the North Vietnamese leadership grew more confident
in asserting their independent stance in economic and war planning. The intensified ideological conflict
between the Soviet Union and China and their respective patrons sought reconciliation with the United
States pushed the North Vietnamese to consider a more proactive approach to foreign policy. In this pro-
cess, Hanoi reassessed North Vietnam’s post-war economic recovery and modernisation. Notably, an
innovative idea, certainly a radical one which marked a paradigm shift in Vietnam’s foreign economic
policy thinking at that time, was presented to the Politburo by Nguyen Co Thach, an influential vice-
minister of foreign affairs who had earned the Politburo’s trust for his advisory role during the last
phase of peace negotiations with the United States in Paris in 1971–72. In a secret report to the
Politburo in September 1973, Thach advocated the idea of broadening Vietnam’s economic relations
beyond the confines of the socialist bloc in response to the corrosive effects of the Sino-Soviet ideological
conflict on international socialist solidarity between 1969 and 1973. Early reformists like Thach feared
that Vietnam’s dependency on the Soviet Union and China would only continue to increase its economic
backwardness and dependency on more advanced socialist countries after the end of the Vietnam War. If
North Vietnam’s economy was to be integrated into the hierarchy of the Soviet-led Council of Mutual
Economic Assistance (COMECON), it would surely be lagging behind even the eastern European coun-
tries. Luu Doan Huynh (2006) is correct that “the struggle for national liberation and unification” in the
1960s and early 1970s was the highest priority for Hanoi’s top leadership. However, the fact that the
Politburo allowed Thach to conduct secret research on the world economy and engaged with his new
ideas about foreign economic relations in its internal deliberations challenges Luu’s assertion that “the
officials who joined the two national wars of liberation were, for the most part, not capable of absorbing
new ideas, owing to intellectual limitations, poor research and isolation, and many dare not challenge the
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views of their elders” (Luu 2006: 90). It is important to discuss the international context that compelled
the North Vietnamese leadership to explore an alternative to socialist orthodoxy.

Structural Change in the Socialist Bloc

After the PPA was concluded in January 1973, the prevailing view within Hanoi’s leadership was that
military victory over the U.S. ally, the Republic of Vietnam, in the south and therefore, national unifica-
tion under the rule of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP) were within reach. In their post-war plan-
ning, Hanoi’s economics-minded leaders like prime minister Pham Van Dong and his close ally, deputy
prime minister Le Thanh Nghi turned their attention to the issue of socialist economic reconstruction
and modernisation, but also anticipated greater reduction of aid from the Soviet Union and China
after 1973. Massive material aid from the socialist bloc, especially China and the Soviet Union, was a
major factor in North Vietnam’s victory over the United States in 1965–1972, and the North
Vietnamese became accustomed to the generosity of other socialist countries. In contrast, in 1973, eco-
nomic reciprocity began to replace the “provide whatever the Vietnamese ask for” attitude in Beijing and
Moscow. The intensified Sino-Soviet ideological conflict after 1969 further caused unprecedented disil-
lusion among the North Vietnamese leadership about the future of international socialist solidarity.

In 1972, Hanoi had a front-row seat to the play of ‘realpolitik’ among great powers, namely the Soviet
Union, China, and the United States. Hanoi’s leaders were shocked by the reality that Moscow and
Beijing were willing to relax their ideological solidarity with Vietnam in favour of their own strategic
interests. According to Stephen Morris, who closely examined Soviet dossiers at the Soviet embassy in
Hanoi in 1972–73, Hanoi’s leaders were appalled by President Nixon’s visit to Moscow in May 1972
in an attempt to cement the United States-Soviet détente. However, as Morris put it, “It was the
U.S.-China rapprochement that the Vietnamese would perceive as treacherous” (Morris 2006: 412).

The Nixon administration’s strategy was to exploit the Sino-Soviet rivalry in favour of its objective of
withdrawing from Vietnam ‘with honour’, meaning the Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s (DRV) accep-
tance of coexistence with the US ally, the Republic of Vietnam. To achieve this goal, President Nixon and
his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, sought to enlist Chinese and Soviet support to reduce aid
to North Vietnam and pressure Hanoi to negotiate in favour of Washington’s preferences. As Luu Doan
Huynh revealed, Hanoi’s leaders were increasingly concerned by Kissinger’s secret visit to Beijing in July
1971 (Luu 2006: 89).

Beijing desired to end China’s international isolation during the height of the Cultural Revolution and
enlist the United States to oppose the growing military threat the Soviet Union posed to the People’s
Republic of China (Tudda 2012: 203). As Chris Tudda observed: “China’s interest in rapprochement ulti-
mately trumped its ideological alliance with North Vietnam” (Tudda 2012: 206). Likewise, according to
Chen Jian, chairman Mao Zedong viewed the Soviet Union as the most dangerous socialist hegemon and
justified China’s rapprochement with the United States to check the Soviet aggression on China (Chen
2001: 233). In 1969–1970, Beijing decided to reduce aid to Vietnam as China’s economic crisis precip-
itated by Mao’s Cultural Revolution brought the Chinese society and the communist state and party
apparatus to the verge of collapse (Tudda 2012: 206). After the main port of Hai Phong was heavily
minded by the United States in May 1972, Hanoi’s leaders were further frustrated by China’s delays
in transshipment of massive material aids from the Soviet Union and other socialist countries via south-
ern China by land; over 50 per cent of goods from other socialist countries were stuck in China between
May 1972 and May 1973 (Path 2011: 529–530).

General Secretary Brezhnev desired to pursue détente with the United States as the Soviet Union had
been in the state of economic decline, and the Soviet leadership was under intense pressure to improve
both “guns and butter” domestically (Zubok 2009: 223). In 1972, Brezhnev began to reconsider the Soviet
policy towards Vietnam from a strategic angle rather than a lofty ideology of proletarian solidarity with
the Vietnamese. Vladislav Zubok wrote, “Between 1964 and 1971, the Soviet leadership subjugated its
primary security interests, including direct negotiations with the United States, to the vaguely constructed
cause of ‘proletarian solidarity’ with Communist Vietnam […]” (Zubok 2009: 224). Zubok argued that
“détente for Brezhnev also became an important substitute for domestic reforms, the substitutes that
obscured the already-present drift and decline in economy, technology, and science, and above all, in

174 Kosal Path

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3


the ideological sphere” (Zubok 2009: 224). In May 1973, he became the first Soviet leader to visit West
Germany, the country that Soviet propaganda had vilified for decades as the nest of neo-Nazism. Zubok
wrote, “Brezhnev was thrilled by everything he saw, including his residence, Palais Giemnich, in the vicin-
ity of Bonn, and his new BMW sports car, a gift from Brandt [Chancellor of West Germany]” (Zubok
2009: 229–230). The good relations between the two leaders translated into fruitful negotiations between
politicians and industrialists. In material terms, the Soviet Union increased the supplies of oil, gas, and
cotton in exchange for German equipment, technologies, and much-coveted consumption goods (Zubok
2009: 229–230).

In summary, the East-West structural changes in the early 1970s had a significant impact on Hanoi’s
view of economic relations with the West. After the PPA of January 1973, Hanoi’s growing interest in eco-
nomic cooperation with the “developed capitalist countries” was influenced by the fact that the Accords
rendered such cooperation easier than before. The majority of ‘developed capitalist countries’ established
diplomatic relations with the DRV during the months that followed.1 In Southeast Asia, the ASEAN coun-
tries also changed their attitude from ideological and military confrontation to economic and diplomatic
engagement with Vietnam; however, according to Nguyen Vu Tung, “[…]. Hanoi failed to see that by
1973, most ASEAN countries had decreasing faith in the United States” (Nguyen 2006: 117). As it turned
out, small eastern European socialist countries like Hungary was a better alternative model for North
Vietnam as early young reformists envisioned to engage capitalist Western countries.

Thus, while steadfastly holding the banter of the Marxist-Leninist ideology, Hanoi redefined economic
relations with the socialist and capitalist blocs markedly in terms of ‘national interests and reciprocity’ as
the new governing principles of conducting economic relations. While the socialist bloc, especially the
Soviet Union and China, remained the main political and economic support of Vietnam, they could
no longer provide massive non-refundable aid and advanced technology that North Vietnam would
need for the economic development and modernisation it desired. There is, however, a silver lining:
the Soviet Union’s economic relations with Western Europe opened the way for the eastern European
countries and North Vietnam to follow suit.

The Idea of Economic Engagement with the West

In late 1972, the State Planning Committee, a party-level organ in charge of economic planning, was
instructed by the Politburo to draw a long-term plan for economic cooperation with foreign countries
from 1973 to 1980 (UBKHNN, h.s. 17933). The task fell on the Economic Cooperation Department
(Vu Hop Tac Kinh Te) of the Committee to conduct a study and propose a plan for economic cooper-
ation. This department then emphasised the following in their study:

Economic cooperation with foreign countries shall guarantee our ownership, create favorable con-
ditions for lifting up our independent and self-mastery spirit, enable the spillover effects of eco-
nomic cooperation into other economic sectors. Such economic cooperation shall contribute to
speedy economic recovery and development, lead to high economic growth, and allow us to accu-
mulate advanced technology. By 1980, they speculated, Vietnam could shift from small-scale to
large-scale production, meeting domestic needs and expanding export capacity. (UBKHNN, h.s.
17933: 14)

Clearly, the transfer of advanced technology to North Vietnam was given priority in forging economic
relations.

Hanoi’s top economic planner saw France, Sweden, and Japan as Vietnam’s inroads into the capitalist
bloc’s reservoirs of abundant investment capital, advanced technology, and a new market for exports.
Vietnam had a long diplomatic relationship with France and several young Vietnamese economics

1After the PPA of January 1973, the DRV established diplomatic relations with these capitalist western countries: Finland
(January 25), Australia (February 26), Belgium (March 22), Italy (March 23), Netherlands (April 9), France (April 12), UK
(September 11), Iceland (August 3), Canada (August 21), Japan (September 21), and Luxembourg (November 15). See the
list of countries which maintain diplomatic relations with the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, available at http://www.mofa.
gov.vn/en/cn_vakv/.
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specialists were sent to visit France’s industrial sites (UBKHNN, h.s. 17933: 10). The Vietnamese were
impressed by France’s advanced technology and modern industrial equipment. Hanoi expected that
after liberating South Vietnam, France would desire more economic cooperation with a unified
Vietnam. Japan was another capitalist country on Vietnam’s target of economic engagement. The special-
ists at the State Planning Committee noted:

Japan’s economy is driven by an advanced economic system backed by cutting-edge technology. It
can supply modern equipment in a number of sectors including oil refinery, metallurgy, machinery,
fabric production, and fishing industry. Japanese products are cheaper than those in Western coun-
tries, and the cost of shipment from Japan to Vietnam is also much lower because it is closer to us.
(UBKHNN, h.s. 17933: 6; Luu 2006: 89)

These economics experts were of the opinion that the Japanese expressed interest in purchasing
Vietnam’s raw materials and offering loans to Vietnam with a rather high interest rate of seven per
cent (UBKHNN, h.s. 17933: 6). In June 1970, Unicoopjapan, a Japanese import-export corporation
was invited by the North Vietnamese Ministry of Trade to visit Hanoi. The visiting Japanese represen-
tative invited a group of Vietnamese officials to visit Japan in September of that year. The State Planning
Committee sent the Ministry of Foreign Trade’s report to the Politburo, requesting permission to dispatch
a ministry delegation to study the potential of economic cooperation with Japanese corporations. In its
report to the Politburo, the ministry emphasised, “Japan is a capitalist country with a modern agriculture
and its rice cultivation techniques produce high yield. Our visit shall focus on observing Japan’s rice cul-
tivation techniques and mechanization of agriculture, industrial crops, and animal husbandry and so on”
(PTT, h.s. 8485: 1).

Hanoi also viewed Sweden as its main gateway to northern Europe. Sweden became the centre of peace
movements and anti-US sentiment during the Vietnam War. In mid-1967, the Swedish people with the
support of their Prime Minister organised a large anti-US protest in Stockholm, and that delivered a sig-
nificant diplomatic victory to the North Vietnamese (Nguyen 2005: 214). Hanoi’s economic planners also
utilised its good diplomatic relationship with Sweden to lure other Scandinavian and Western European
countries to engage in economic cooperation with North Vietnam. Minister of Foreign Affairs, Nguyen
Duy Trinh, in mid-1970, hailed the Vietnamese-Swedish diplomatic relations and Sweden’s generous aid
to North Vietnam as a major diplomatic victory in Hanoi’s efforts to change the attitude of Western
Europe towards this Communist nation (QH, h.s. 1214: 20). In another diplomatic move in favour of
economic development, North Vietnam turned to the US war reparation for post-war economic
reconstruction.

In a secret deal with Hanoi, the Nixon administration used a “carrot” to entice the North Vietnamese
leadership to reach an agreement (Luu 2006: 278–280). On 23 January 1973, Le Duc Tho and Henry
Kissinger accepted a compromise—that is, the U.S. agreed to provide non-refundable aid worth US
$3.25 billion, with an annual pledge of US$650 for the following five years, 1973–1977 (For more detail,
see Luu 2004: 117–118).2 If Washington were to honour this pledge, this amount would have significantly
reduced Vietnam’s dependency on both the Soviet Union and China. However, the funding never came
because Hanoi massively violated its commitment under the PPA—that is, Hanoi’s recognition of the
Republic of Vietnam as a legitimate state (Desaix 2002: 28). The State Planning Committee experts con-
templated exploiting the economic conflict between the United States and Japan in favour of North
Vietnam’s national interests. They anticipated North Vietnam’s access to loans with low interest rates,
modern manufacturing equipment, and technology in the United States and Japan, which were not avail-
able in the Soviet Union and China (UBKHNN, h.s. 18025: 52–58).

Regarding the orientation of North Vietnam’s foreign economic policy, the specialists at the State
Planning Committee proposed to the leadership of the Party and government in 1973 the following idea:

First, in developing economic relations with other countries, we must do thorough research on the
complex nature of international relations at present and exploit contradictions between great powers

2Note that Le Duc Tho at first demanded war reparation worth 4.5 billion US dollars.
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to serve our needs. We need to be skillful in using the support of one country to stimulate greater
support from many other countries. Second, our economic cooperation shall be based on bilateral
relations instead of multilateral ones. In international economic relations at present, if we only
restrict our economic relations to one major country or a group of countries, then we would deepen
our country’s economic dependency on that country or that economic grouping [referring to the
Soviet-led COMECON, emphasis added here]; this would prevent us from expanding cooperation
with other countries. With capitalist countries, we will use their capital to import modern equip-
ment, which the socialist countries cannot or are unwilling to provide, for manufacturing export
products […]. Besides, we need to make efforts to establish our strong foothold in the markets of
the capitalist countries, the sooner the better. (UBKHNN, h.s. 18025: 8–9)

After the PPA of January 1973, this group of reformists came to the consensus that the socialist bloc
could no longer remain a reliable source for Vietnam’s post-war economic development. As the Soviet
Union tolerated the Eastern European countries’ economic relations with the West during the détente
in the early 1970s, the Vietnamese reformists saw a new opening for expanding economic relations
with western countries. At this critical juncture, Nguyen Co Thach, who headed the North
Vietnamese group of experts during the last stage of PPA negotiations, played a central role in advocating
economic engagement with the West. In his role as a senior assistant to the Politburo member Le Duc
Tho, who was North Vietnam’s principal negotiator in Paris, Thach pursued his personal interest in the
subject of world economy and conducted significant research about Western economic systems
(Vietnamnet 2016).3 Since he was entrusted by the Politburo to research on issues related to the Paris
negotiations and report directly back to the top leadership (Nguyen 2004: 399), Thach had direct access
to the Politburo and, therefore, had the opportunity to influence the thinking of Politburo members in a
more profound way than his actual position would suggest. In one of his secret reports to the Politburo in
September 1973, he argued that even the Soviet Union, which was the most technologically advanced
superpower in the socialist bloc, was far behind the West in terms of technological advancement in
1973. Thach stressed that even the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries sought to import
modern technology from Western Europe to improve the quality of their products (PTT, h.s. 9061: 1–7).
In his report to the Politburo in September of that year, Thach estimated that “the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe are 10 to 15 years behind the West in terms of technological development” (PTT, h.s.
9061: 1).

In Thach’s analysis of the international political economy, a major shift in the US policy towards the
Soviet Union and Eastern European countries occurred. US economic engagement with the Soviet bloc
resulted from Washington’s realpolitik pursuit of economic interests and political influence. In the short
span of 1971–1972, Thach reasoned that the US and other capitalist countries in the West expanded trade
and economic cooperation with the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries because the US
policy of economic sanctions against the socialist countries for the past 20 years (1951–1971) had failed.
As a result, the West faced economic stagnation due to the lack of market access, shortages of raw mate-
rials, and cheap labour. Moreover, the increasingly fierce economic competition between the United
States, Western Europe, and Japan in the early 1970s compelled the capitalist countries to reconsider
their economic relations with some socialist countries. In another respect, the US desired to drive a
wedge between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe through economic inducement. Eastern
European countries, for their vested interests, saw an opportunity to exploit such rivalry in their own
favour (PTT, h.s. 9061: 2). Thach’s analysis appeared to derive from a synthesis of a realist prescription
of national interests and a liberal understanding of the interdependent nature of the world economy.

3Nguyen Co Thach’s strong interest in international economic relations was well known to those who served under his lead-
ership. Thach’s belief that international economic affairs falls within the purview of Vietnam’s diplomacy was witnessed by for-
mer deputy prime minister Vu Khoan, whose mentor was Nguyen Co Thach. According to Khoan, Thach told those who served
under him that “diplomats should not do the tasks of others but the tasks that others don’t have favorable conditions to do; for
example, knowledge about the world economy, international economic relations, and relationships within external partners.”
After he became Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1980, he institutionalised his belief in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs by estab-
lishing three departments: the World Economy Department, Economic Cooperation Department, and Economic Services
Department.
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Furthermore, the eastern European countries’ economic engagement with the Western European
countries made it politically easier for the North Vietnamese to contemplate and plot the course of
their economic relations with the West. Notably, Thach advised his Politburo leaders that there was
an opportunity to tap into a large reservoir of capital in the West for North Vietnam’s economic devel-
opment. “Since some Eastern European countries had already engaged in such economic cooperation
with the West,” he argued, “Vietnam should not deprive itself of such an opportunity either” (PTT,
h.s. 9061: 2). Purchasing licenses to use advanced manufacturing equipment from the West was most
favourable for small countries like North Vietnam. As an example, Thach cited Hungary, which pur-
chased a total of 131 technology licenses from Western European countries from 1968 to 1972 and
sold 22 licenses of its own technology to other socialist countries. In fabric production, Hungary coop-
erated with Japan and provided cheap labour (one US dollar per hour compared to a minimum wage of
2.5 US dollars in the United States) in exchange for access to Japan’s modern equipment. In short, Thach
introduced to the Politburo the idea of liberating post-war Vietnam from socialist orthodoxy in favour of
a more pragmatic approach to foreign economic relations.

In the ensuing years, Thach’s idea of economic engagement with the West was supported by
economics-minded officials in the State Planning Committee, which was in charge of economic planning
for North Vietnam (UBKHNN, h.s. 18025: 50–51). Following the footsteps of the Soviet economic
engagement with Western European countries, Vietnamese economic experts at the State Planning
Committee in late 1973 advocated a change from the mentality of “passive reliance on foreign aid
from China, the Soviet Union, and other Eastern European countries towards a more proactive foreign
economic policy including economic cooperation with nonsocialist countries based on the principle of
national interests” (PTT, h.s. 8996: 1–2). To back up their idea, they reported to the Politburo as follows:
“Most recently, many statements by officials of the Soviet, Chinese and Eastern European governments
indicated that they are looking into our ability to pay our debt to them, and proposed a new direction of
economic cooperation based on mutual interests. We need to give up our outdated thinking of total reli-
ance on the Socialist bloc” (PTT, h.s. 8996: 6–8).4 To support modernisation and industrialisation of its
economy for the five-year plan of 1973–1978, North Vietnam needed 2.3 billion rubles for new projects
and one billion more for the projects under construction. On this matter, Hanoi’s economic planners
counselled the top leadership: “We cannot rely on non-refundable aid as we did [from 1955 to 1973].
The demand for developing economic relations is from now on based on the principle of ‘mutual ben-
efits.’ Therefore, we must boost our productivity and export to pay for our import and long-term debt.
We do not have any other ways” (PTT, h.s. 8996: 8). However, it took two simultaneous shocks—a major
socio-economic crisis at home and the costly two-front war with Cambodia and China in the late 1970s
and the early 1980s—for the idea of a doi moi foreign policy to gain wider reception within the Politburo.

The Impact of Vietnam’s Socio-Economic Crisis & the Two-Front War

The first five-year plan (1976–80) after Vietnam’s unification under the leadership of the VCP failed in
1978 with disastrous consequences. The plan’s thrust, as deputy prime minister and Politburo member in
charge of the country’s economic affairs Le Thanh Nghi summarised, was as follows:

Our economic policy is to implement step by step socialist industrialization, expanding from small-
scale to large-scale socialist production; to prioritize heavy industry development based on agricul-
tural and light industry production. The plan is to integrate industrial and agricultural development
into a modern industrial-agricultural system; simultaneously develop the central economy and local
one, and then integrate them into one national economic system [….]; integrate economic develop-
ment and national defense, which requires the broadening of our economic relations with other
socialist countries and other countries on the basis of mutual interests and respect for each other’s
sovereign independence. (PTT, h.s. 611: 8)

4From 1955 to 1971, the combined aid from China and the Soviet Union was the lifeline for the impoverished North
Vietnam’s national survival and its anti-American resistance. During this period, China provided 46% and the Soviet Union
31%, adding up to a total of 77% of the total foreign economic assistance to North Vietnam, worth 3.841 billion rubles in non-
refundable aid and long-term loans.
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In short, the plan focused on four sets of relations, between 1) industry and agriculture; 2) central and
local economy; 3) economy and national defence; and 4) national economy and economic relations with
foreign countries. At the same time, for heavy industry, Vietnam made efforts to manufacture machinery
to increase productivity per person and use all the manpower available (22 million labourers) (PTT, h.s.
611: 9–11). The objectives were: 1) to stabilise and improve people’s living standard; 2) to build a technical
and material foundation of socialism; 3) to train cadres and workers to have a productive workforce; 4) to
increase exports; and 5) to strengthen national defence. The centrally planned economy, as Le Thanh
Nghi detailed, was to concentrate all its national energy on boosting agricultural production (rice farming,
animal husbandry, fishery, and forestry) as the material basis for developing light industry and food
industry (PTT, h.s. 611: 10). In short, Vietnam relied on strong agriculture as the basis for gradually indus-
trialising the country. To achieve this, the central government wanted the local authorities (all 500 districts)
to produce enough food supply to meet their local needs and contribute a large surplus to the state in order
to build the country’s industrial foundation (PTT, h.s. 611: 11). Many districts had to increase agricultural
production to address food shortages at their locality and then expand production to generate enough sur-
plus for the state. Le Thanh Nghi warned: “District authorities need to overcome the mentality of reliance
on the Party Centre and outsiders [foreigners] for material aid” (PTT, h.s. 611: 10). Nghi was confident that
within three years or at the latest, by 1980, his government would be able to solve the problem of food
shortage, employ seven million people, and eradicate unemployment (PTT, h.s. 611: 16–27). However,
at the end of 1977, Nghi aired his frustration to other members of the Party Central Committee that,
“Our economic hardship at present has raised concerns among our cadres, party members, soldiers, and
citizens” (PTT, h.s. 786: 1).

Assessing the country’s economic health during 1976–77, Nghi summarised: “Our national economy
is in the situation where our citizens’ hard work cannot produce enough food to feed their family; earning
is not enough for expenses; and our export value is not sufficient for our import need” (PTT, h.s. 786: 2).
In late 1977, he attributed Vietnam’s economic hardship to the following five factors: 1) the existing weak
economic foundations in both North and South Vietnam; 2) the huge loss of foreign aid after 1975; 3) a
prolonged drought in 1977; 4) the government’s failure to fully exploit the potential of manpower, land,
natural resources, and technology available in the country; and 5) the wartime mentality of entitlement to
foreign aid, and party cadres’ corruptive and self-preservation behaviours (PTT, h.s. 786: 2–5).5

After 1975, Vietnam’s economy suffered a combined annual loss of nearly 1.5 billion US dollars—one
billion the US provided to the Republic of Vietnam and material aid worth 400–500 million rubles the
socialist bloc shipped to North Vietnam each year during the Vietnam War. Nghi lamented to his com-
rades in the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam: “Now our annual import of material
goods is worth nearly one billion U.S. dollars and rubles. The loss of 1.5 billion rubles and dollars left a
huge hole in the national budget” (PTT, h.s. 786: 2). As a result, Vietnam suffered a serious imbalance of
payments in its trade with other socialist countries. Worse, the 1977 drought severely affected agricultural
production because half of the national revenue depended on the agricultural sector (PTT, h.s. 786: 3).

By the end of 1977, Vietnam was able to use only half of the full capacity of its labour force, land,
machinery, and industrial equipment. Nghi called this “the biggest waste of national resources which cre-
ated serious imbalances in other sectors of the economy” (PTT, h.s. 786: 9). As to why Vietnam failed to
fully exploit such national resources and convert them into economic power, he explained:

For a very long time, we have planned our economy from the top to bottom according to the old
way. Economic planning is based on the national budget, investment capital, and resource capacity
(from spare parts, equipment, food, and goods), which in turn relied on our import. We used this
data as the basis to determine expenses required to implement our economic plan and achieve pro-
duction objectives. However, if the local authorities do not make efficient use of labor, land, forest,
seas and other natural resources, and the available technological capacity to implement the plan, it
would lead to the situation where local authorities relied on our import of spare parts and
equipment from other countries to fill the gap. Evidently, our local authorities lacked initiatives

5Local cadres ballooned the demand for resources and funds from the central government in order to meet their production
quota set by the State Planning Committee.
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and self-reliance, and they did not make efforts to address shortages at their locality. This problem
has made it very difficult to narrow the gap between our import and export. (PTT, h.s. 786: 17–19)

To address this problem, the Politburo ordered economic planners at all levels to renovate the method of
economic planning (doi moi cach lam ke hoach)—that is to plan economic production from the bottom
up for 1978 starting at the district-level (PTT, h.s. 786: 19). Such doi moi (renovation) of economic plan-
ning here was a problem-solving mechanism to force the district-level authorities to maximise the use of
natural resources available at their locality, thus reducing Vietnam’s dependence on foreign aid and loans.
This was the brainchild of deputy prime minister Le Thanh Nghi, but this idea was a conservative reform
to the state’s central planning. Nonetheless, he brought to the centre of the Politburo’s discussion the
chronic problem of Vietnam’s economic inefficiency and poor quality of products, which in turn signifi-
cantly curbed its exports to socialist countries. Nghi clearly blamed local authorities’ mismanagement of
resources for Vietnam’s increased economic dependence on foreign aid.

In 1977, Vietnam’s economic hardship turned into a crisis. Vietnam’s national revenue was sufficient
to cover for all domestic consumption, but its export value only amounted to 31 per cent of its import,
increasing from 20 per cent from 1975. Its national budget could cover only 63 per cent of the national
spending, increasing from 45 per cent in 1975 and 54 per cent in 1976 (PTT, h.s. 786: 3). Clearly,
Vietnam attempted to gradually reduce its heavy reliance on foreign aid by the end of 1977 by increasing
its exports, which in turn relied on the exploitation of Vietnam’s large labour force, land, and rich natural
resources. A major socialist achievement, Nghi proudly told his comrades, was that from 1976–77,
500,000 citizens left the city to build new economic zones (PTT, h.s. 786: 4–5). In spite of such an
achievement, by the end of 1977, the Vietnamese government was confronted with eight major economic
problems. First, it could only use 22.1 million out of 23.5 million labourers, leaving over 1.4 million peo-
ple unemployed, and the national revenue remained very low with an annual earning of only 640 VND
per person (232.70 US dollars) (See Nguyen 1985: 45).6 Second, Vietnam’s rice production fell short of
the benchmark of 1.1 million tons; the government used up all the rice reserve and rice shortage
remained a major problem (PTT, h.s. 786: 6). Third, consumption goods were scarce, and the circulation
of goods in the market place was greatly reduced. Fourth, transportation sector remained weak, signifi-
cantly affecting economic production, construction, and people’s travelling. Fifth, basic construction
increased sharply, but construction materials fell far short of the demand. Sixth, compared with the coun-
try’s demand for imports, Vietnam failed to boost its export capacity, and investment capital remained
scarce. For 1978, the government struggled to get a loan of 150 million US dollars to meet the country’s
import needs. Seventh, national revenue could only cover 63 per cent of the national spending. After
using loans, the budget still fell short of 300 million VND. Eighth, Vietnam’s gross domestic product
increased by only two per cent, which was much lower than the rate of population growth (PTT, h.s.
786: 6).

In his last-ditch efforts to obtain funding to alleviate the economic crisis in 1977–78, vice-minister
Nguyen Co Thach pressed the Carter administration to pay $3.25 billion that President Nixon agreed
to provide under the PPA as a condition for the normalisation of US-Vietnam relations, but
Washington rejected this condition. By September 1978, Thach agreed to the normalisation without pre-
conditions. However, the then national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, and Ambassador Leonard
Woodcock who headed the US Liaison Office in Beijing, convinced President Carter to postpone the nor-
malisation with Vietnam to avoid offending the Chinese (Desaix 2002: 134). Since early 1978,
Washington and Beijing renewed their cooperation to confront the Soviet Union, which, from the
Vietnamese perspective, was the main factor that derailed the US-Vietnam normalisation process in
September of that year (Tran 2003: 21–25). By mid-1978, China reduced its aid to Vietnam to an insig-
nificant level as the territorial dispute and the mass exodus of Chinese residents from Vietnam climaxed
in early 1978 (Path 2012: 1040–1058). As the Sino-Vietnamese dispute turned into open conflict in the
first half of 1978, Hanoi took a strategic move to align itself with Moscow against Beijing.

In terms of national security, 1978 is certainly the turning point for a decisive shift from a focus on
socialist economic development and diplomacy to the priority of addressing the existential threat China

6This is based on the official value of dong in 1976, which was 2.75 per US dollar.
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and its ally the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia posed to Vietnam. When China openly threatened Vietnam’s
national security in 1978, as Le Thanh Nghi explained to his comrades in July 1978, the Politburo decided
that it was time for Vietnam to become an official member of the Soviet-led COMECON to obtain more
support from the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries (PTT, h.s. 10568: 4). From Hanoi’s
view, Moscow’s unwillingness to provide all the aid the Vietnamese requested for stemmed from Vietnam’s
refusal to officially join the Soviet-led economic grouping till June 1978 (PTT, h.s. 10568: 5).7 Therefore, he
expected that Vietnam’s official alliance with the Soviet Union would enable a greater flow of economic
assistance from the Soviet bloc to alleviate Vietnam’s socio-economic crisis.

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in December 1978 triggered China’s invasion of Vietnam in
February 1979. Vietnam engaged itself in a protracted two-front war—the occupation of Cambodia
and war with the Cambodian resistance forces aided by China, the United States, and ASEAN, and
the border war with China after 1979. The West swiftly responded by imposing economic sanctions
against Vietnam, followed by international isolation of Vietnam. Thach later recalled that he “had argued
for deep strikes followed by rapid withdrawal” but the powerful Central Military Commission’s view of a
comprehensive invasion, followed by occupation, of Cambodia had prevailed over his idea (Desaix 2002:
107; also see PTT, h.s. 15882: 16).8 Beginning in 1980, a huge increase in military spending inflicted a
huge toll on Vietnam’s economic development. During the early 1980s, a huge amount of human and
material resources was transferred from various ministries to the Ministry of National Defence in a
Politburo-approved special war plan to prepare Vietnam for another Chinese invasion (PTT, h.s.
16327: 39–44).9

It is difficult to pinpoint the impact of the two-front war on Vietnam’s economy, but in May 1980,
excessive military spending to the detriment of national economy arose as a major concern to the office
of prime minister Pham Van Dong and the State Planning Committee. By May, vice-chairman of the
State Planning Committee Tran Phuong reported to the Council of Government as follows:

Generally, most ministries and general-directorates have well executed their duty to mobilize tech-
nical and scientific personnel to prepare for war. 715 university graduates (compared to a total of
760 in the recruitment plan), 2,289 senior university students (although the plan was to recruit
2,275), and 623 (out of 905) high school graduates, and 2,200 (out of 2,280) technical workers
have been mobilized in service of national defense. A total of 1,140 (out of 1,475) vehicles of various
kinds were mobilized and transferred to the Ministry of National Defense. (PTT, h.s. 16381: 114)

Tran Phuong told prime minister Pham Van Dong:

This is the first time we have a special plan like this. Our cadres in various ministries lacked expe-
rience and our economy faced many difficulties, but during this first phase of mobilization, they
performed quite well. They understood the meaning, significance and necessity of this plan. They
have collaborated with the Ministry of National Defense and are prepared to mobilize resources
as requested. (PTT, h.s. 16208: 115–116)

By September 1980, in northern Vietnam alone, the Ministry of National Defense mobilised over 80,000
of new soldiers (73,000 males and 8,100 females) and enrolled over 6,000 technicians, 2,194 last-year uni-
versity students, and 914 university graduates (out of 1,250 in the government plan) in military service; a
total of 3,530 vehicles, of which 3,120 were transport vehicles, were mobilised for military service (PTT,
h.s. 16327: 40–41). In addition, 13,756 out of a total of 17,198 tons of material goods (from steel, copper,

7According to Nghi, the Soviets’ desire for Vietnam to join this Soviet-led Council of Mutual Economic Assistance is first and
foremost “political” because it would significantly raise the influence and reputation of the Soviet bloc.

8In a debate on how to respond to Vietnam’s border conflict with Cambodia and the Khmer Rouge attacks on Vietnam, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs argued in late 1977: “The largest benefit for us is to put an end to the armed conflict, stabilize the
border between the two countries, solve border dispute with Cambodia, and restore our friendship between the two countries.
That would create favorable conditions for defending our security and rebuilding our country.”

9The council of government’s directive 58-CP dated 2 February 1980 granted the Ministry of Defense an extraordinary power
to collect material and human resources from 28 ministries in preparation for war.
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to aluminium) were reserved for military purposes; 4,282 tons of these material goods had to be imported
from the socialist bloc (PTT, h.s. 16208: 65–66). By October of that year, the Office of the Prime Minister
was struggling to meet the need for mobilising material and human resources for the military without
negatively affecting economic production (PTT, h.s. 16208: 18–9). The trend of channelling resources
from the economic sector into national defence continued unabated in the first half of the 1980s.
During this period, despite massive aid from the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries,
Vietnam’s economy continued to stagnate and suffer a growing import-export imbalance, driving the
country into more debt to the Soviet bloc.

As foreign minister, Nguyen Co Thach attempted to steer Vietnam’s foreign policy out of international
isolation and protracted military confrontation in the early 1980s by advocating a gradual withdrawal of
Vietnamese troops from Cambodia. Notably, in the summit of foreign ministers of the three countries
(Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) in Phnom Penh on 12 April 1983, Thach reported to his Politburo
with enthusiasm that “compared to the previous year (1982), our comrades, especially the Cambodian
leadership, clearly see and understand the strengths of the solidarity among our Indochinese people,
have more self-confidence, and believe in us more than before. Comrade Hun Sen did not feel at ease
with our partial withdrawal of our volunteer troops in July 1982, but at this summit, he expressed his
delight and confidence [regarding additional withdrawal of Vietnamese volunteer troops]” (PTT, h.s.
5575: 1–2). By 1985, Vietnam’s costly engagement in the Third Indochina War with Cambodia and
China undermined the conservative leaders’ military-first priority and emboldened the early reformists,
especially Nguyen Co Thach, to advance their ideas of doi moi foreign policy in 1986.

In his discursive representation of threat emanating from China, he warned his comrades: “We need to
stay alert and remind ourselves of a new factor—that is, China is making efforts to enter and export prod-
ucts similar to those of Vietnam to the markets of other socialist countries in Eastern Europe, but the
Chinese can export much larger quantity of goods with better quality, sell them at lower prices and
deliver them timely than the Vietnamese can” (PTT, h.s. 5575: 53). From 1980 to 1985, the Soviet
Union alone provided aid worth approximately 8.7 billion rubles, but Vietnam failed to increase its
exports to the Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries. China’s entry into those markets
would further threaten Vietnam’s export sector. In a nutshell, Thach warned that the risks of lagging
behind other socialist nations technologically and economically, and the looming economic threat
China posed to Vietnam’s traditional market of the socialist bloc were paramount challenges after the
Sixth Party Congress in December 1986.

At the Sixth Party Congress, foreign minister Nguyen Co Thach became the main architect of the 1986
doi moi. He declared in his speech to the National Assembly that one of the essential lessons learned from
the 40 years of armed struggle against foreign powers is that Vietnam needs to “combine the strengths of
the nation with the trends of the era” (PTT, h.s. 5607: 50). For Thach, the trend of the 1980s was the
acceleration of technological revolution that transformed manufacturing technology and deepened eco-
nomic interdependence in the world economy. He made the case that these trends opened up a new ave-
nue for Vietnam to rapidly modernise its economy. He further explained, “To industrialize our nation in
a realistic way, we need to create the most favorable conditions for our nation to raise its comparative
advantage within the international division of labor, especially within the Council of Mutual
Economic Assistance. That means Vietnam needs to extract advanced technology to modernize its indus-
try, and export quality products at low prices” (PTT, h.s. 5607: 52). He proposed this idea to the Politburo
in September 1973.

Conclusion

Thus far, as the conventional narrative has it, Truong Chinh, Nguyen Van Linh, and Vo Van Kiet are the
real heroes of Vietnam’s doi moi (renovation) economic policy. While this study does not dispute the
existing claim, the overwhelming evidence above has indicated that many economics-minded officials
at the State Planning Committee, the Office of the Prime Minister, and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs also played significant roles in shaping the reformist ideas. Notably, reformist Nguyen Co
Thach’s extraordinary influence over the historic doi moi foreign policy of 1986 from its origins to adop-
tion is under-acknowledged in the conventional narrative and even in Vietnam’s official history.
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Throughout his diplomatic career from the early 1970s to much of the 1980s, Thach played a uniquely
crucial role in injecting the idea of relaxing socialist orthodoxy to economically engage the West to obtain
advanced technology to modernise Vietnam’s industry. After the PPA was concluded in January 1973, he
redefined Vietnam’s national interests in the context of changing great power politics and international
economic relations characterised by increasingly interdependent economic transactions between the East
and West. His personal interests in economic affairs, self-acquired knowledge of international economic
relations, and the role of technological revolution in economic production certainly had a significant
bearing on his idea of developing a broad-based foreign policy for post-war Vietnam. His proximity
to the Politburo enabled him to discreetly inject his idea, however radical it was in 1973, into the internal
deliberations of this top decision-making body. In the early 1980s, as foreign minister, Thach advocated
economic development and modernisation as viable alternatives to the protracted military confrontation
with China and shifted the debate to China’s economic threat to Vietnam down the road. As the costs of
Vietnam’s protracted war with China and occupation of Cambodia sharply increased and inflicted a
heavy toll on Vietnam’s economy, reformist ideas gained stronger support of the old guards and shaped
Vietnam’s 1986 doi moi.

The broader implication of this study is that the practice of discreet internal deliberations within the
Politburo tolerates the competing foreign policy ideas in foreign policy decision-making of the VCP.
When changes in domestic and international circumstances occur, the Politburo would reexamine the
competing policy ideas and make a collective decision. The origins of Vietnam’s 1986 doi moi dates
back to late 1973 following the conclusion of the PPA to end the Vietnam War in January of that
year. The impetus for the North Vietnamese leadership to explore an alternative way to socialist ortho-
doxy were: 1) the intensified Sino-Soviet rivalry followed by China’s rapprochement and the Soviet
Union’s détente with the United States; 2) the replacement of non-refundable aid with the principle of
reciprocity in Vietnam’s economic relations with other socialist countries; 3) the trade conflict between
the three economic centres of the capitalist system, namely the United States, Western Europe, and Japan;
and 4) the Soviet Union’s toleration of the eastern European countries’ economic transactions with
Western Europe. These external constraints and opportunities also opened up space for alternative for-
eign policy discourses. Early foreign policy entrepreneurs and reformists like Nguyen Co Thach who had
direct access to the Politburo championed the idea that Vietnam should engage the West economically to
obtain advanced technology while continuing to rely on the Soviet bloc as the main support base.
However, it took the economic crisis in the late 1970s and the disastrous two-front war with China
and Cambodia in the early 1980s for the reformists’ foreign policy idea to gain the Party’s support.

References

Secondary sources
Chen, Jian. 2001. Mao’s China and the Cold War. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press.
Desaix, Anderson. 2002. An American in Hanoi: America’s Reconciliation with Vietnam. Norwalk, CT: EastBridge.
Duc, Huy. 2012. Ben Thang Cuoc I: Giai Phong: Volume I. New York: Osinbook.
Elliott, David W.P. 2012. Changing Worlds: Vietnam’s Transition from Cold War to Globalization. New York: Oxford University

Press.
Fforde, Adam. 2009. “Economics, history, and the origins of Vietnam’s post-war economic success.” Asian Survey 49(3):

484–504.
Kerkvliet, Benedict J. Tria. 2005. The Power of Everyday Politics: How Vietnamese Peasants Transformed National Policy. Ithaca,

NY: Cornell University Press.
Luu, Doan Huynh. 2006. “Paris Agreement and Vietnam’s vision of the future.” In The Third Indochina War, Conflict between

China, Vietnam and Cambodia, 1972–79, edited by Odd Arne Westad and Sophie Quinn-Judge, 87–102. London and
New York: Routledge.

Luu, Van Loi. 2004. “Kissinger doi dien voi Le Duc Tho (Kissinger faced Le Duc Tho).” In Mat Tran Ngoai Giao voi Cuoc Dam
Phan tai Paris ve Viet Nam (Diplomatic Front at the Negotiations in Paris about Vietnam), edited by Nguyen Dinh Bin, 109–
123. Hanoi: Nha Xuat Ban Chinh Tri Quoc Gia.

Luu, Van Loi. 2006. 50 Years of Vietnamese Diplomacy, 1945–1995. Hanoi: The Gioi Publishers.
Morris, Stephen J. 2006. “The Soviet-Chinese-Vietnamese triangle in the 1970s: the view from Moscow.” In Behind the Bamboo

Curtain: China, Vietnam, and the World beyond Asia, edited by Priscilla Roberts, 405–431. Washington, DC: Woodrow
Wilson Center Press.

TRaNS: Trans ‐Regional and ‐National Studies of Southeast Asia 183

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3


Nguyen Co Thach. 2004. “Hiep dinh Paris voi su nghiep giai phong mien nam (Paris Agreement with the task of liberating
southern Vietnam).” In Mat Tran Ngoai Giao voi Cuoc Dam Phan tai Paris ve Viet Nam (Diplomatic Front at the
Negotiations in Paris about Vietnam), edited by Nguyen Dinh Bin, 398–401. Hanoi: Nha Xuat Ban Chinh Tri Quoc Gia.

Nguyen, Dinh Bin, ed. 2005. Ngoai Giao Viet Nam, 1945–2000 (Vietnam’s Diplomacy, 1945–2000). Hanoi: Nha Xuat Ban Chinh
Tri Quoc Gia.

Nguyen, Van Canh. 1985. Vietnam Under Communism, 1975–1982. Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press.
Nguyen, Vu Tung. 2006. “The Paris Agreement and Vietnam-ASEAN relations in the 1970s.” In The Third Indochina War:

Conflict between China, Vietnam and Cambodia, 1972–79, edited by Odd Arne Westad and Sophie Quinn-Judge, 103–125.
London and New York: Routledge.

Path, Kosal. 2011. “The economic factor in the Sino-Vietnamese split, 1972–75: an analysis of Vietnamese archival sources.”
Cold War History 11(4): 519–555.

Path, Kosal. 2012. “China’s economic sanctions against Vietnam, 1975–1978.” China Quarterly 212: 1040–1058.
Szalontai, Balázs. 2008. “The diplomacy of economic reform in Vietnam: the genesis of Doi Moi, 1986–1989.” Journal of Asiatic

Studies 51(2): 199–252.
Szalontai, Balázs. 2011. “From battlefield to marketplace: the end of the Cold War in Indochina, 1985–1989.” In The End of the

Cold War and the Third World, edited by Artemy M. Kalinovsky, and Sergey Radchenko, 155–172. London and New York:
Routledge.

Tran, Quang Co. 2003. Hoi uc va suy nghi [Memory and Thought]. Hanoi (Unpublished).
Tudda, Chris. 2012. The Cold War Turning Point: Nixon and China, 1969–1972. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press.
Vasavakul, Thaveeporn. 2019. Vietnam: A Pathway from State Socialism. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Vietnamnet. 2016. “Diplomacy in the Service of Economic Development,” December 02. Available at https://english.vietnamnet.

vn/fms/special-reports/167751/diplomacy-in-the-service-of-economic-development.html
Vu, Tuong. 2016. Vietnam’s Communist Revolution: The Power and Limits of Ideology. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Wurfel, David. 1993. “Doi moi in comparative perspective.” In Reinventing Vietnamese Socialism: Doi Moi in Comparative

Perspective, edited by William S. Turley, and Mark Selden, 19–52. Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press.
Zubok, Vladislav M. 2009. A Failed Empire: The Soviet Union in the Cold War from Stalin to Gorbachev. Chapel Hill, NC: The

University of North Carolina.

Primary sources
Note that Phu Thu Tuong (Office of the Prime Minister Files) are referred to as “PTT,” Quoc Hoi (National Assembly) as “QH,”

and Uy Ban Ke Hoach Nha Nuoc (State Planning Committee Files) as “UBKHNN.”
PTT, h.s. 10568—Le Thanh Nghi. “Mot so viec can lam truoc mat sau khi nuoc ta gia nhap Hoi dong tuong tro kinh te (SEV)

[a number of pressing tasks to be done before our country entered the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance],” 1–18.
Politburo member, Deputy Prime Minister, and Chairman of the State Planning Committee Le Thanh Nghi discussed
these tasks with the leaders of ministries and departments of the Council of Government and committees within the Party
Central Committee on 20 July 1978.

PTT, h.s. 15882—[Bo Ngoai Giao (Ministry of Foreign Affairs)]. Hanoi, ngay 26 thang 1 nam 1978 (Hanoi, 26 January 1978).
“Tiep theo bao cao cua quan uy trung uong, toi xin bao cao de xin chu truong ve tien cong ngoai giao va tranh thu du luan
quoc te ve van de bien gioi Viet Nam-Campuchia [following the report of the Central Military Commission, I would like to
report to [the Prime Minister] and ask for instruction regarding our diplomatic offensive and our efforts to win over world
opinion concerning the border dispute between Vietnam and Cambodia],” 15–22.

PTT, h.s. 16208—Bo Vat Tu kinh gui Thu Tuong Chinh phu va Bo Truong Bo Quoc phong [The Ministry of Materials to the
government prime minister and minister of national defense], ngay 16 thang 5 nam 1980 [16 May 1980]. “Ve chuan bi kim
khi phuc vu nhu cau quoc phong khi co chien tranh [concerning mobilizing metal to meet the need for national defense],”
65–66.

PTT, h.s. 16208—Pho Chu Nhiem Uy Ban Ke Hoach Nha Nuoc Tran Phuong [vice-chairman of the State Planning Committee
Tran Phuong], ngay 3 thang 5 nam 1980 [3 May 1980]. “Bao cao tinh hinh thuc hien quyet dinh 58-CP cua Hoi dong chinh
phu ve viec san sang dong vien khi co chien tranh [report on the situation of implementing the Council of Government’s
Directive No. 58-CP about mobilization preparation in the event of war],” 113–118.

PTT, h.s. 16208—Phuong Minh Nam, Thu Truong Phu Thu Tuong [Phuong Minh Nam, vice-minister of the Office of the Prime
Minister], ngay 7 thang 10 nam 1980 [7 October 1980]. “Thong bao tinh hinh thuc hien quyet dinh so 58-CP ngay 25/2/1980
cua Hoi dong Chinh phu ve viec giao ke hoach san sang dong vien phuc vu nhu cau co chien tranh [Report on the situation of
implementing the Council of Government’s Directive 58-CP dated February 25, 1980 concerning the delivery plan to meet the
need for war],” 18–19.

PTT, h.s. 16327—Thu truong [Bo Quoc Phong] Vu Xuan Chiem [Vice Minister of Defense Vu Xuan Chiem]. [undated]. “Bao
cao tinh hinh thuc hien quyet dinh 58-CP ngay 25–2–1980 cua Hoi dong Chinh phu [Report on the situation of implement-
ing the Directive 58-CP on 25 February 1980],” 40–39–44.

PTT, h.s. 5575—Vo Dong Giang, Thu Truong Bo Ngoai Giao [Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs]. Ngay 19, thang 4, nam 1983
[19 April 1983]. “Bao cao ket qua hoi nghi bat thuong Bo truong ngoai giao Lao, Campuchia, and Viet Nam at Phnom Penh
(12–4–1983) [report on the result of extraordinary summit of the foreign ministers of Lao, Cambodia, and Vietnam in Phnom
Penh on April 12, 1983],” 1–5.

184 Kosal Path

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/special-reports/167751/diplomacy-in-the-service-of-economic-development.html
https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/special-reports/167751/diplomacy-in-the-service-of-economic-development.html
https://english.vietnamnet.vn/fms/special-reports/167751/diplomacy-in-the-service-of-economic-development.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3


PTT, h.s. 5607—Nguyen Co Thach. “Bao cao ve tinh hinh the gioi va cong tac doi ngoai cua ta trong nam 1986 (doc tai ky hop
Quoc hoi 12/1986)” [report on the world situation and our diplomatic tasks in 1986 (read at a National Assembly session in
December 1986)],” 27–57.

PTT, h.s. 611—Le Thanh Nghi. Ngay 30, thang 11, nam 1976 [30 November 1976]. “Phuong huong, nhiem vu muc tieu chu yeu
cua ke hoach 5 nam 1976–1980 do Thu Tuong Pham Van Dong va pho thu tuong Le Thanh Nghi trinh bay ta Dai Hoi Dang
lan thu IV nam 1976 [Direction, tasks, and main objectives of the Five-Year-Plan, 1976–1980 delivered by Prime Minister
Pham Van Dong and Deputy Prime Minister Le Thanh Nghi at the Fourth Party Congress],” 1–99. Le Thanh Nghi presented
the five-year plan to the President’s office on behalf of Prime Minister Pham Van Dong, who was not in good health that day.

PTT, h.s. 786—Le Thanh Nghi. [undated]. “Ban trinh bay cua dong chi Le Thanh Nghi ve ke hoach nam 1978 va muc phan dau
den nam 1980 o hoi nghi lan thu ba chap hanh trung uong dang ngay 6–12–1977 [The presentation of Comrade Le Thanh
Nghi about the 1978 plan and the level of endeavor till 1980 at the third conference of the Party Central Committee, 6
December 1977],” 1–19.

PTT, h.s. 8996—Phu Thu Tuong [Office of the Prime Minister]. [undated]. “Bao cao so bo ve quan he kinh te va khoa hoc ky
thuat giua nuoc ta va nuoc ngoai trong thoi gian qua tu 1955 den 1973 [Summary report of our country’s economic, scientific
and technological relations with foreign countries in the past years from 1955 to 1973],” 1–2.

PTT, h.s. 9061—Nguyen Co Thach, Bo Ngoai giao, thang 9 nam 1973 (Nguyen Co Thach, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, September
1973). “Mot so tinh hinh ve hop tac kinh te giua Lien Xo va Dong Au voi cac nuoc phuong Tay [A number of situations
concerning economic cooperation between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe],” 1–7.

PTT, h.s., PTT 8485—Bo Ngoai Thuong [Ministry of Foreign Trade]. Ngay 30 thang 6 nam 1970 (30 June 1970). “Kinh gui Bo
Chinh Tri va Ban Bi Thu [sent to the Political Bureau and the Party Secretariat],” 1.

QH, h.s. 1214—Bo Truong Bo Ngoai giao Nguyen Duy Trinh [Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Duy Trinh]. Ngay 2 thang 6
nam 1970 (2 June 1970). “Bao cao ve ngoai giao [Foreign Affairs Report],” 3–28.

UBKHNN, h.s. 17933—Vu hop tac kinh te, Uy Ban Ke Hoach Nha Nuoc [Economic Cooperation Department of the State
Planning Committee], ngay 27 thang 10 nam 1972 [27 October 1972]. “Bao cao goi y mot so van de hop tac kinh te voi
nuoc ngoai tu 1973 den 1980 [Report with suggestions on a number of issues pertaining to economic cooperation with foreign
countries from 1973 to 1980],” 1–20.

UBKHNN, h.s. 18025—Vu hop tac kinh te, UBKHNN (economic cooperation department of the State Planning Committee),
ngay 20 thang 06 nam 1974 [20 June 1974]. “Bao cao ve tinh hinh quan he kinh te giua ta voi cac nuoc tu 1955 den nay
[report on the situation of economic relations between us and other countries from 1955 up to today],” 8–9.

UBKHNN, h.s. 18025—Vu Hop Tac Kinh Te, Uy Ban Ke Hoach Nha Nuoc [Economic Cooperation Department of the State
Planning Committee]. [undated]. “Ve Phuong huong phat trien quan he hop tac kinh te voi cac nuoc ngoai trong nhung
nam toi (About the direction of developing economic cooperation with foreign countries in the coming years),” 52–62.

Cite this article: Path K (2020). The Origins and Evolution of Vietnam’s Doi Moi Foreign Policy of 1986. TRaNS: Trans
-Regional and -National Studies of Southeast Asia 8, 171–185. https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3

TRaNS: Trans ‐Regional and ‐National Studies of Southeast Asia 185

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3
https://doi.org/10.1017/trn.2020.3

	The Origins and Evolution of Vietnam's Doi Moi Foreign Policy of 1986
	Introduction
	Structural Change in the Socialist Bloc
	The Idea of Economic Engagement with the West
	The Impact of Vietnam's Socio-Economic Crisis &'; the Two-Front War
	Conclusion
	References
	Secondary sources
	Primary sources


