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CHAPTER 15

Vietnam: Whither the 
Paris Peace Accords!*,**

I

When, in April 1973, I published an article on the Paris Peace 
Agreement entitled ‘Unworkable Agreement’ in this journal (April 
14, 1973), I was criticised for my ‘pessimism’ and ‘sectarianism’. In 
this article, I had made the following points:

1. The Agreement on Ending the war and Restoring Peace in 
Vietnam was a compromise document meant to accommodate all 
the signatories and both the Vietnamese and the Americans had 
been forced to make concessions on their long-standing demands 
on each other.

2. The Vietnamese revolutionaries were compelled to yield on certain 
crucial issues due to the inadequacy of Soviet and Chinese aid and 
the pressure of these countries for ‘peace’ resulted in the imposition 
on the Vietnamese accords that did not expel the Yankee aggressors 
nor liquidate the Saigon puppet government.

* This is the only Economic & Political Weekly article which doesn’t have any 
endnotes or references.

** Lajpat Rai, ‘Vietnam: Whither the Paris Peace Accords!’, Economic & Political 
Weekly 9, no. 49 (1974): 2013–2016.
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3. The Agreement on the face of it was unworkable and did not 
represent such a victory for the popular forces in Vietnam as it was 
made out by the pro-Moscow section of the world Communist 
movement. The sense of elation at the signing of the Agreement 
was, therefore, misplaced.

For pointing this out, I was dubbed as a sectarian who could not fully 
visualize the great victory achieved by the Vietnamese with the help 
of their socialist allies and who had the audacity to criticise the great 
socialist countries for pursuing a policy of detente with the US. As to 
the Peace Agreement, it was thought to be perfectly workable on the 
guarantee of the powerful socialist camp led by the Soviet Union, on 
the one hand, and the anti-war movement in the USA and elsewhere 
in the capitalist world on the other.

What is the reality of the situation in Vietnam after more than 20 
months of the signing of the Paris Peace Accords? This reality has been 
described in the October 8 statement of the Provisional Revolutionary 
Government of the Republic of South Vietnam circulated by the 
Embassy of DRVN in New Delhi. The statement begins with the 
following words: ‘More than 20 months have elapsed since the sign-
ing of the Paris Agreement on Vietnam, but real peace has not yet 
been restored in South Vietnam and the aspirations of the people for 
peace, independence, democracy, welfare and national concord have 
not been realised.’

The statement accuses the US government and the puppet Thieu 
administration on going back on ‘all their commitments’ and of pursu-
ing ‘a policy of war by sabotaging in an extremely brutal manner the 
Paris Agreement and the Joint Communique of June 13, 1973’.

Describing the situation of the people living under ‘the tyranni-
cal, ruthless rule of Nguyen Van Thieu junta’ as ‘more critical than 
ever’, the statement says: ‘millions have been thrown into concen-
tration camps, hundreds of thousands of political prisoners are still 
detained, taxes are heavy, prices exorbitant…poverty and famine are 
rampant…life is getting more and more impossible’. After describing 
the traitor Thieu as ‘equivalent of war, repression, terror, exploitation, 
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corruption, death, poverty, hatred and division’, the statement calls 
for the ‘overthrow of the Thieu regime and the formation in Saigon 
of an administration committed to peace and national concord and 
willing to implement the Paris Agreement on Vietnam seriously’. 
The statement accuses the US of ‘consistently sabotaging’ the Paris 
Agreement ‘in a systematic and very serious manner, while the Nguyen 
Van Thieu junta bent on serving the interests of US imperialism in 
carrying on with the war, …thus multiplying its crimes against the 
people’. The demand for the ‘overthrow of the Thieu gang in Saigon’ 
thus takes the Vietnam revolutionaries back to their old position 
before the signing of the Paris Agreement when they insisted on the 
disbandment of the Thieu administration as a precondition for signing 
the Paris Agreement. They had, however, been prevailed upon to, or 
‘blackmailed’ into, accepting Thieu in Saigon by the detente-loving 
leaders of the socialist camp. The October 8 statement of PRG is 
also an acknowledgement of the fact that the Paris Agreement is an 
unworkable agreement so long as US forces in disguise are in Vietnam 
and Thieu is in Saigon.

II

There is no atrocity, no breach of faith that US imperialism has not 
committed in recent years in Vietnam. The atrocities are too numer-
ous and too well known for us to list. As regards breach of faith, here 
are examples:

Article 4 of January 23, 1973 ceasefire Accords stipulates: ‘The 
United States will not continue its military involvement or intervene 
in the internal affairs of South Vietnam.’ This is the fiction. The fact 
is stated by the New York Times of February 25, 1974: ‘Today one year 
after the signing of the ceasefire agreement, 4,940 US civilian “advis-
ers” and technicians are employed in jobs directly related to Saigon 
dictatorship’s war effort’.

Although US troops have been withdrawn from Vietnam, the 
vital role they played in keeping the dictator Thieu in power has been 
replaced to the extent possible by a massive infusion of US ‘advisers’ 
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and military aid. This was corroborated by David K. Shipler, a New 
York Times correspondent writing from Saigon:

The United States, far from phasing out its military involvement 
in South Vietnam has descended from a peak of warfare to a 
high plateau of substantial support, despatching not only huge 
quantities of weapons and ammunition but also large numbers 
of American citizens who have become integral parts of South 
Vietnamese supply, transport and intelligence systems. (New York 
Times February 16, 1974) 

Speaking about US aid to the Thieu regime, Shipler states:

Although defence Department officials have refused to disclose just 
how much money they channel into the Saigon police apparatus, 
Senator Edward Kennedy estimates that as of last June Washington 
had spent more than 130 million on Thieu’s police and overflowing 
jails. However, this is only a drop in the bucket. Total US military 
aid to the Saigon regime this year [1974] is officially reported at 
$1,900 million and the true figure is pretty much higher.

According to Shipler, Thieu received about $3,000 million in military 
aid in the fiscal year ending June 30, 1973. Economic aid must be 
added to this. This will, says Shipler, amount to around $732 million 
in the fiscal year 1974. Such economic aid is a long-term project. On 
the basis of Thieu’s most optimistic projections, the World Bank has 
estimated that, by 1990, Saigon will still need at least $450 million a 
year in economic aid to stay afloat. Economic aid between 1974 and 
1990, the Bank concluded, will have to be at least an annual average 
of $1,100 million. Faced with this unpleasant prospect, Washington 
is attempting to spread some of the burden to its imperialist partners. 
Japan, West Germany and France have already provided grants and 
loans to Thieu and negotiations are in progress for aid from Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Korea and Taiwan. Such is the extent 
of US involvement in Vietnam, which in effect makes a mockery of 
US withdrawal from the country, as well as of the entire Paris Accords 
which were signed with such solemnity in full view and approval of 
the whole world.
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On the other hand, in Laos, the revolutionists have been able to 
secure more gains since the Peace Accords of February 22, 1973. This 
agreement, very similar to the agreement at the Paris Peace Conference 
for Vietnam, provides for a ceasefire, an end to all foreign interven-
tion, the formation of a government of national union and a national 
political consultative council and free and democratic general elections. 
The (Provisional) government of national union was formed in March 
which includes as many ministers from the Pathet Lao as from the 
Vientiane administration. However, this is not the first time that a 
reconciliation has occurred in Laos. In 1955–57 and in 1962–63, coali-
tion governments were established that sought to follow a ‘neutralist 
policy’. But both times they were overthrown by Right-wing forces 
supported and encouraged by the American imperialists.

The situation after February 1973 is, however, different. The Pathet 
Lao is stronger than ever and controls 80 per cent of the national ter-
ritory and over 50 per cent of the population. But the main factor that 
has upset the relationship of forces is the new attitude of the Americans 
who are mainly interested in cutting off the supplies that were reaching 
the NLF and the guerrillas of the Cambodian liberation forces along 
the Ho Chi Minh trail that crosses Laos. The American imperialists 
have now come to realize that bombings were totally ineffective and that 
what could not be achieved through repression pure and simple may 
be achieved more effectively at the economic and reconstruction level.

The presence of Pathet Lao detachments in Vientiane and at 
Luang Prabang will make coups by the reactionaries very difficult, 
if not impossible. On the other hand, their presence encourages the 
population of these cities and in general of the whole zone formerly 
controlled exclusively by the Souvanna Phouma government to voice 
their demands and to act politically—something that was inconceivable 
before the February 1973 Accords. The partial victory of the Laotian 
revolutionaries was thus concretised by the February Accords and the 
situation thus created can now be effectively utilised for deepening 
the class struggle throughout the country with the aim of winning 
complete victory for the popular forces.

This situation unfortunately is not obtainable in South Vietnam, 
many essential provisions of the Agreement relating to whom have 
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not been implemented, thanks to the perfidious behaviour of the US 
Administration and Nguyen Van Thieu. On the contrary, threats are 
being made of the resumption of hostilities in war-devastated Vietnam. 
Recently, Henry Kissinger emphasised that US economic and military 
aid to the Thieu regime was on the basis of Paris Agreement which 
recognised South Vietnamese’s right for self-determination. He reiter-
ated that the US government recognised only Thieu’s government in 
South Vietnam and nobody else. Another, more serious, threat has 
come from the commander of US forces in the Pacific, General Gayler, 
who in an interview with US News and World Report (March 17, 
1974) had warned that ‘the United States is preparing to return’ and 
that the ‘US troops are ready to continue fighting and resuming the 
bombardments and blockade against the DRVN’. President Gerald 
Ford is continuing to operate the Nixon doctrine and the US policy has 
not changed a bit under the new administration. The Paris Agreement 
has been accepted only in the breach rather than in its implementation 
by Washington and Saigon while the PRG has done all it could to 
implement the Agreement honestly and sincerely.

The only hopeful indication in the otherwise gloomy situation in 
South Vietnam is the development of a popular movement for the 
removal of Nguyen Van Thieu from power in Saigon. This movement 
is the result of realisation that this despotic and anti-people regime 
pursuing cruel repression and tyrannical methods is deliberately con-
tinuing a policy of war and stands in the way of restoration of peace 
on the basis of implementation of the Paris Accords. The Thieu junta, 
however, finds protection behind the American military and economic 
shield and hopes to continue its illegitimate and barbarous rule for a 
long time to come. There are examples in the contemporary world of 
similar regimes lasting for a long time under the imperialist umbrella.

III

As to my contention about the Soviet and Chinese role in pressur-
izing the Vietnamese to accept the Paris Accords, an article by Tad 
Szulc, published in the summer issue of Foreign Policy, throws a flood 
of light on the working of detente and its effect on the situation in 
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Vietnam, Tad Szulc is a leading American journalist with a long 
experience of work in the field as a special correspondent of the 
New York Times.

Szulc’s article reveals that Kissinger conducted secret negotia-
tions concerning the course of war in Southeast Asia beginning as 
early as 1969. This was kept secret until January 1972. They were 
so secret that only the highest US, Moscow and Hanoi officials 
knew they were going on. Even President Nguyen Van Thieu was 
kept in the dark. According to Szulc, two major disagreements held 
Washington and Hanoi apart in their secret Paris talks. The first was 
Washington’s initial insistence on withdrawal of North Vietnamese 
troops from South Vietnam in return for withdrawal of US troops. 
The second was Hanoi’s insistence that the Thieu regime must go. 
A turn in the situation came in May 1971, writes Szulc, ‘against the 
background of increasingly hostile public opinion at home…and in 
the context of Kissinger’s conviction that the key to a Vietnam settle-
ment was a detente with both the Soviet Union and China’. At this 
point, Kissinger hinted that Washington would not insist on a North 
Vietnamese withdrawal from South Vietnam if in return Hanoi would 
reciprocate by dropping its insistence on the removal of the Thieu 
regime. Hanoi rejected this out of hand and the war continued. As 
Washington withdrew troops, it escalated bombing attacks. Domestic 
pressure against the war increased the anxiety in the White House to 
obtain a settlement. By January 1972, three facts concerning the war 
in Southeast Asia had become evident to the Nixon Administration. 
First, the United States could not crush the Vietnamese on the bat-
tlefield. Second, this was not only because the Vietnamese liberation 
forces outflanked the US military machine but also because of the 
anti-war movement at home which restricted the US options. The 
war had to be ‘wound down’ to appease the American public. Third, 
in order to achieve this end, Washington had to get the cooperation 
of Peking and Moscow, especially the latter. A diplomatic settlement 
leaving intact a pro-US military bastion in Saigon required pressures 
from its main sources of military and economic aid. Without this, the 
Vietnamese could not be moved from their stand that ‘Thieu must go’. 
On March 30, North Vietnam opened its massive offensive which, 
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without the inhuman and indiscriminate American bombing, would 
have toppled the Thieu regime. Szulc writes: 

When the scope of the Communist offensive was finally realised, a 
touch of panic developed in the White House. The fall of Quangtri 
during April deepened the concern as well as the growing belief 
that the United States must intervene massively to save Saigon 
from collapse.

It was in this context, writes Szulc, that Nixon despatched Kissinger to 
the Soviet capital to explore the situation with Brezhnev and to enlist 
his support in persuading Hanoi to cease the offensive.

The Kissinger mission to Moscow on April 20 was shrouded in 
total secrecy and it was a success. Brezhnev agreed to transmit 
Kissinger’s secret proposals to Hanoi and urge the Vietnamese to 
resume negotiations. But, in the meanwhile, the military situation 
in South Vietnam had deteriorated to such a point that Nixon and 
Kissinger began to plan retaliatory action against North Vietnam.

In the second week of May 1972, Nixon ordered the bombing of 
North Vietnamese cities and the mining of the port of Haiphong. 
Two weeks later, he was given a fraternal reception in Moscow as US 
bombs poured down on North Vietnamese cities killing thousands in 
cold blood. The pro-Moscow traditional Communist parties around 
the world further helped to derail the anti-war forces with the false 
promise that Nixon’s deals with Brezhnev would soon bring peace to 
Vietnam. According to Szulc:

While Nixon was in Moscow, he listened to three-hour long 
speeches by top Kremlin leaders…. Even Kosygin Confined his 
protest to the danger of a Soviet ship being hit by American 
bombs…. None of the three Russians [Brezhnev, Kosygin and 
Podgorny] suggested that the continuing war and the bombing in 
Vietnam was an obstacle to detente.

Soviet President Podgorny was despatched to Hanoi ‘to convey to 
the North Vietnamese, as soon as possible, the views Kissinger and 
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Nixon had expressed in Moscow’. It was after this, says Szulc, that 
Hanoi shifted its position on Thieu in October 1972. Now the North 
Vietnamese accepted plans for settlement, that, at least temporar-
ily, left the Thieu regime in power in Saigon. It was the foothold 
Washington was wanting. However, according to Szulc, by December, 
the North Vietnamese began to have doubts about the settlement, as 
they saw the US rush $1 billion worth of military hardware to Thieu 
to beat the ceasefire deadline. They proposed changes in the text one 
of which was regarding the release of American POWs which they 
sought to make conditional on the release of hundreds of thousands 
of political prisoners held by Saigon. Then in mid-December came 
the savage record-breaking bombings of Hanoi which aroused repug-
nance all over the world, except in some socialist countries. Szulc 
believes that ‘the US administration realised that the bombings were 
not sustainable over an indefinite period, for international as well as 
domestic reasons. They were, therefore, a short-term proposition.’ He 
quotes one US official as saying: ‘we are bombing to inflict the greatest 
possible damage on North Vietnam, so that Thieu would be able to 
accept the Agreement’. Szulc significantly writes:

Evidently, Hanoi felt, early in January, that it had taken all 
the punishment it could take and proposed the resumption of the 
negotiations. Ironically, as the United States discovered from the 
intercepted North Vietnamese tactical communications, Hanoi 
had only a two-day supply of SAM anti-aircraft missiles on hand 
when the bombing stopped.

The information in Szulc’s article confirms the correctness of those 
who hold the view that the so-called detente was a callous betrayal 
of the glorious Vietnamese revolution by the two largest socialist 
states, particularly the Soviet Union, who ironically stake claims to 
the hegemony of the socialist camp. The struggle in Vietnam has to 
continue—a grim long-drawn-out struggle of a heroic Asian people 
betrayed both by friends and foes, yet setting an example of revolu-
tionary determination and a spirit of combat seen in Asia only during 
the Chinese revolutionary struggle against the same enemies: US 
imperialism and its local henchmen. Unfortunately, the worldwide 
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struggle in support of the Vietnamese revolution as well as the anti-
war movement in the United States and Europe have flagged, thanks 
to the erroneous idea spawned and circulated by the traditional CPs 
and liberal opinion in the USA and Europe that the Paris Agreement 
signified the victory for the Vietnamese struggle. In fact, the Paris 
Agreement was nothing but an ambush for the struggle of the South 
Vietnamese revolutionaries—an ambush prepared with the help of a 
section of the socialist camp.




