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Introduction
Vietnam, a nation shaped by centuries of struggle, resilience, and adaptation,
occupies a unique position in the global political landscape. Its political system is often
characterized by stability and continuity, dominated by the leadership of the
Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV). Yet, beneath the surface, Vietnam's political life is
dynamic, influenced by historical legacy, evolving social norms, and external
pressures. Understanding the politics of Vietnam requires a nuanced appreciation of
its historical journey, its governing institutions, and the values that have guided its
development.

At the heart of Vietnamese politics stands the CPV, the sole legal political party, whose
authority is enshrined in the constitution and legitimized by a revolutionary heritage.
The Party’s ideology, rooted in Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh Thought, continues
to shape policy directions and governance priorities. Over the decades, the CPV has
shepherded Vietnam from war and reunification through significant episodes of reform
and economic opening, reinforcing its centrality to the nation's story.

The structure of Vietnam’s government is designed to maintain both the appearance
and the substance of collective leadership, with a balance of power between the
legislative, executive, and judiciary. However, the reach of the Party permeates all
branches and levels of governance, rendering the political arena both orderly and
tightly controlled. Decision-making processes reflect a deeply ingrained consensus-
driven approach, whereby major policy shifts are deliberated within Party organs
before being enacted by state institutions.

Political life in Vietnam is further shaped by a complex interplay of local and national
interests, economic reforms, and changing societal aspirations. The Doi Moi reforms
marked a transformative era, catalyzing rapid economic growth, integrating Vietnam
into the global economy, and raising questions about governance, accountability, and
the role of civil society. While stability is lauded as a hallmark of the Vietnamese
system, there remain persistent challenges related to political freedoms, human
rights, and corruption.

Internationally, Vietnam navigates a delicate path, employing a strategy that balances
the interests of major powers while maintaining its sovereignty and independence.
This “bamboo diplomacy” enables Vietnam to benefit from economic partnerships and
strategic alliances, but also demands deft management of regional and global
challenges. The country’s proactive participation in international organizations speaks
to its aspirations as a responsible global actor, even as it remains vigilant in defending
its core interests.
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This book, The Politics of Vietnam: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Vietnam, is designed to provide a comprehensive and accessible overview of
Vietnam’s unique political system. Across its twenty-five chapters, readers will find in-
depth analysis of the institutions, actors, and processes that define Vietnamese
politics today. The aim is not only to inform, but also to encourage critical reflection on
the forces shaping Vietnam’s political future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Foundations of
Vietnamese Politics
To understand the political landscape of modern Vietnam, one must first journey
through its long and complex history. Millennia of external influence, internal power
struggles, and persistent resistance to foreign domination have forged a national
identity deeply intertwined with its political development. From ancient kingdoms to
colonial rule and revolutionary struggle, each era has left an indelible mark on the way
Vietnam is governed and how its people interact with power.

For centuries, Vietnam was shaped by Chinese influence, a period of over a thousand
years that nonetheless saw numerous uprisings and periods of de facto independence.
This era instilled a tradition of centralized administration, influenced by Confucian
ideals, but also fostered a fierce sense of national identity and a deep-seated desire
for autonomy. The ability to absorb foreign ideas while maintaining a distinct cultural
core became a hallmark of Vietnamese resilience.

Following the end of Chinese rule in the 10th century, Vietnam entered a period of
independent dynasties. The Ngô, Đinh, and Early Lê dynasties established a
centralized state, laying the groundwork for future administrative structures. Later
dynasties, such as the Lý, Trần, and Lê So, oversaw periods of significant development
and are often referred to as a golden age, characterized by advancements in
agriculture, irrigation, and the formation of handicraft villages.

The Nguyen Dynasty, the last imperial house, reigned from 1802 to 1945. This period
saw the country grappling with internal divisions and increasing external pressures.
While it began as an independent monarchy, the Nguyen Dynasty eventually
succumbed to French conquest, marking a dramatic shift in Vietnam's political
trajectory. The French colonial era, beginning in the mid-19th century, profoundly
reshaped Vietnam's political, economic, and social structures.

Under French rule, Vietnam was integrated into French Indochina, a centralized and
authoritarian regime. The French exploited Vietnam's resources and imposed their
political system, language, and culture, leading to widespread resentment and
resistance. This period, while marked by exploitation and repression, also
inadvertently fostered the growth of nationalist movements seeking independence.

Various resistance movements emerged in response to French rule, ranging from
tradition-based rebellions to more organized efforts by figures like Phan Boi Chau and
Phan Chu Trinh in the early 20th century. While some advocated for violent resistance,
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others favored a more peaceful transition to independence. These movements, though
often suppressed, kept the flame of national liberation alive.

A pivotal moment arrived during World War II, when Japan occupied French Indochina,
weakening French control. This created a power vacuum that the Viet Minh, a
nationalist and communist-led organization founded by Ho Chi Minh in 1941, was able
to exploit. The Viet Minh rapidly gained strength, becoming a leading voice for
independence.

In August 1945, as Japan surrendered, the Viet Minh launched the "August
Revolution," seizing control in Hanoi and other parts of the country. On September 2,
1945, Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam's independence and proclaimed the
establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) in Hanoi. This marked the
end of the Nguyễn dynasty and a new chapter in Vietnamese history.

However, the declaration of independence did not immediately lead to peace. France
sought to re-establish its colonial rule, leading to the outbreak of the First Indochina
War in 1946. This conflict pitted the Viet Minh, supported by China and the Soviet
Union, against French forces, who received aid from the United States. The war was a
struggle for control and independence, deeply influenced by the emerging Cold War
dynamics.

The First Indochina War was a prolonged and violent conflict, with fighting primarily
occurring in rural areas. The Viet Minh, utilizing guerrilla warfare tactics, gradually
gained an advantage. The decisive Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954 resulted in a major
victory for the Viet Minh and effectively ended French colonial rule in Vietnam.

The 1954 Geneva Accords followed the French defeat, temporarily dividing Vietnam at
the 17th parallel. Ho Chi Minh's government controlled the North, while a non-
communist government, initially led by Emperor Bao Dai and later by Ngo Dinh Diem,
was established in the South. The accords called for nationwide elections in 1956 to
reunify the country, but these never materialized, largely due to opposition from the
South and the United States, who feared a communist victory.

The division of Vietnam set the stage for further conflict. In the South, Ngo Dinh
Diem's government faced growing opposition, and a communist insurgency, supported
by North Vietnam, began to take shape. This insurgency, led by the National Liberation
Front (NLF), also known as the Viet Cong, aimed to overthrow the Southern
government and reunify the country under communist rule.

The political situation in South Vietnam was marked by instability and a series of
coups in the years following Diem's ouster in 1963. The United States became
increasingly involved, providing military aid and eventually deploying combat troops in
1965. This escalated the conflict into the Second Indochina War, or the Vietnam War
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as it is known in the West.

The Vietnam War was a devastating conflict with immense human cost. The political
systems of both North and South Vietnam were profoundly shaped by the war. In the
North, the Communist Party consolidated its power, directing the war effort and
implementing socialist policies. In the South, the government struggled with
legitimacy and internal divisions, relying heavily on American support.

The war ended in 1975 with the victory of North Vietnamese forces and the
reunification of Vietnam under communist rule. The Socialist Republic of Vietnam was
proclaimed in 1976. This victory marked the culmination of a long struggle for
independence and unification, but it also presented new challenges for the country.

The period after reunification saw Vietnam facing significant economic difficulties and
international isolation. The government implemented a centrally planned economy,
but this proved largely unsuccessful. By the mid-1980s, it was clear that reforms were
needed.

In 1986, the Communist Party of Vietnam launched the "Doi Moi" reforms, a significant
shift towards a socialist-oriented market economy. These reforms aimed to liberalize
the economy, encourage private enterprise, and attract foreign investment, while
maintaining the political leadership of the CPV. This marked a turning point in
Vietnam's modern history, setting the stage for the economic growth and international
integration the country has experienced in recent decades. The political system,
though still dominated by the CPV, began to adapt to the changing economic and
social landscape.
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