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of reeducation camps in 

postwar Vietnam
Hoang Minh Vu

When the tanks of the People’s Army of Vietnam rolled into the 
Independence Palace in Saigon on 30 April 1975, it marked the end 
of a very long, bloody and fratricidal war. While in the immediate 
aftermath there were no bloody reprisals against the Saigon population, 
in the subsequent months, 200,000 to 250,000 people who had served in 
the fallen regime were ordered to report for cải tạo (‘reeducation’).1 These 
‘students’ were held against their will in secluded camps for anywhere 
between a week and more than two decades, depending on many factors 
including their role and rank in the fallen regime, their family background 
and connections and their actions in the camp.2 Activities in the camps 
included both political classes and manual labour. Their low rations, 
poor health care, the difficult terrain and the harshness of the work and 
punishments meant many died in the process. Graduates carried their 

1  Edward P. Metzner, ed., Re-education in Postwar Vietnam: Personal Postscripts to Peace, Texas 
A&M University Military History Series 75 (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 
2001), xiii; Frank Snepp, Decent Interval: An Insider’s Account of Saigon’s Indecent End Told by the CIA’s 
Chief Strategy Analyst in Vietnam, 1st Vintage Books edn (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1978), 476.
2  Lê Hư̋u Tri, Prisoner of the Word: A Memoir of the Vietnamese Re-education Camps (Seattle, WA: 
Black Heron Press, 2001), 18; Nghia M. Vo, The Bamboo Gulag: Political Imprisonment in Communist 
Vietnam (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2004), 207.
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past with them and were denied certain vocational and educational 
opportunities in the new socialist society. Many ended up emigrating and 
writing detailed memoirs, which I have consulted to construct an account 
of political reeducation in Vietnam.

These political reeducation camps have always been a puzzle for me as a 
historian of Vietnam coming from a family that has served the Communist 
Party for generations, because they appear in retrospect so unnecessary 
and wasteful. Unnecessary, because there was no appreciable threat of 
a counterrevolution against communist rule. The last American combat 
troops were withdrawn in 1973 in the face of massive antiwar protests 
from a war-weary public and, during the final Hồ Chí Minh Campaign, 
the US Congress declined to provide air support to the rapidly collapsing 
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), indicating that further foreign 
intervention was highly unlikely. The last South Vietnamese president, 
Dương Văn Minh, had ordered his troops to lay down their arms and, by 
mid-May, there was no anticommunist armed resistance of any significance 
remaining.3 It was wasteful because, while there were many in the South 
who disliked the communists, the majority of those who remained behind 
were ready to cooperate and move on with their lives. Those sent to the 
camps included skilled specialists like teachers, doctors and engineers 
who were sorely needed for reconstructing the nation after decades of 
war. Even after graduation, the lý lịch (‘background’) classification system 
that excluded them and their family from many opportunities also closed 
the door to true rehabilitation and national reconciliation.4 My study of 
the liberal foreign policy Vietnam adopted in the late 1970s before the 
Third Indochina War leaves me further baffled as to why the government 
pursued apparently contradictory policies at home and abroad.5

There has also been comparatively little Western scholarship dedicated to 
Vietnamese reeducation camps. Two of the most important monographs 
on Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) history in the past decade barely 
mention the camps at all.6 Only Huy Đức’s The Winning Side dedicates 

3  Huy Đức, Bên Thắng Cuộc: Giải Phóng [The Winning Side. Volume 1: The Liberation] (Los Angeles, 
CA: OsinBook, 2012), 3–21.
4  Ann Marie Leshkowich, ‘Standardized Forms of Vietnamese Selfhood: An Ethnographic 
Genealogy of Documentation’, American Ethnologist 41(1) (1 February 2014): 143–62, doi.org/ 
10.1111/ amet.12065.
5  Hoang Minh Vu, ‘The Third Indochina War and the making of present-day Southeast Asia’ 
(PhD diss., Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 2020), doi.org/10.7298/q44e-7k02.
6  Tuong Vu, Vietnam’s Communist Revolution: The Power and Limits of Ideology (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017); David W.P. Elliott, Changing Worlds: Vietnam’s Transition from the 
Cold War to Globalization (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2012).
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a chapter to the reeducation camps, revealing the process by which people 
were brought to the camps in the immediate aftermath of reunification and 
their plight in the system. While it is an extremely valuable work drawn 
from interviews with both internees and policymakers, Đức’s journalistic 
account does not reflect deeply on the theoretical underpinnings or 
process of reeducation itself.7 Much of the recent scholarship that 
explicitly mentions reeducation is written from the perspective of the 
overseas Vietnamese community and focuses on its effects on Vietnamese-
American issues like diasporic anticommunism and family reunification, 
rather than closely examining reeducation in theory and practice.8 In fact, 
some of the best reflections on Vietnamese reeducation have appeared in 
popular fictional works by diasporic writers like Viet Thanh Nguyen and 
Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai.9

This chapter argues that Chinese influence on the reeducation system 
was more direct and practical whereas Soviet influence was less direct 
and more theoretical, but in its final shape, the Vietnamese reeducation 
system was a product mostly of local circumstances. In drawing from 
the National Library of Vietnam’s collection of theoretical works that 
underpin reeducation, I trace the genealogy of Vietnamese reeducation 
from its Soviet and Chinese roots. My reconstruction of the reeducation 
camp experience relies largely on the Cornell University Library’s 
collection of memoirs published by graduates of reeducation who have 
resettled in the United States, the overwhelming majority of whom were 
former ARVN officers. By bringing together surviving theorical texts and 
firsthand accounts of those who underwent reeducation, this chapter will 
hopefully bring new insights into the understudied but important topic 
of reeducation in Vietnam. My conclusion is that Vietnamese reeducation 
camps earnestly set out on a pedagogical mission to create new socialist 
men and women by making them go through an imperfectly reconstructed 
wartime experience of the communist guerillas. In arriving at this 
conclusion, I highlight the role of the local cadres, whose interpretation 
of government directives most decisively shaped the lived experience of 

7  See Huy Đức, The Winning Side.
8  Tuan Hoang, ‘From Re-education Camps to Little Saigons: Historicizing Vietnamese Diasporic 
Anticommunism’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies 11(2) (2016): 43–95, doi.org/10.1525/jvs.2016. 
11.2.43; Sam Vong, ‘“Compassion Gave Us a Special Superpower”: Vietnamese Women Leaders, Re-
education Camps, and the Politics of Family Reunification, 1977–1991’, Journal of Women’s History 
30(3) (2018): 107–37, doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2018.0032.
9  Viet Thanh Nguyen, The Sympathizer (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2016); Nguyễn Phan Quế 
Mai, The Mountains Sing (Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books, 2020).

http://doi.org/10.1525/jvs.2016.11.2.43
http://doi.org/10.1525/jvs.2016.11.2.43
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reeducation, as well as contextualise the conditions in the camps as yet 
another episode in the cycle of political violence in Vietnam stretching 
back to the colonial era.

Reeducation as theory
While ‘reeducation’ is the most widely used translation of the Vietnamese 
term cải tạo (a direct translation of the Chinese gaizao 改造), it does not 
capture the meaning and connotations of the term very well. Cải denotes 
a repeated action, while tạo is best translated as ‘creation’. Cải tạo is thus 
a complete remaking, reforming, remoulding or renovation of something 
or someone. It was applied in the postwar years to all aspects of society: 
the economy, the land, hospitals and even the masses who had supposedly 
been long oppressed by the puppet Saigon regime. Cải tạo thus originally 
carried the positive overtone of the postwar idealism to reform all aspects 
of society to build a brighter socialist future. Indeed, cải tạo kinh tế/
cải tạo xã hội chủ nghĩa (‘economic and socialist reformation’) were the 
most common applications of the term ‘reeducation’ in the speeches and 
publications by Vietnamese leaders in the aftermath of reunification.10 
Yet, it was primarily because of its association with coercive government 
policies towards people that cải tạo came to acquire ominous connotations. 
That something or someone needed to go through cải tạo implied 
a deficiency in their character, and the state’s ability to act as the doctor 
for their condition emphasised its omniscience and omnipotence. While 
there were many different types of reeducation camps, including those 
still running today for drug addicts and former prostitutes, this chapter 
focuses on the experiences of those interned for political reeducation in 
the aftermath of reunification.

Reeducation camps have become a taboo subject in Vietnam, and even 
at the height of their operations in the 1970s and 1980s, there was little 
public official discourse on the subject. Nghia M. Vo terms reeducation 
camps ‘bamboo gulags’, highlighting the fact that, like many other 
Vietnamese policies, reeducation camps were influenced by precedents in 

10  Tố Hữu, Xoá Sạch Bóc Lột Đoàn Kết Nông Dân Lao Động Đưa Phong Trào Hợp Tác Hoá Nông 
Nghiệp Tiến Lên Mạnh Mẽ [Completely Eliminate Exploitation, Uniting the Working Peasantry to 
Advance under the Campaign of Communalising Agriculture] (Hanoi: Sự Thật, 1979); Lê Duẩn, Cải 
Tạo Xã Hội Chủ Nghĩa ở Miền Nam [Socialist Reform in the South] (Hanoi: Sự Thật, 1980); Chính 
Sách Đối Với Công Thương Nghiệp Tư Bản Tư Doanh ở Miền Nam [Policy towards Private Industry and 
Capitalist Businesses in the South] (Hanoi: Nhà xuất bản Lao động, 1978).
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the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China.11 He classifies them 
simply as death camps—a position evoking Hannah Arendt’s attempt to 
understand communism as just another iteration of totalitarianism, under 
which the reeducation camps are a tool of repression and control.12 While 
that is doubtless true on some level, it would be overly simplistic to stop 
there, because one would miss the defining characteristic of communist 
totalitarianism versus national socialist totalitarianism. Slavoj Žižek asks 
us to ‘consider the fact that, on Stalin’s birthday, prisoners would send 
him congratulatory telegrams from the darkest gulags: it isn’t possible to 
imagine a Jew in Auschwitz sending Hitler such a telegram’.13 There is 
thus a humanist aspiration hidden in the communist ideology that drives 
the reeducation camps: by having the bourgeoisie experience the lives of 
peasants and workers, they learn to empathise with the hardships of the 
working class and thus become committed to the socialist project.

Despite Nghia Vo’s comparison, Stalin’s gulags were created in a very 
different historical context from Vietnam’s reeducation camps, and I have 
not found any documents in Vietnamese showing the Soviet gulags were 
ever directly studied as a model. This is not surprising: in 1956, Soviet 
premier Nikita Khrushchev spoke vigorously against Stalin’s cult of 
personality and, in the following years, worked systematically to dismantle 
the gulag system as part of his de-Stalinisation program.14 With the Soviet 
Union a key patron in brewing the Second Indochina War, Vietnamese 
leaders would not have been especially keen to replicate a model Soviet 
leaders had disavowed. The extremely few Soviet texts on political reform 
and reeducation translated into Vietnamese focused instead on high 
Marxist theory and rhetoric, such as Georgy Fyodorovich Aleksandrov’s 
pamphlet The Rhetorical Method of Marxism is the Only Scientific Method 
to Examine the World and Reform the World through Revolution.15

11  Vo, The Bamboo Gulag, 1–4, 58.
12  Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1951), 
460–79.
13  Slavoj Žižek, ‘The Two Totalitarianisms’, London Review of Books, 17 March 2005.
14  Nikita Khrushchev, ‘Speech to 20th Congress of the CPSU’, 24–25 February 1956, available 
from: www.marxists.org/archive/khrushchev/1956/02/24.htm; A.P. van Goudoever, The Limits of 
Destalinization in the Soviet Union: Political Rehabilitations in the Soviet Union since Stalin (New York, 
NY: St Martin’s Press, 1986).
15  Georgy Fyodorovich Aleksandrov, Phương Pháp Biện Chứng Của Chủ Nghĩa Mác Là Phương 
Pháp Khoa Học Duy Nhất Để Nhận Thức Thế Giới và Cải Tạo Thế Giới Bằng Cách Mạng [The 
Rhetorical Method of Marxism is the Only Scientific Method to Examine the World and Reform the World 
through Revolution], Phan Nam, trans. (Hanoi: Sự Thật, 1955).

http://www.marxists.org/archive/khrushchev/1956/02/24.htm
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Maoist China exerted much more significant and direct influence on 
Vietnamese reeducation theory and practice. Mao Zedong had been 
blindsided by Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’, perceiving it as indirect 
criticism of his own cult of personality and an unacceptable intervention 
in Chinese domestic affairs.16 Meanwhile, Mao was undertaking the 
Hundred Flowers Campaign in 1956–57, encouraging intellectuals to 
freely criticise the failings of the party, before quickly shutting the campaign 
down and arresting those who had spoken out.17 The Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam was going through a similar process in the 1950s with the 
shuttering of the free-thinking magazines Nhân Văn (‘Humanities’) and 
Giai Phẩm (‘Masterpieces’) in 1958 and the arrest of the prominent artists 
and intellectuals who contributed to the movement associated with them, 
and the execution or reeducation of landlords as part of land reforms.18 
Coupled with China’s close physical and cultural proximity, it is perhaps 
no surprise there were many Chinese books on reform and reeducation of 
intellectuals and other ‘reactionary elements’ translated into Vietnamese 
in the 1950s and 1960s, forming the theoretical basis for the development 
of Vietnamese reeducation.

The Vietnamese translation of a major Chinese discourse by Lương Duy 
Trực (Liang Weizai?) on the reeducation of intellectuals, published in the 
wake of the 1950s land reforms, is an example of early Chinese influence 
on Vietnamese reeducation discourse. Lương observed that intellectuals 
generally came from bourgeois backgrounds, and even those who followed 
the revolution had little faith and were prone to thinking along ‘super-
social’ lines. He prescribed they undergo self-reeducation through reading 
Marxist theory and practice.19 Another key Chinese text, by Ngải Tư Kỳ 
(Ai Siqi?), warned cadres against punishing students harshly and rejecting 
their ideas and beliefs out of hand. Instead, cadres should hear out their 
charges’ viewpoints and seek common ground.20 Several memoirs of 

16  Lorenz M. Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the Communist World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2008).
17  Roderick MacFarquhar, The Hundred Flowers Campaign and the Chinese Intellectuals (New York, 
NY: Praeger, 1960); Hongda Harry Wu, Laogai, the Chinese Gulag (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
1992).
18  Kim Ngoc Bao Ninh, A World Transformed: The Politics of Culture in Revolutionary Vietnam, 
1945–1965 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2002); Alex-Thai D. Vo, ‘Nguyễn Thị 
Năm and the Land Reform in North Vietnam, 1953’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies 10(1) (2015): 
1–62, doi.org/10.1525/vs.2015.10.1.1.
19  Lương Duy Trực, Bàn về Cải Tạo Trí Thức [On the Reeducation of Intellectuals] (Hanoi: Sự Thật, 
1957), 7–9, 11, 14–16.
20  Ngải Tư Kỳ and Lữ Giang, trans, Vấn Đề Cải Tạo Tư Tưởng [On Reeducation] (Việt Bắc: Tổng 
cục Chính trị, 1951), 34–35.

http://doi.org/10.1525/vs.2015.10.1.1


225

7. RECYCLING VIOLENCE

Chinese intellectuals who had ‘volunteered’ for reeducation by going to 
the countryside and experiencing the hard lives of farmers and labourers 
also treated reeducation as a voluntary personal journey of self-reform and 
enlightenment.21 Even a report on the reform of intellectuals following 
the Hundred Flowers Campaign concluded that ‘the victory against the 
right-wingers not only pushed forward our rectification campaign but 
also increased the determination of the upper classes to undertake self-
reeducation for socialism’.22 Of course, these were theoretical propaganda 
texts that did not truly reflect the experiences of those intellectuals 
arrested in the purges. Yet, it is still important to acknowledge that the 
Chinese texts from which Vietnamese cadres learned about reeducation 
overwhelmingly emphasised the positive and voluntary aspects, took their 
pedagogical mission seriously and promised full reintegration into society 
for graduates.23

In the face of obvious disparities between theory and practice, and the 
lack of public discourse on the subject, survivors have advanced their 
own theories about reeducation. Huỳnh Sanh Thông acknowledges 
the positive philosophical underpinnings of reeducation as a process of 
creating new socialist men, but argues it failed in practice by incentivising 
greater individualism and heightening disaffection with the government.24 
This criticism is similar to Claude Lefort’s distinction of the totalitarian 
practice of communism versus its ideology, when he clarifies he is 
‘in  no way suggesting that the socialist movement bears the seeds of 
totalitarianism within itself … It is only too clear that totalitarianism 
implies the destruction of this movement.’25 In contrast, Lê Hư̋u Tri 
takes a poststructural approach and argues the structures of control in 
the camps were successful in inculcating in the prisoners the kind of 
self-discipline that would allow graduates to resume a politically chaste 

21  Hà Lan and Ngô Cảnh Siêu, Tham Gia Phát Động Quần Chúng Đã Cải Tạo Tư Tưởng Tôi 
[Participating in the Mass Movement has Reformed My Thoughts] (Việt Bắc: Sự Thật, 1953). 
22  Nguyễn Ngọc Kha, Cuộc Đấu Tranh Chống Phái Hữu và Cao Trào Thi Đua Tự Cải Tạo Tư 
Tưởng ở Trung Quốc [The Struggle against the Rightists and the Climax of the Reeducation Competition 
in China] (Hanoi: Sự Thật, 1958), 52–58.
23  See Minh Tranh and Hoài Nhàn, trans, Cải Tạo Học Tập [Reeducation], 2 vols (Việt Bắc: Sự 
Thật, 1950).
24  Huỳnh Sanh Thông, ed., To Be Made Over: Tales of Socialist Re-education in Vietnam, Lạc-Việt 
Series No.5 (New Haven, CT, and Boston, MA: Council on Southeast Asia Studies, Yale Center for 
International and Area Studies and William Joiner Center, UMass, 1988), vii–xiii.
25  Claude Lefort, The Political Forms of Modern Society: Bureaucracy, Democracy, Totalitarianism 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), 281.
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but economically productive role in the new society.26 This position is in 
turn similar to Michel Foucault’s governmentality theory, in which the 
modern state’s power rests on inculcating in its citizenry a self-critical 
ethos to follow social expectations.27 The ideal graduate of reeducation 
should become as Václav Havel’s famous greengrocer, whose hanging of 
a positive-sounding communist slogan outside his shop that he does not 
believe in helps him disguise the true power relations behind his action, 
and allows him to go on with his daily life as a productive and content, if 
politically repressed, citizen.28

Reeducation as policy
So how did high-minded Soviet rhetoric and Chinese positivity translate 
into what was ultimately a very coercive and violent Vietnamese 
reeducation system? Vietnamese texts on reeducation in the 1950s were 
much like the Chinese ones in their positive tone and gentler methods 
(on paper).29 The answer lies primarily in the adaptation of these theories 
to the local context of the Second Indochina War in the 1960s and early 
1970s, which gave rise to the need to efficiently reeducate prisoners of war 
and those in newly conquered or contested territories. While noting that 
most subjects of reeducation were cooperative or ‘not yet cooperative’, 
reeducation guidebooks from 1963 called for ‘severe punishment’ to be 
meted out to those who actively resisted reeducation.30 By 1972, legal 
experts were advocating life sentences and revocation of citizenship for 
‘traitors to the revolution’.31

26  Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 11–12.
27  See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York, NY: Vintage 
Books, 1995).
28  Václav Havel and John Keane, eds, The Power of the Powerless: Citizens against the State in 
Central-Eastern Europe (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1985), 10–29.
29  Thanh Niên Học Tập và Cải Tạo Tư Tưởng [Study and Intellectual Reform for Youths] (Việt Bắc: 
Trung ương Đoàn Thanh niên Cứu quốc Việt Nam, 1951).
30  Tài Liệu Học Tập về Công Tác Giáo Dục Cải Tạo [Manual on Carrying Out Reeducation] (Sơn 
Tây, Việt Nam: Ty Công an Sơn Tây, 1963); Đề Cương Học Tập về Công Tác Cải Tạo Thường Xuyên 
Cho Cán Bộ, Nhân Dân, và Các Đối Tượng Trong Diện Cải Tạo [Program Outline for the Regular 
Reeducation of Cadres, the Populace, and those Requiring Reeducation] (Nghệ An, Việt Nam: Ty Công 
an Nghệ An, 1964); Tài Liệu Hướng Dẫn Giáo Dục Cải Tạo [Manual on Reeducation] (Ninh Bình, 
Việt Nam: Ty Công an Ninh Bình, 1964); Về Công Tác Cải Tạo Những Người Cần Phải Tiếp Tục Cải 
Tạo Tại Chỗ [On the Reeducation of Those Who Must Remain Detained] (Thái Bình, Việt Nam: Công 
tư Hợp doanh Thái Bình, 1966).
31  Viện Luật học, Một Số Vấn Đề về Nhà Nước và Pháp Luật Việt Nam [Issues in the Government 
and Laws of Vietnam] (Hanoi: Nhà xuất bản Khoa học Xã hội, 1972), 120–21.
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The war also brought a new influence for Vietnamese reeducation: the 
Republic of Vietnam’s own penitentiary system. Infamous for its widespread 
arbitrary arrests, torture and indefinite imprisonment without trial in tiny 
and disease-ridden ‘tiger cages’, the South’s penal system saw communist 
soldiers and cadres experience at first hand a new kind of hell.32 To counteract 
international outrage at reports of the squalid conditions in its prisons, 
the Republic of Vietnam’s propaganda machine pumped out beautiful 
coffee-table books alleging good treatment and gainful reeducation were 
their mission. By disingenuously lowering the bar of reeducation to that 
of their dismal penitentiary system, the leaders of the Republic of Vietnam 
made an unwitting negative contribution to their own fate after 1975.33

In retrospect, it is clear the communist government faced no organised 
threat to its power after the victory of April 1975. However, one ought to 
be careful not to project this certainty on to revolutionaries who had fought 
for many years in the jungle and witnessed what they regarded as certain 
victory snatched from their hands in 1968 and 1972.34 Indeed, the few party 
directives that deal with political reeducation at the national level were made 
in the years immediately after the liberation of Saigon, and their foremost 
concern was security. Promulgated on 18 April 1975 during the liberation 
of Central Vietnam and with the collapse of the Saigon Government in 
sight, Secretariat Directive 218-CT/TW instructed:

As to prisoners of war: they should be treated humanely according 
to our policy … In dealing with officers: all must be rounded up, 
taken into custody, and be educated and perform labour; later on, 
depending on individual progress they will be classified and dealt 
with on a case-by-case basis … As for thugs, intelligence elements, 
military security, psychological warfare officers, pacification 
operatives, ringleaders of reactionaries, regardless of whether they 
are troopers, non-commissioned or commissioned officers, all 
must be rounded up for long-term reeducation, held in a safe and 
secluded location and be monitored closely.35

32  Nick Turse, Kill Anything that Moves: The Real American War in Vietnam (New York, NY: 
Metropolitan Books/Henry Holt & Co., 2013); Juan M. Vasquez, ‘House Unit’s Report on Vietnam 
Termed “Whitewash” by Aide’, The New York Times, 8 July 1970, available from: www.nytimes.com/ 
1970/07/08/archives/house-units-report-on-vietnam-termed-whitewash-by-aide-house-unit.html.
33  Vietnam Uy-hôi Quôc-gia Thông-tin, The Republic of Viet Nam Penitentiary System and the Civilian 
Prisoner Question (Saigon: National Commission for Information, Republic of Việt Nam, 1973).
34  Marilyn Young, Vietnam Wars 1945–1990 (New York, NY: Harper Perennial, 1991).
35  Đảng cộng sản Việt Nam [Communist Party of Vietnam], Văn Kiện Đảng Toàn Tập [Complete 
Document Series of the Party. Volume 37 (Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Chính trị quốc gia, 1998), 121–25, accessed 
from: dangcongsan.vn/cpv/Modules/News/ListObjectNews.aspx?co_id=30063 [page discontinued], as 
cited in Vu, ‘The Third Indochina War and the making of present-day Southeast Asia’, 35.

http://www.nytimes.com/1970/07/08/archives/house-units-report-on-vietnam-termed-whitewash-by-aide-house-unit.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1970/07/08/archives/house-units-report-on-vietnam-termed-whitewash-by-aide-house-unit.html
http://dangcongsan.vn/cpv/Modules/News/ListObjectNews.aspx?co_id=30063
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Directive 219-CT/TW further clarified the classification scheme based 
on rank, and set out the objectives of reeducation:

• to put them through thought reform
• to mine them for information
• to find out the entire organisational structure and operations 

of the enemy
• to prevent them from returning to the anti-revolutionary route 

and open the way for them to make amends for their past 
actions

• if any of them can be used for converting enemy troops or for 
security roles then let the Provisional Government pursue their 
services, but they must be carefully monitored.36

The imperatives behind the initial policy of reeducation were mainly 
security related. Evidently, from the beginning, party leaders envisioned 
a long process of reeducation for high-ranking ARVN officers, but still 
one that had the goal of reintegrating them into society in a politically 
diminished role in which they would look after themselves as per Lê Hư̋u 
Tri’s argument. While later directives reviewed and refined the process, 
the fundamental principles behind the policy remained intact.

We should also take a step back and view the reeducation camps in the 
broader context of state-building. All states desire some degree of control 
over and security for their citizens, but the Vietnamese state of the late 
1970s–80s placed a special premium on social stability. In part, this was 
born of the difficulty inherent in the unification of two hitherto separate 
and bitterly opposed halves of the country under a single system; in 
part, it was a response to new challenges abroad. After 1975, Vietnam 
became increasingly drawn into the Sino-Soviet Split, resulting eventually 
in Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia from late 1978 to 1989, a brief 
border war with China in 1979 and international isolation. The collapse 
of communism in Eastern Europe towards the end of the 1980s and the 
resultant instability after the withdrawal of Soviet aid further necessitated 
the maintenance of a high alert posture throughout the period.37 The 
continued operation of some reeducation camps into the late 1980s must 
be understood in this context.

36  Communist Party of Vietnam, Complete Document Series of the Party, Vol.36, 142–50.
37  Keith Weller Taylor, A History of the Vietnamese (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2013), 561–619. See also Vu, ‘The Third Indochina War and the making of present-day Southeast Asia’.
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Reeducation camps were also a key factor in another component of state-
building: socialist development. More than 30 years of near-continuous 
war had left the country in ruins. The victory brought both a shift from 
the thời kỳ quá độ (‘transitional period’) to xây dựng chủ nghĩa xã hội 
(‘building socialism’) and self-confidence from having defeated the 
‘American imperialists’. Vietnamese leaders thus saw 1975 as heralding a 
mature socialist and postcolonial period. Socialist designations that had 
been stashed away since the First Indochina War suddenly reappeared 
in 1976: the nation was reunified as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
and the Fourth Party Congress renamed the Vietnamese Workers’ Party 
the Communist Party of Vietnam. The same congress promulgated an 
ambitious Second Five-Year Plan that called for 13–14 per cent gross 
national income growth per annum, doubling within just five years. 
A key objective of this economic masterplan was the clearing of 1 million 
hectares of underutilised and war-ravaged land for cultivation.38 During 
the war, the fighting in the countryside had driven massive numbers of 
refugees into the overcrowded cities. By putting the leaders of the fallen 
regime to work on the frontier as part of their reeducation and encouraging 
graduates to go to new economic zones in other parts of the frontier, the 
reeducation camps performed the critical task of redistributing labour 
from the crowded cities to the labour-scarce frontiers. A study of the 
broader historical context of the reeducation camps, therefore, reveals 
how the political reeducation system was critical for both the security and 
the economic aspects of Vietnam’s state-building project.

Reeducation as practice
To fully understand reeducation as a social phenomenon existing beyond 
the typefaces of books and directives, we need to reconstruct and break 
down the component parts of the experience, which is no easy task. Many 
of the accounts on which this chapter is based are written in a very bitter, 
ideologically charged tone, which is entirely understandable in view of the 
severe hardships the authors claim to have undergone. While they give us 
valuable insight into the attitude the reeducation process inculcated in its 
graduates, the political agenda behind these works also compromises to 

38  ‘Báo cáo của Ban Chấp hành Trung ương Đảng tại Đại hội đại biểu toàn quốc lần thứ IV do 
đồng chí Phạm Văn Đồng trình bày [Report of the Party Central Committee at the 4th National 
Congress of Deputies Presented by Comrade Phạm Văn Đồng]’, in Communist Party of Vietnam, 
Complete Document Series of the Party, Vol.37, 610–701.
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a certain extent their factual accuracy. In addition, many of the accounts 
were written long after the events and contain inevitable factual errors. 
For example, Ngọc Ngạn Nguyễn claims that in one of his lessons in 
June 1975, Hồ Chí Minh was hailed as ‘the father of the new Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam’, even though the two halves of the country were 
not reunified under that name until 2 July 1976.39 There was also bound 
to be some variance in treatment between different camps and students. 
There is an inevitable process of self-selection at work among those 
who emigrated and published memoirs that can skew the data towards 
the harsher end of the reeducation experience. However, the fact they 
survived while others did not can skew the data the other way. To mitigate 
these problems, I focus on mining these accounts for facts rather than 
opinions. I also employ extensive cross-referencing as my main filter, such 
that each description of reeducation camps I examine has been testified 
to by three or more memoirs, making them more likely to be accurate 
and representative.

Within weeks or months of the fall/liberation of Saigon, officers of 
the fallen regime received orders via the public announcement system 
to present themselves according to rank at gathering points. They were 
told to prepare enough money and/or food for a reeducation course 
to last between 10 and 30 days—once again, depending on rank—
on Secretariat Directive 218-CT/TW’s recommendation that cadres, 
‘depending on the local political conditions, use suitable methods so that 
those who are still hiding are not too afraid, so that they dare to present 
themselves’.40 Those who failed to come in good time received warnings, 
but most of those summoned willingly gave themselves up, believing the 
government’s promise that reeducation would be only brief.41 According 
to official figures, 443,360 people voluntarily turned themselves in to the 
authorities for reeducation, compared with only 4,162 people arrested by 
force.42 This was largely because most believed in the official rhetoric of 
reconciliation and that they would undergo only a few weeks of relatively 
pleasant reeducation. Later, students would be continually reminded they 

39  Ngọc Ngạn Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven: A Story of One Vietnamese and the End of His World 
(New York, NY: Dutton, 1982), 100–101.
40  Communist Party of Vietnam, Complete Document Series of the Party, Vol.37, 121–25.
41  Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 13–23.
42  Huy Đức, The Winning Side, 27.



231

7. RECYCLING VIOLENCE

had signed up for reeducation willingly. The emphasis on voluntarism and 
efforts to secure it through deception are proof of the lingering influence 
of Chinese reeducation theory.

This deception around the date of release would be maintained throughout 
the reeducation process. Students were told the length of their reeducation 
was entirely dependent on their progress, and thus release became the 
ultimate incentive for hard work and obedience.43 There is the case of 
a man who saved his camp’s entire rice supply during what was most likely 
a Khmer Rouge attack and who was released a few weeks later, but this 
seemed to be a rare occurrence.44 At times, personal political connections, 
bribery or foreign intervention could also affect the length of a sentence, 
but this, too, was rare.45 The indeterminate length of reeducation was 
reminiscent of the communist guerillas’ own marathon struggle during 
the Vietnam wars, when their hopes for victory were dashed repeatedly 
in 1968 and 1972.

At first, students were required merely to submit their documents and 
answer questions, but later they would be asked to write a detailed kiểm 
điểm (‘self-reflection’).46 This included their military service history, 
especially any war crimes they had committed. There was an expectation 
that soldiers who had served in certain theatres and won certain decorations 
had committed serious crimes against the revolution, and some prisoners 
were pressured to fabricate their confessions to match these expectations.47 
They also had to provide detailed biographies of their extended families, 
which would be used to classify their class background and access to 
opportunities in the new society after reeducation.48 The level of detail 
was astounding: some students were reported to have filled 100-page 
notebooks and still asked for more paper.49

The seemingly bizarre thing about the entire exercise was the government 
already possessed much of the relevant biographical information: the 
archives and official papers of the Republic of Vietnam were captured 

43  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 128.
44  ibid., 166–67, 194–96.
45  Vo, The Bamboo Gulag, 114–15.
46  Metzner, Re-education in Postwar Vietnam, 7–8.
47  Tri Vu Tran, Lost Years: My 1,632 Days in Vietnamese Re-education Camps, Indochina Research 
Monograph 3 (Berkeley, CA: Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, 1988), 21–22.
48  ibid., 20.
49  Huy Hùng Nguyễn, Hồi Ức Tù Cải Tạo Việt Nam [Memories of Vietnam’s Reeducation Prisoners] 
(Los Angeles, CA, 2004), 257–59.
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almost intact and the communist wartime intelligence network was 
very efficient.50 The self-reflections served first and foremost, therefore, 
as confessions in lieu of a trial, reflecting what Žižek identified as 
Enlightenment influence on communist philosophy that distinguished 
it from Nazi philosophy: that there exists an onus on the state to prove 
a person guilty before condemning them to incarceration.51 Following 
Katherine Verdery’s landmark research on the secret police archives in 
Romania, I argue that the writing of kiểm điểm should also be understood 
as an ethnographic exercise.52 By providing a thick description of their 
own and their extended family’s backgrounds, written in the socialist 
language of ‘crimes against the people and the revolution’, the student 
produces a socialist-style ethnographic self-study by which they would be 
classified for further reeducation.

The writing of kiểm điểm did not end with classification into camps, but 
became a daily fixture in the life of a student, with some camps requiring 
students to write up to three times a day.53 Since writing kiểm điểm 
was not confined to reeducation, and is an act still performed regularly 
today by all members of Vietnamese society from the time they are 
schoolchildren, it should be understood also as preliminary training for 
Southerners to use the formulaic, politically loaded language of official 
communist documents. According to Alexei Yurchak and Ann Anagnost, 
this performative use of language is central to communist pedagogy as it 
shapes the boundaries of ‘progressive’ or ‘civilised’ discussion.54 Far from 
just an administrative form to be filled out, the writing of kiểm điểm was 
a core component of the quest to make new socialist men and women.

Students were then divided and transported in covered trucks to remote 
camps. It was common for a student to be cycled through several camps 
during the process of reeducation. The camps were spread throughout the 
country from north to south, often housed in abandoned ARVN military 
bases, French-era cash-crop plantations and former prison camps that 
had been used by the French and Americans to incarcerate communist 

50  Tran, Lost Years, 19.
51  See Žižek, ‘The Two Totalitarianisms’.
52  Katherine Verdery, Secrets and Truths: Ethnography in the Archive of Romania’s Secret Police, Natalie 
Zemon Davis Annual Lecture Series (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2014), 155–212.
53  Vo, The Bamboo Gulag, 68–70.
54  Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation, In-
Formation Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 84–108; Ann Anagnost, National 
Past-Times: Narrative, Representation, and Power in Modern China (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1997), 17–44, doi.org/10.1215/9780822378402.
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revolutionaries.55 There, they were subject to a dual regime of manual 
labour in the day and political classes in the evenings. Topics for the classes 
included Marxist philosophy, the imperialist designs of Washington, the 
puppet regime of the South, the communist government’s policy towards 
those who served the fallen regime and their responsibilities to the new 
society—all taught in a highly doctrinaire and wholly uncontradictable 
manner.56 They were also taught revolutionary songs and asked to put 
together variety shows for honoured guests and traditional festivals.57 
Living conditions were tough: there was very little food and medicine, and 
communications with families were censored, although this was relaxed 
somewhat over time, allowing for family visits and even for husbands to 
spend some nights with their wives.58 In many ways, this pattern of social 
and intellectual life reflects that of the common communist foot-soldier, 
drafted into the army and sent far from his native North to fight for 
decades in extremely difficult conditions. 

Manual work in the countryside ranged from relatively pleasant vegetable 
growing and housebuilding to hard labour such as logging and rice 
farming. While the targets given were not unreasonable for healthy young 
men, the work was especially onerous for old or disease-stricken city folk 
who were never given adequate training, tools or food rations to perform 
their jobs effectively. The clearing of minefields so the land could be made 
agriculturally productive was the one task feared above all others and 
accounted for many injuries and fatalities. The teachers were very explicit 
about the purpose of such labour: it was hoped that by undertaking 
the same tasks the revolutionaries had performed with their own hands 
during the war, the former ARVN officers would come to understand and 
appreciate the work of the men across the barbed wire.59

In addition to the presence of armed guards, psychological and 
organisational tactics played a major role in camp security. In one 
case, 20 ‘students’ who had reported a concealed weapons storehouse, 
an anti-government network and even an older brother who did not 
report for reeducation were ‘released’. This turned out merely to be 

55  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 119.
56  Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 36–37.
57  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 144–53.
58  Tran, Lost Years, 35–36; Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 75–76.
59  Van Thanh Lu, The Inviting Call of Wandering Souls: Memoir of an ARVN Liaison Officer to 
United States Forces in Vietnam Who Was Imprisoned in Communist Re-Education Camps and Then 
Escaped (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1997), 54–55, 62–64.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

234

a  ruse to encourage students to do the self-reflections truthfully and 
thoroughly.60 In another instance, a list of students soon to be released 
was intentionally left in a bathroom to raise students’ hopes.61 And, in an 
especially elaborate case, students’ loyalties were tested by spreading false 
news of an American invasion and an anticommunist insurrection in the 
countryside, and having students dig trenches to prepare for the defence 
of the camp.62 In concert with deception, the degree of reliance the 
regime placed on self-discipline was a classic manifestation of Foucaultian 
governmentality. Rewards were given to certain students derisively called 
‘antennas’ or ‘moles’ to give information about what their comrades were 
up to.63 At certain camps, students took turns to keep watch at night 
and had responsibility for maintaining discipline.64 The total control of 
information and surveillance, including self-surveillance, in reeducation 
camps not only thwarted opposition, but also replicated the party’s 
total control over information in the society beyond the camps’ fences, 
and served to acclimatise students to life under such a system. These 
security measures, however, also had the undesired effect of undermining 
the spirit of comradeship among students and encouraging a strong 
individualistic ethos.65

The combined effect of these psychological tactics was that, even though 
some of the camps had lax perimeter security and their labours would often 
take students far from the fenced perimeter, few students tried to escape. 
The army’s total control over the countryside meant all accounts of escape 
attempts ended in recapture.66 Punishments were harsh, especially in the 
beginning when summary executions made examples of deserters.67 Later, 
a noncooperative student might find themselves isolated in a CONEX 
box, confined to a tiger cage, tied to a pole and left in the elements, locked 
in a wooden cangue and/or having their rations reduced.68 The locations 
of the camps and the methods of punishment employed were almost 

60  Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 37–39.
61  Lu, The Inviting Call of Wandering Souls, 80.
62  Lê, Prisoner of the Word, 96–119.
63  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 191–92.
64  Tran, Lost Years, 166.
65  Lu, The Inviting Call of Wandering Souls, 102–3.
66  ibid., 114; Viết Điền Dương, Trại Ái Tử và Bình Điền: Hồi Ký Cải Tạo [The Ai Tu and Binh 
Dien Camps: Memoirs of Reeducation] (San Jose, CA: Thằng Mõ, 1993), 201–7.
67  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 117–18.
68  Tran, Lost Years, 159–60; Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 257.
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identical to those used by the previous anticommunist regimes, such that 
they served, whether intentionally or not, to reconstruct even that aspect 
of the revolutionary experience.

The brutality of the punishment and surveillance regime coupled with 
the sheer workload and poor living conditions made any direct opposition 
nearly impossible. But resistance did eventually arise in the form of 
stiob—a concept explained by Dominic Boyer and Alexei Yurchak as 
‘such a degree of overidentification with the object, person, or idea at 
which [it] was directed that it was often impossible to tell whether it was 
a form of sincere support, subtle ridicule, or a peculiar mixture of the 
two’.69 A captured deserter, instead of trying to defend themselves, would 
make an enthusiastic public speech condemning their own actions using 
all the flowery communist vocabulary they had been taught, for which 
they could be congratulated by their fellow students with impunity.70 
In another instance, a class received a lecturer’s every pronouncement 
with such loud clapping and ironic repetitions of slogans that order had 
to be called for.71 The similarly repressive environments of Vietnam’s 
reeducation camps and the Soviet media had given rise to the same late-
socialist aesthetics of resistance.

No anthropological account of the reeducation camps is complete without 
also paying attention to the other participants in the process: the guards 
and the students’ families. The guards are often portrayed as very young 
and inexperienced, with those from the North more rigidly indoctrinated 
and thus less compassionate than those from the South.72 They ostensibly 
shared the same diet as the students, but stories about the discovery of 
milk and chicken in their quarters dispelled this myth.73 There are also 
many accounts of corruption and even sexual predation from poor and 
restless soldiers placed so far from their families, which gravely damaged 
the image of communist discipline they had carefully cultivated during 

69  Dominic Boyer and Alexei Yurchak, ‘American Stiob: Or, What Late-Socialist Aesthetics of 
Parody Reveal about Contemporary Political Culture in the West’, Cultural Anthropology 25(2) 
(2010): 179–221, doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1360.2010.01056.x.
70  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 258–59.
71  Tran, Lost Years, 57–58.
72  ibid., 162.
73  Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 168.
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the war.74 In a sense, the guards and even the People’s Army of Vietnam 
were the unmourned victims of the moral degeneration that occurred in 
the reeducation camp system.

Part of the reason Vietnamese reeducation camps never became permanent 
communities after closure like the Soviet gulags was because most of those 
in the Vietnamese camps were men, so no long-term community could 
be sustained from the original population.75 The impact on women has 
often been ignored. While their husbands were undergoing reeducation, 
women had to lead the household and find employment—sometimes for 
the first time. As the communists saw women as having been victims of 
the old regime, they were encouraged to the forefront of state-building. 
Most were pressured to join the Association of Liberated Women, whose 
nightly activities took up enormous time, especially as they were expected 
to volunteer for public duties. Some women played the black market 
and the new regime well, using sex and connections as their tools for 
advancement.76 Thus, women were able to play a much more prominent 
role in the new society as an indirect consequence of their husbands 
being sent to reeducation, but it is far from clear whether they uniformly 
appreciated this form of liberation. It is perhaps more accurate to describe 
their navigation of the new political space after the revolution as an 
exercise in the politics of disappointment.77

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have examined three aspects of political reeducation in 
Vietnam: theory, policy and practice. In the theory section, I explored 
the pedagogical impetus behind reeducation and the Soviet and Chinese 
influences. In the policy section, I explained the security and economic 
motives behind the setting up of reeducation camps, and how the Second 
Indochina War shaped local conditions that were substantially different 

74  Lu, The Inviting Call of Wandering Souls, 112–13; Nguyễn, The Will of Heaven, 256–71.
75  Anne Applebaum, Gulag: A History of the Soviet Camps (Oxford, UK: Penguin Books, 2012); 
Paul R. Gregory and Valery Lazarev, The Economics of Forced Labor: The Soviet Gulag (Stanford, 
CA: Hoover Institution Press, 2013); Aleksandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn, The GULAG Archipelago, 
1918–1956: An Experiment in Literary Investigation (New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1974); Gerhard 
Toews and Pierre-Louis Vezina, Enemies of the people, NES Working Papers No.w0279 (Moscow: 
New Economic School, December 2020), available from: ideas.repec.org/p/abo/neswpt/w0279.html.
76  Huỳnh Sanh Thông, To Be Made Over, 43–77.
77  Jessica Greenberg, After the Revolution: Youth, Democracy, and the Politics of Disappointment in 
Serbia (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014), 23–50.
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from those in the Soviet Union and China, leading to adaptation of 
reform-minded theory into punishment-oriented policy. In the practice 
section, I showed how the process of reeducation closely mirrored the 
experience of communist cadres during the Vietnam War. Reeducation, 
therefore, should be understood as another grand socialist experiment in 
social engineering, but with multiple and evolving objectives. It was to be 
a magic bullet for many of postwar Vietnam’s problems. 

Regardless of its objective, political reeducation in Vietnam has largely 
failed. If its purpose was revenge, reeducation became a massive waste 
of manpower and resources that also degraded the moral character and 
discipline of the cadres who took part in the project. If reeducation was 
meant to facilitate reunification and reconstruction, it was wasteful and 
unnecessary, because the communists already had total control of the 
country by 1975, and reeducation merely diminished the nation’s pool of 
skilled labour and delayed the process of national reconciliation. Whereas 
some former prisoners of Siberian gulags moved back to the cities of 
Eastern Europe or emigrated, many remained in the areas around the 
old camps and, with their skills and education, improved the standards 
of living of these remote areas.78 By contrast, no Vietnamese reeducation 
camps became significant settlements after their closure. If reeducation 
was meant to create new socialist men and women, it failed abjectly: 
most of its graduates never integrated into the new society even in the 
depoliticised capacity originally envisioned. Many chose the option of 
emigration when it was presented to them in the early 1990s. Today, 
they form the core of overseas dissident groups agitating against the 
government, driven in part by the suffering and indignity they endured 
during the reeducation process.79

Political reeducation in Vietnam was a grand project that was meant 
to alleviate the security dilemma of pacifying South Vietnam after the 
Vietnam War, contribute to reconstruction of the country by employing 
forced labour to expand agricultural activity and fundamentally remake 
the men who had served in the Saigon regime as new socialist citizens 
with limited political rights. It was to do this by placing these men in 
secluded camps, where they were exposed to an imperfectly reconstructed 
version of the wartime experience of the average communist revolutionary, 
from the forced conscription, remote location and shortage of food and 

78  See Toews and Vezina, Enemies of the people.
79  See Hoang, ‘From Re-education Camps to Little Saigons’.
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medicine to the daily political study, hard labour and similar forms 
of punishment. Ultimately, political reeducation failed to achieve any of 
its lofty goals, wasting a great amount of skilled labour, resources and 
goodwill in the process.

But perhaps reeducation’s greatest failure was its inability to break the 
cycle of political violence that had persisted since the colonial era, as 
overzealous cadres exercised on their prisoners the same inhumane 
methods that had been visited on the communists by the French and 
South Vietnamese regimes. This finding echoes the work of scholars who 
have found in both international and local contexts that the character 
of many colonial-era institutions has a longevity far beyond the collapse of 
formal empires.80 The high-minded theories of the communist founding 
fathers were translated into the gulags of Stalin’s Soviet Union, carried 
over into the reeducation camps for the intellectuals of Mao’s China 
and finally adapted to Vietnam’s context of postconflict reconstruction 
and national reconciliation. The political violence of the Vietnamese 
reeducation camps cannot be understood outside this tragic historical 
context. The case of the reeducation camps highlights both the difficulty 
of breaking such cycles of political violence and the greatness of those few 
leaders in recent memory—Nelson Mandela, Óscar Arias, Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf—who managed such difficult transitions successfully.

80  Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2004); Daron Acemoglu 
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