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VIETNAM 
AFTER  
THE WAR
Life for people in the former state of South 
Vietnam changed dramatically after it was 
reunified with the North in 1975. 
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PROLOGUE: THE END OF THE “AMERICAN WAR”

On April 30, 1975, the last of America’s wartime personnel in South Vietnam 
boarded crowded boats and helicopters in a frantic attempt to flee the country. 
That same day, North Vietnamese tanks crashed through the gates of the 
Presidential Palace in Saigon. The palace was the seat of the South Vietnamese 
government, which the Americans had supported and the North Vietnamese 
had fought against. When North Vietnamese officers entered the palace, 
South Vietnam’s president told them he was ready to hand over power. They 
reportedly replied, “You cannot give up what you do not have.”1

The Vietnam War, or what is known in Vietnam as the Resistance War against the 
Americans, was over.

The war’s toll was immense. The country’s infrastructure was ravaged by 
bombing and landmines, and parts of its otherwise lush landscape had been 
stripped by toxic chemicals like Agent Orange. As many as two million civilians 
died in the conflict, along with 1.3 million Vietnamese soldiers. Most of these 
soldiers died fighting for or alongside North Vietnam.2 But for all the losses 
North Vietnam had to absorb, its government and its allies in the south had 
reason to feel triumphant. They had “prevailed against all odds,” says historian 
Christopher Goscha, first beating the French in a violent war of de-colonization, 
then beating the Americans in one of the most brutal conflicts of the Cold War.3
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INTRODUCTION: THE CHALLENGES OF RECONCILIATION

Civil wars result from, and sometimes deepen, divisions within societies. As 
Goscha observes, those divisions do not simply disappear once the fighting 
stops.4 This was the case in Vietnam. Although some people in South Vietnam 
welcomed reunification and “liberation,” not everyone shared the feeling of 
triumph. For some, the war’s end raised uncomfortable questions: What kind 
of government would they have? Would the south have autonomy from the 
communist north? And what would happen to the people the communists 
viewed as enemies, such as capitalists and those who were associated with the 
South Vietnam government and its American or French backers?

The fall of Saigon in 1975 paved the way for the long-awaited reunification of 
Vietnam. But reconciliation—“healing the wounds and divisions of a society 
in the aftermath of sustained violence”—was a bigger challenge.5 One thing 
standing in the way of reconciliation was the North Vietnamese government’s 
deep suspicion of many people in the south and their doubts about 
southerners’ loyalty to the communist regime. As will be discussed later, its 
approach to building a sense of loyalty was often heavy-handed and often had 
the effect of alienating people rather than winning them over.

The story of Vietnam after the war can be told from many different 
perspectives. Here, we focus on one of those perspectives: that of the 
southerners who were made to feel that their lives before 1975 were a crime 
that needed to be punished, or a sin for which they needed to atone. We look 
at how they responded to life under a new system; some adapted, some found 
safe ways to resist, and some decided that their best or only hope was to leave 
to make a new life elsewhere. We also look at the dramatic changes that have 
taken place in Vietnam since economic reforms were introduced in 1986—
changes that, according to recent surveys, have made Vietnam one of the 
most optimistic societies in the world. The changes have been so dramatic that 
Vietnam is now luring back some of the people who left—people who believed 
that post-war Vietnam had nothing to offer them.
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BACKGROUND: THE ROAD TO WAR AND PARTITION

In May 1975, the North Vietnamese government faced the daunting task of 
stitching back together a country torn apart by decades of war. This rupture 
had its roots in the period of French colonization (1858–1954), a bitter 
experience for the vast majority of Vietnamese that gave rise to various pro-
independence movements. The most significant of these was the Indochinese 
Communist Party created by nationalist leader Ho Chi Minh in 1930. During the 
Second World War, the Japanese occupied Indochina, but kept the French in 
place to administer Vietnam. Meanwhile, in 1941, Ho Chi Minh secretly created 
the Vietnamese Independence League, called the Viet Minh, but did not have 
an opportunity to seize power until 1945. In March of that year, the Japanese 
overthrew the French in Indochina, but then then surrendered to the Allies 
five months later. The surrender created a power vacuum that allowed the 
Viet Minh to seize power in the northern city of Hanoi. On September 2, 1945, 
Ho Chi Minh declared the country’s independence, naming it the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam.

France, however, was not willing to give up its profitable colony. From 1946 to 
1954, it fought the Viet Minh in a conflict now referred to as the First Indochina 
War. At first, the French had the upper hand, but the Viet Minh wore them 
down, dealing them a decisive blow in 1954 in the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. 
Shortly after that, the world’s major powers opened negotiations in Geneva, 
Switzerland, to try to bring an end to the war.

There were two outcomes of the Geneva Conference. First, a ceasefire ended 
the war between France and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam; however, 
this also resulted in the country being divided at its “waist” (the 17th parallel) 
(see Map 1). Ho Chi Minh’s communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam took 
control of the zone to the north of the 17th parallel, while the State of Vietnam, 
created by the French in 1949 and increasingly supported by the Americans, 
administered the south. This partition was intended to be temporary.

The second outcome was an agreement by the two Vietnams to hold elections 
in 1956. These elections, it was believed, would unite the country under one of 
the two governments (Ho Chi Minh was heavily favoured). But this was not to 
be. In 1955, an anti-communist nationalist in the south named Ngo Dinh Diem 
transformed the State of Vietnam into the Republic of Vietnam and opposed 
unification with the communist north.6 The existence of two Vietnams was 
now more entrenched: a communist North Vietnam and an authoritarian non-
communist South Vietnam.
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MAP 1: THE TWO VIETNAMS, EARLY 1975
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By 1960, a civil war was brewing, especially after the North created the 
National Liberation Front (NLF), a political organization and army, better 
known as the Viet Cong, in the south. The NLF included both communists 
and non-communists, and its purpose was to bring down the Ngo Dinh 
Diem government and unify the country on the North’s terms. As the Viet 
Cong expanded its control over the south, the U.S. responded by sending 
more military advisers. Worried that Ngo Dinh Diem was failing to stop the 
communists from taking over, U.S. President John F. Kennedy supported the 
South Vietnamese military’s overthrow of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963. Neither 
Diem nor Kennedy would survive the year. Diem was assassinated by his  
own military on November 2, 1963, and Kennedy was killed in Dallas three 
weeks later.

Following Kennedy’s assassination, Lyndon Johnson became the new U.S. 
president. In 1965, the United States intervened directly in Vietnam by sending 
troops to South Vietnam. The Second Indochina War—also known as the 
American War—had begun; it would not end until the United States withdrew 
and South Vietnam fell to the communist-run Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
in 1975.
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TIMELINE: A CENTURY AND A HALF OF VIETNAMESE HISTORY

1858 France colonizes Vietnam.

1930 Ho Chi Minh establishes Indochinese Communist Party (ICP).

1946–54 Viet Minh, the ICP’s guerilla army, defeats France (First Indochina War).

1954 Geneva Conference held; Vietnam partitioned into North and South.

1956–63 South Vietnam President Diem cracks down on political opponents; communist 
insurgency begins in south; U.S. increases aid to South Vietnam government; 
Ngo Diem overthrown, assassinated by his military (1963).

1964–67 U.S. approves military action (Gulf of Tonkin Resolution), increases combat 
troops to 500,000 (start of Second Indochinese War).

1968–69 Joint North Vietnam-Viet Cong assault on South (Tet Offensive); U.S. public 
opposition to war grows; American troops reduced.

1973 North, South, U.S. reach ceasefire agreement (Paris Peace Accords); U.S. 
troops withdraw.

1975 North invades South, which surrenders (fall of Saigon); Vietnam reunified.

1976–79 Agricultural collectives perform poorly, producing famine-like conditions; 
outflow of “boat people”; armed conflict with Cambodia, China (part of Third 
Indochinese War).

1986 Doi moi (“renovation”) economic reforms introduced; economy improves.

1994–95 Full diplomatic relations with U.S. established.

2007 Vietnam joins World Trade Organization.

2010 Vietnam government accused by human rights groups of suppression of online 
dissent.

2011 Vietnam, U.S. begin joint action to clean up Agent Orange contamination.

2012 Vietnam becomes world’s largest exporter of coffee.

2013 Online discussion of current affairs banned by government.

For more detailed timelines, see:

“Vietnam profile—Timeline,” BBC News, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-
pacific-16568035 (1858–2017)

“Vietnamese History: A Chronological Outline,” Asia for Educators, http://afe.
easia.columbia.edu/timelines/vietnam_timeline.htm (3000 BCE–1975)

“Vietnam War Timeline,” History.com, http://www.history.com/topics/vietnam-
war-timeline (1887–1975)

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-16568035
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-16568035
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/vietnam_timeline.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/vietnam_timeline.htm
http://www.history.com/topics/vietnam-war-timeline
http://www.history.com/topics/vietnam-war-timeline
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KEY ACTORS AT A GL ANCE

Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969) 
Nationalist revolutionary hero devoted to reunifying Vietnam and liberating 
it from foreign control. First president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
(North Vietnam) from 1954 until his death in 1969.

Ngo Dinh Diem (1901–63) 
South Vietnam’s president from 1954 to 1963. From a privileged family and 
a staunch Roman Catholic. Ruled with dictatorial powers and appointed 
members of his family to government positions. Overthrown and assassinated 
by his own military.

Viet Minh (League for the Independence of Vietnam) 
Organization created in 1941 to lead struggle against French colonization. 
Most members were communist, but some were non-communists”.

National Liberation Front (NLF) 
Pro-independence political organization created in 1960 to overthrow the 
South Vietnam government and help reunify North and South Vietnam. 
Members included communists and non-communists.

Viet Cong 
Guerilla army and military branch of the National Liberation Front (NLF).  
It was supported by the North Vietnamese Army and was committed to 
reunifying Vietnam.
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CONSOLIDATING POLITICAL CONTROL

The North and its allies’ defeat of the Republic of Vietnam cleared the way 
for the long-awaited reunification of the country. Soon after that, the North 
Vietnamese government took several steps to consolidate its political control 
over the south. This included eliminating potential rivals, “re-educating” those 
who were suspected of disloyalty, and preventing other ideologies and beliefs 
from competing with socialism.

Removing rivals: The North quickly made clear that previous agreements for 
sharing power with allied groups in the south were no longer valid. According 
to the 1973 Paris Peace Accords (another set of negotiations that aimed to 
bring an end to the conflict), South Vietnam “was supposed to continue to exist 
as a separate and sovereign state” until the northerners and the southerners 
could agree on how to “unite the two Vietnams via elections or negotiations.”7 
Several NLF leaders believed that they could carve out and maintain some 
sort of neutral, non-communist southern state. At first, they had reason to be 
optimistic: the North had made repeated promises “that they were in no rush 
to communize the south.”8

But in the weeks after liberation, there were already signs that the North 
would not tolerate an alternative base of power, especially one that included 
non-communists like the NLF. One top NLF official named Truong Nhu 
Tang reflected on this while watching the victory parade organized by the 
communists shortly after they took Saigon. Rather than carry the NLF flag, his 
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troops (divisions) were carrying the Democratic Republic of Vietnam flag, the 
flag of North Vietnam. He says:

Seeing this, I experienced almost a physical shock. Turning to Van Tien 
Dung who was then standing next to me, I asked quietly, “Where are 
our divisions one, three, five, seven, and nine?” Dung stared at me a 
moment, then replied with equal deliberateness; “The army has already 
been unified”…“Since when?” I demanded; “There’s been no decision 
about anything like that.” Without answering, Dung slowly turned his 
eyes back to the street, unable to suppress his sardonic expression, 
although he must have known it was conveying too much. A feeling of 
distaste for this whole affair began to come over me—not to mention 
premonitions I did not want to entertain.9

At a meeting of northern and southern delegates in the summer of 1976, the 
decision was made official: the two Vietnams would be merged into a single 
state, called the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. The decision was made without 
any meaningful discussion or debate. Some southern delegates objected, 
saying that people in the south would not easily accept life in a socialist system, 
but their protests were not heeded.10

“Re-educating” people: Many low- and mid-level civil servants in the old South 
Vietnam government were replaced by officials from the north. Most of these 
officials had done work that was not particularly political in nature, like running 
a school or hospital. But they were still required to spend a few days or weeks 
in “retraining courses,” in which a

communist cadre carefully explained to his listeners their errors [and] 
provided them with the fundamentals of a new communist society, 
peppering his lecture with liberal citations from the internationalist 
Marxist canon and Ho Chi Minh. He then repeated the importance of 
following the correct path before letting everyone go.11

For soldiers and higher-ranking officials in the South Vietnam government, and 
for anyone else viewed with suspicion, “re-education” was longer and more 
severe. Some people spent several years in camps. They were subjected to 
torture and brainwashing and forced to do hard labour in inhospitable areas of 
the country. Some who were taken away to the camps were never seen again.12 
In total, about a million people in the former South Vietnam were subjected to 
some form of “re-education.”
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Some southerners described their time in these camps as the first time they 
interacted with northerners in many years. Tran Tri Vu, who spent four and a 
half years in six re-education camps, describes this in his memoir, Lost Years:

Our generation in the South was suddenly charged with wrongdoing 
because we had not lived in the North, had not been used to the way of 
reasoning of the Northern people, had not accepted their ideology. Our 
skin was the same color, we spoke the same language, our ethnic origin 
and geographic location were the same, and yet we were completely 
different from them. When Northern soldiers poured into the South, 
they had appeared to our eyes as country folks who had strayed into 
a big town…Living in their company, observing their way of life and 
thinking, and especially experiencing our treatment in the camp, we 
had come to realize that between us and them was a barrier that could 
never be overcome.13

Finding the “bad elements”: One tool the government used to identify 
so-called “bad elements”—those who were opposed to the North’s communist 
ideology—was the personal dossier. These were written biographies that 
included a person’s name and the names of his or her family members, as well 
as his or her ethnicity, religious affiliation, and current job. The government 
used this information to categorize people as “good” or “bad.” If a person had 
a sister, father, or uncle who had worked with the French, American, or South 
Vietnamese government, for example, he or she would likely be put in the “bad” 
category. Similarly, if someone’s family owned a business or other property, it 
meant that person was a capitalist, which was also bad. In total, the number of 
people who were believed to have such affiliations was estimated to be one-
third of the south’s population.14
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People from families that had shown loyalty to the communist cause and 
liberation—especially those with a family member who died fighting South 
Vietnam and/or the Americans—were usually put in the “good” category. Unlike 
the “bad elements,” these people had opportunities under the new system, 
such as getting a good job working for the government or military, or better 
access to a university education.15

Monitoring and silencing alternative forms of thinking and belief: The media, 
schools, and religious institutions were brought under government control. All 
of these represented potential challenges or alternatives to socialism and were 
therefore seen as threats. Newspapers were shut down and the government 
started keeping records of who attended religious services. The government 
was especially suspicious of Christianity, which it saw as a holdover from the 
colonial years. But even non-European religions like Buddhism were viewed with 
suspicion. Some religious buildings were closed down or required to place a 
portrait of Ho Chi Minh on their altars.16 The government also burned books that 
it felt were not supportive of the revolution, and it replaced many teachers in 
the south with teachers from the north, who they believed would be more loyal.

BUILDING A SOCIALIST ECONOMY

In addition to consolidating political control, the Vietnamese government 
introduced a socialist, centrally planned economy in the south. (This system was 
already in place in the north.) In such economies, people are often discouraged 
or forbidden from owning private property. Instead, property is “collectively” 
owned and controlled by the government, which makes decisions about what 
to produce and how much to distribute to different groups. Introducing this 
system in the south led the government to take several actions:

Cracking down on capitalism: The government confiscated (took away) private 
property from its owners and “nationalized” (took control of) many southern 
businesses. One of the groups most affected was the ethnic Chinese minority, 
known as the Hoa. Many Hoa in the south profited during the period of French 
colonization, and continued to play a major role in South Vietnam’s capitalist 
economy. However, they generally avoided politics and refrained from aligning 
themselves too closely with the South Vietnamese government.

Nevertheless, by the late 1970s two events made the Hoa a target: failing 
economic policies, which made them a convenient scapegoat; and the Vietnam 
government’s deteriorating relationship with China.17 According to Goscha, 
70 percent of the capitalists who were targeted in the post-war period were 
Chinese.18 The scale of their losses was staggering, estimated at US$2 billion.19 
As journalist Barry Wain commented in 1979, harassing the Hoa and confiscating 
their property benefited the government in two ways: it removed resources 
from a group it suspected of disloyalty; and it profited from the assets it 
confiscated, including, says Wain, “considerable quantities of gold that [had] 
been buried in backyards since the communist takeover.”20
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De-urbanizing the population: The population of cities like Saigon swelled in 
size during the war as people fled the fighting and bombing in rural areas. After 
reunification, the government worried these cities would become sites of social 
unrest, and it encouraged people to return to their hometowns. Some did so 
voluntarily, but others were relocated against their will to New Economic Zones 
(NEZs) set up by the government. These zones were usually located in remote 
highland areas, where living conditions were harsh. According to one account:

people were transported to the NEZs and told to produce crops 
with no equipment guidance. The people received no food and were 
reduced to eating the leaves off the trees and bushes. There were well 
known cases of people [in] the NEZs dying from eating manioc leaves 
that they had cooked.21

Many people “escaped or bribed their way back to the city [and the] new 
economic zones came to be widely perceived as places of internal exile.”22 In 
addition, many of the highland areas where NEZs were set up were inhabited 
by Vietnam’s indigenous peoples, and they generally did not welcome 
outsiders who viewed them as “backwards and uneducated.”23

Collectivizing peasants: About half of all rural families in the south were 
organized into agricultural collectives. These collectives put several families 
together into a single unit that was expected to combine what they produced 
and turn over any surplus (anything above what they needed for their basic and 
immediate consumption) to the government. The government distributed this 
surplus to people elsewhere in the country. In collectivized farming, people 
were rarely rewarded individually for their hard work. Thus, while collectives 
were supposed to make the rural economy more productive, they often 
had the opposite effect. Says Goscha: “collectivizing agriculture and setting 
uncompetitive prices … erased incentives for production in the countryside. 
Rather than producing more, Vietnamese peasants … simply cultivated enough 
land upon which to live rather than have to turn over any surplus to the state at 
fixed prices (i.e. at a loss).”24
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With decreasing productivity, the economy contracted. By the late 1970s, 
Vietnam, once a major rice producer, was experiencing cases of famine or near 
famine. It was becoming clear that the socialist economic experiment in the 
south was failing.

RESISTANCE AND ESCAPE

Southerners were not entirely passive in responding to these changes. Some 
accepted and adapted to life under the new system, whereas others found “safe” 
ways to push back, especially against the new economic system (although there 
were no safe ways to push back against the political system). Others chose to 
leave, even when doing so was fraught with danger and uncertainty.

Everyday resistance: Some peasants who were forced to join rural collectives 
resisted in ways that were quiet and indirect. They did this in order to avoid 
punishment, a tactic anthropologist James Scott calls “weapons of the weak.” 
This includes small but persistent actions or inactions by those who lack formal 
power to push back against those who have formal power. These “everyday 
forms of resistance” included, for example, not putting forth one’s full effort 
to produce for the collective in order to save time and energy to grow food for 
one’s own family. Another example was delaying delivery of grain or livestock 
to government authorities.25 These tactics became increasingly common, and 
by the early 1980s there was a noticeable “southern resistance” to collectivized 
agriculture.26 It should also be noted that peasants in the north were also using 
these resistance tactics, and many eventually withdrew from collectives. 

Fleeing Vietnam: Some who were targeted by the government, or who 
generally faced worsening conditions, made the decision to leave. The first wave 
of departures was the 140,000 southerners who fled during the fall of Saigon in 
1975. These were people who had worked with the Americans, and most were 
permanently re-settled in the United States. But the departures continued, even 
without American or other international assistance. Smaller numbers continued 
to leave Vietnam, many in small and rickety boats that landed in neighbouring 
countries or territories where they requested asylum. In 1977, approximately 
15,000 Vietnamese “boat people” had arrived in Southeast Asian countries. By 
the end of the following year, the numbers reached alarming levels, quadrupling 
to 62,000.27 An estimated 70 percent of them were ethnic Chinese.28

By 1979, members of the international community were recognizing that the 
situation had become a humanitarian crisis. There were two main reasons for 
their concern. The first was the refugees’ safety and welfare. About 10 percent 
of the “boat people” died at sea because of drowning, attacks by pirates, a lack 
of food and water, or disease due to the poor conditions on their boats. Many 
more barely survived. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Poul Hartling, called it “an appalling human tragedy.”
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The second issue was the uncertainty about where these refugees could be 
resettled. The countries where they sought first asylum—that is, the places 
where they landed first—were mostly in Southeast Asia. But none of these 
countries had signed the United Nations 1951 Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees. Therefore, they had no legal obligation to grant asylum.29 
As such,

None of the countries receiving Vietnamese boat people gave them 
permission to stay permanently and some would not even permit 
temporary refuge. Singapore refused to disembark [allow to go ashore] 
any refugees who did not have guarantees of resettlement [in other 
countries] within 90 days. Malaysia and Thailand frequently resorted 
to pushing boats away from their coastlines. When Vietnamese boat 
arrivals escalated dramatically in 1979, with more than 54,000 arrivals 
in June alone, boat ‘pushbacks’ became routine and thousands of 
Vietnamese may have perished at sea as a result. At the end of June 
1979 … Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand … 
[announced] that they had “reached the limit … and would not accept 
any new arrivals”.30

Similarly, there were reports of refugee boats in distress being neglected 
by other ships passing them, violating the “fundamental rule of the sea that 
passing ships must stop to rescue people from vessels in trouble.”31

IMAGE 7

Boat people  
from Vietnam

Fred Ihrt/LightRocket 
via Getty Images



Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada • Fondation Asie Pacifique du Canada14

1. 

CAMBODIA1

THAILAND

CHINA2

REPUBLIC
OF KOREA

(SOUTH KOREA)4

LAOS

VIETNAM

PHILIPPINES3

INDONESIA

MALAYSIA

SINGAPORE

MAP 2: EAST, SOUTHEAST ASIAN SIGNATORIES TO 1951 
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Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees “States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol”

Not a signatory

Cambodia joined in 1992.  3. Philippines joined in 1981.
2. China joined in 1982.  4. South Korea joined in 1991.

In response, the United Nations organized an emergency meeting to find a 
solution to the immediate crisis. What resulted was a three-way agreement:

 • Country of origin (Vietnam): Those fleeing Vietnam were so desperate to leave 
that they resorted to using illegal means. They often had to bribe police and 
border agents to allow them to leave, and had to sell almost all their valuables 
in order to pay smugglers to get them out of the country.32 In most cases, these 
officials and smugglers were not primarily concerned with the safety of the 
refugees. Therefore, as part of the new UN agreement, Vietnam agreed to the 
Orderly Departure Programme, which involved taking measures to make these 
departures safe, orderly, and legal.

 • Countries of resettlement: At the time of the UN meeting, only about 
9,000 Indochinese refugees per month were being permanently resettled—a 
pace far slower than what was needed to keep up with the number arriving 
in neighbouring countries and territories. Australia, Canada, France, and 
the United States led a group of more than 20 countries in speeding up the 
process to 25,000 per month (see Figure 1). From July 1979 to July 1982, these 
countries settled almost 625,000 refugees fleeing conflict not only in Vietnam, 
but also in Cambodia and Laos.33

 • Countries of first asylum: The five Southeast Asian countries that had been 
the site of first asylum for many of the boat people (Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) agreed to provide temporary asylum under 
two conditions: that Vietnam implement the Orderly Departure Programme, and 
that other countries act more quickly to provide the refugees permanent homes 
(see Figure 2).
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Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees

FIGURE 1. INDOCHINESE1 BOAT PEOPLE’S COUNTRY/TERRITORY 
OF FIRST ASYLUM2, 1975–95

Malaysia
254,495
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7,128

Republic
of Korea
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121,708
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3,227

1. Includes Cambodians and Laotians who also fled by boat, but not refugees who fled overland.

2. “First asylum country refers to the country that permits refugees to enter its territory for purposes 
of providing asylum temporarily, pending eventual repatriation or resettlement. It can be provided 
locally or in a third country.” https://definitions.uslegal.com/f/first-asylum-country/ 

3. Hong Kong was part of the United Kingdom until it reverted to Chinese rule in 1997.

4. Macau was part of Portugal until it reverted to Chinese rule in 1999. 
 

Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees

FIGURE 2. RESETTLEMENT OF VIETNAMESE REFUGEES, 
BY DESTINATION, 1975–951

United States2

424,590

Australia
110,996

France
27,071

(West)
Germany

16,848

Canada
103,053

United
Kingdom

19,355

Netherlands 7,565, Others 7,070
Japan 6,469, Switzerland 6,239
Norway 6,064

Sweden 6,009, New Zealand 4,921
Denmark 4,682, Belgium 2,051
Finland 1,859

1. In addition to the numbers listed above, more than 550,000 Cambodians and Laotians refugees 
were also settled during this period. There were more than 235,000 Cambodians settled in these 
countries, with the top four settlement countries being the United States (150,240), France (34,364), 
Canada (16,818), and Australia (16,308). More than 320,000 Laotians were resettled in these 
countries, with the top four settlement countries being the United States (248,147), France (34,236), 
Canada (17,274), and Australia (10,239).

2. This does not include those who arrived through the Orderly Departure Programme.

https://definitions.uslegal.com/f/first-asylum-country/
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These measures did not totally end the “boat people” crisis, but they did help 
to prevent an even larger humanitarian crisis that was brewing by the late 1970s. 
Nevertheless, says Goscha, this “internal hemorrhaging” of Vietnamese society 

“was proof that national reconciliation,” until that point, “had been a failure.”34

PUTTING POST-WAR VIETNAM IN CONTEXT

For any country recovering from years of civil war, stabilizing and rebuilding 
can be overwhelming. Vietnam’s ability to do this was slowed by two additional 
challenges. The first was economic; after withdrawing from the country in 1975, 
the United States imposed a trade embargo on Vietnam, “cutting off the war-
wrecked country not only from US exports and imports, but also from those of 
other nations that bowed to American pressure.” In addition, the United States 
pressured other international bodies to deny assistance to Vietnam.35

The second challenge was geopolitical. Two weeks before Vietnam’s 
reunification, the government in neighbouring Cambodia was overthrown 
by the Khmer Rouge, a communist regime often described as genocidal and 
murderous. Although both countries were led by communist governments, 
members of the Khmer Rouge leadership were suspicious of Vietnam, believing 
that it wanted to expand its control over Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge began 
launching attacks against Vietnam along their shared border. In 1977, Vietnam 
retaliated with military strikes of its own, and by late 1978, began a more 
vigorous assault on the Khmer Rouge. In January 1979, it overthrew the Khmer 
Rouge and replaced it with a government that was more favourable toward 
Vietnam. Later that year, China, as punishment for the overthrow of its ally, 
the Khmer Rouge, “launched a brief attack on several northern provinces on 
Vietnam.”36 These two conflicts were part of a larger group of conflicts known 
as the Third Indochina War.

Nevertheless, pointing the finger at these other governments did not help 
Vietnam solve the practical economic difficulties it was facing internally. 
Following reformist policies being adopted in China and the Soviet Union, 
Vietnam’s communists launched market-oriented economic reforms that set the 
country on a course for major changes.

DOI MOI  AND THE “NEW” NEW VIETNAM

By the early 1980s, Vietnam’s government was coming to realize that 
communism would not provide a miracle cure for rapidly modernizing the 
country and growing its economy.37 As Goscha observes, “raw peasant hunger 
brought the Viet Minh to power in August 1945,” and it could also bring down 
the communists 50 years later.38 In 1986, Vietnam introduced a series of market 
reforms called doi moi (“renovation”). Central planning was abandoned and the 
economy was opened up to market forces of supply and demand. In rural areas, 
the government ended collectivization and allowed farmers to keep what they 
grew and sell it at markets.39 Rice production rebounded dramatically, making 
Vietnam one of the world’s largest rice exporters. Exports of tea and coffee 



Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada • Fondation Asie Pacifique du Canada17

also grew significantly. In the cities, new factories began producing items like 
shoes, clothes, and computers that would be sold in other countries.40 By 2001, 
Vietnam’s economy was growing rapidly at about eight percent per year.

Although the benefits of doi moi have been uneven, with some benefiting 
more than others, almost everyone has seen improvements in their lives. For 
example, at the end of the war, 70 percent of the people in Vietnam were living 
below the official poverty line. Today, that number is estimated to be less than 
20 percent. And Vietnam’s literacy rate is now an impressive 95 percent. The 
reforms have also raised the status of some southerners, especially those with 
business skills; whereas they were once labelled “bad elements” because of 
their connection with capitalism, the government came to see them as playing 
an important role in boosting the country’s economy.41

Of course, doi moi has had some downsides. In addition to growing social 
and economic inequality, corruption (including by members of the ruling 
Communist Party) has become a serious problem. In addition, there have been 
no corresponding reforms of the political system. However, there are at least 
two signs that many Vietnamese people both within and outside the country 
recognize as positive.

Optimism about the Future: In 2014, a survey of 44 countries (both 
developing and developed) asked people if they thought their children would 
be better off or worse off financially than themselves. Vietnam outranked every 
other country in its optimism about the future, with 94 percent saying they 
believed their children would be better off (see Figure 3). The same survey 
asked people: “What would you recommend to a young person who wants 
a good life, staying or moving abroad?” Eighty-eight percent of people in 
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Vietnam said “staying” (see Figure 4) a stark difference from the way so many 
felt in the late 1970s.42

Source: Pew Research Center, Global Attitudes & Trends, 2014

FIGURE 3. VIETNAMESE OPTIMISTIC ABOUT THE NEXT 
GENERATION’S ECONOMIC FUTURE
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Source: Pew Research Center, Global Attitudes & Trends, 2014

FIGURE 4. VIETNAMESE SEE MORE REASONS TO STAY THAN LEAVE
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Return of Overseas Vietnamese: Some of the people who left Vietnam 
40 years ago are now returning. The same is true of some of their children, 
who have grown up in countries like Australia, Canada, France, and the 
United States. Their understanding of Vietnam has been shaped from the 
outside, including by their parents and grandparents who may have left under 
distressing circumstances. Whatever they may have learned from their elders, 
they are lured by a sense that they can benefit from Vietnam’s energy and 
rapidly growing economy. This (re)connection with the Viet kieu (overseas 
Vietnamese) has been encouraged by the Vietnamese government, which 
hopes these overseas Vietnamese will bring investment and the types of 
capitalist businesses the communists once disapproved of so strongly. The 
return migration has also been facilitated by Vietnam’s re-establishment of 
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relations with its old adversary, the United States, and other western countries 
the Viet kieu have called home.

Although the political system has been much slower to open up, the 
Vietnamese government, still run by the Communist Party, seems to have 
learned the lesson that many other ruling communist parties also learned: that 
one way to win over your population is by giving them less collectivization and 

“re-education,” and more opportunities to enjoy the same things that people in 
other countries enjoy, like cars, smartphones, and family vacations.

VIETNAMESE YOUTH: WRITING THE NEXT CHAPTER

As noted earlier, the wounds inflicted during civil wars take a long time to heal. 
Has Vietnam healed those wounds and finally achieved reconciliation between 
northerners and southerners? The optimism Vietnamese people feel about 
their future suggests that the war may not be the most important issue for a 
majority of the country’s people. Indeed, the survey mentioned above suggests 
a country that is looking ahead more than it is looking to the past. When Barack 
Obama visited the country in 2016, the U.S. president’s comments reflected 
this mood as he spoke to a crowd in the capital city of Hanoi. “This is your 
moment,” he said, assuring them that as they pursued the future they wanted, 
the United States—the country that fought Vietnam for more than two decades 

—would be right there along with them.43
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But on the issue of the war, there are still lingering differences between 
northern and southern perspectives:

For older Vietnamese, the war and its aftermath are emotional topics 
remembered and recounted with selective detail. Southerners, for 
example, tend to be familiar with and sympathetic to the perilous, often 
tragic experience of the boat refugees, an exodus in which, by some 
estimates, as many as 300,000 people perished at sea. Northerners, on 
the other hand, sometimes show only a vague awareness and express a 
harsh viewpoint, some calling those who left cowards who abandoned 
Vietnam in hard times.44

What do younger Vietnamese think? The answer to this question is significant; 
almost 70 percent of the country’s population was born after the war, and their 
memories of that period of the country’s history are mostly inherited from their 
parents and grandparents, or learned through what they are taught in school. 
In fact, the post-war generation is “the first generation since French colonialism 
to have been raised during a time of independence and peace.”45 Many urban 
youth tell international reporters that they are not that interested in learning 
about the war, and would prefer to spend their time doing the kinds of things 
that young people in other countries like doing, such as riding skateboards, 
shopping with friends, hanging out in cafes, and making plans for where they 
will study abroad—all things that are available to them thanks to the economic 
reforms and opening up afforded by doi moi.

These benefits, however, often feel out of reach for many rural youth. While the 
reforms that have been underway since 1986 have generally benefited Vietnam 
as a whole, it is clearly the case that urban, well-connected families have 
benefited much more. This includes members of the government. This is not 
to suggest that rural Vietnamese are more buried in the past than their urban 
counterparts; it may suggest, however, that a new division is starting to open in 
Vietnamese society—not between north and south, but rather between those 
who are experiencing Vietnam’s economic success and bright future and those 
who are still aspiring to it. 
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