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The Vietnamese Communist Party adopted a rigid Maoist-model to foment class
struggle to eradicate all traces of ‘feudalism’ and ‘capitalism’ across the northern
countryside during the 1950s. The mass campaign began in late 1952 then ended
abruptly in late 1956 due to the violent chaos it unleashed. A growing body of
critical scholarship exists on this campaign; however, the importance of the final
step in the campaign’s model remains largely overlooked — namely, the ‘reorganisa-
tion’ of local Party cells, the goal of which was to extend Party control, especially in
areas only recently liberated from French colonial rule. Lengthy, detailed, and
confessional in nature, the reports present not only the mobilisation team’s achieve-
ments, but also include extensive discussions of the failures arising from the team’s
efforts to assess, purify, and then consolidate the cells. The analysis focuses the
‘story-telling devices’ the report authors used to frame these outcomes. The findings
contribute not only to the critical historiography of the tumultuous period, but also
the emerging sub-field of failure studies.

The study of failure is undergoing a critical turn. Integrative work is now moving
beyond long-standing questions. What constitutes failure? Can it be avoided? And
how is it best understood — from a realist position for which objective criteria
exist, or a social constructivist one that reflects subjective interpretations? Case studies
are also expanding to include new areas of investigation: redefinitions of failure as
success, failure as a mode of resistance to neoliberalism, failure modelling to anticipate
scenarios of future breakdown in an era of accelerating climate change, and so on.1

This article draws upon this critical turn to reimagine failure in a context where fail-
ure is omnipresent — the world of development policy. The literature on this topic is
vast, with much of it traditionally adopting the view that such policy either is a
technocratic tool for rational problem-solving or a political one for extending
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bureaucratic power. Of course, the dichotomy is a false one.2 Neither position is
mutually exclusive of the other and other possibilities exist, as this case study
shows.3 Historically, the study concerns the Communist Party’s efforts to violently
transform property relations in northern Vietnam (1952–1956). Analytically, it
takes up the methodological question of how to engage with the source base— dozens
of anonymous field reports — without reducing our understanding of what allegedly
occurred to the dichotomy of success versus failure. With that in mind, this article
examines how the nearly always anonymous report authors rhetorically communi-
cated failure, both in imaginative and material terms, via different ‘storytelling
devices’.

Oliver Kessler, writing about neoliberal forms of governmentality, identifies three
framings related to it: ‘failure as empirical irregularity, failure as miscommunication,
and failure as a mode of organization’.4 His focus is on how these explanations iden-
tify the purported causes of these failures but in a manner that leaves the structural
logics and values of neoliberalism intact. Failure, from this perspective, is a type of
success, as it perpetuates, if not strengthens, neoliberalism in its varied forms.

My focus is similar, despite unfolding in a radically different context — the final
years of the First Indochina War (1946–1954) followed by the initial efforts to insti-
tutionalise Party-state rule across the newly independent Democratic Republic of
Vietnam. The efforts to implement this goal relied heavily upon the concept of ‘emu-
lation’ (thi đua), a model for change that remained in use for decades thereafter in
both the public and private spheres.5 In practice, emulation required people to repro-
duce desired forms of thought and action. The theory being that they would, through
repetition, become ‘exemplary’ (gu ̛o ̛ng mẫu) and thus models for others to emulate,
driving the process forward in cumulative fashion until the desired goal was attained.6

But the examination of the ‘storytelling devices’ in the reports reveals that emulation
of the mobilisation model did not occur, at least not in the way policy documents pre-
scribed. Yet, the model remained fundamentally unchanged for the duration of the
multi-year campaign, raising the question as to whether the absence of iterative policy
learning was deliberate and/or due to something else. This question informs but does
not determine the analysis here of failure (re-)framed.

The stated purpose of the campaign, which utilised Maoist models of class strug-
gle, was to end ‘feudal’ and ‘capitalist’ exploitation of poor and landless peasants with
the expected outcome being greater food security that would, in turn, fuel rapid agri-
cultural development. The campaign unfolded in a series of ‘waves’ that began in
November 1952 and ended in October 1956, with eight rounds of land rent reductions

2 Tania Li, The will to improve: Governmentality, development, and the practice of politics (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2007).
3 James Scott, Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human condition have failed (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); James Ferguson, The anti-politics machine: Development, depoliti-
cization and bureaucratic power in Lesotho (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990).
4 Oliver Kessler, ‘The study of failures and the problem of contingency’, in Routledge international
handbook of failure, Adriana Mica et al. (London: Routledge, 2023), pp. 123–36.
5 Lada Homutová, ‘Vietnamese political power, authority and legitimacy in the context of emulation
movements’ (Ph.D. diss., Charles University, Prague, 2018).
6 Ken MacLean, The government of mistrust: Illegibility and bureaucratic power in socialist Vietnam
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013).
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and six more of the land reforms proper. The campaign affected more than 3,300
communes, with some undergoing only one round of class struggle while others
experienced multiple ones.7 The word ‘error’ (sai lâm̀) frequently appears in accounts
of the period, including official ones. (The Rectification of Errors, the Party-state’s
multi-year effort to restore order follow the campaign is a case in point.) An ‘error’
was a capacious concept that covered not only deviations from policy, but also things
such as the tens of thousands of incidents of wrongful imprisonment, torture, and
execution.8 Not surprisingly, the frequency and severity of these reported ‘errors’
increased dramatically following the end of the First Indochina War, as the number
of communes undergoing the campaign exploded, doubling approximately twice from
‘waves’ three to four and then again from four to five, which affected 466, 859, and
1,720 communes, respectively.9

But why use the concept of failure rather than ‘error’? Broadly defined, failure
means the fact of someone or something not succeeding. The concept of failure
thus includes not only the ‘errors’ the mobilisation cadres identified, but also less ser-
ious instances where desired end(s) were not met or fell short, what the reports
described as ‘mistakes’, ‘limitations’, ‘shortcomings’, and so on. The goal here is
not to definitively prove whether the campaign as a whole or specific aspects of it
failed either programmatically or ideologically. Rather, the goal is to understand
how the mobilisation cadres themselves framed failure in their ‘recapitulation’ (tôn̉g
kết) reports, which focused on what they called the ‘experiential lessons learned’ dur-
ing campaign implementation.

The narration of failures appears most clearly with regard to the ‘reorganisation’
(chın̉h đốn) of rural Party cells, the final step of the five-step Maoist model and the
focus of this case study. Reorganisation consisted of three main tasks.10 First, the
expulsion and punishment of those existing members categorised as belonging to
groups targeted for class struggle. Second, the re-education of those with somewhat
problematic but still acceptable backgrounds and behaviour. Third, the promotion
of some radicalised peasants, then called ‘backbone elements’, into positions of lead-
ership despite having little to no relevant knowledge, skills and, quite often, the ability
to read or write. Structured activities to help build solidarity between the remaining
‘old’ and the ‘new’ cadres followed, with the average rural cell then consisting of 10
to 20 members. The point of these activities had a larger purpose as well.
Specifically, it was to strengthen the cell’s legitimacy in the eyes of the commune’s
inhabitants and, by extension, deepen Party and state control over local affairs, espe-
cially in recently liberated areas where it previously exercised little or none.11

7 Edwin Moise, Land reform in China and north Vietnam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina,
1983), pp. 186–7.
8 Edwin Moise, ‘Land reform and land reform errors in North Vietnam’, Pacific Affairs 49, 1 (1976):
70–92.
9 Ibid., pp. 107–8.
10 ‘Chi ̣ thi ̣ của Ban Bí thu ̛ số 19/CT-TƯ, ngày 12 tháng 4 năm 1956, bổ sung một vài điê ̉m vấn đê ̀
chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong CCRĐ và kiê ̉m tra lại CCRĐ’ [Party Secretariat instruction number
19, 12 April 1956, expanding on some issues of concern regarding the reorganisation of rural cells during
the land reforms and its reinspection] VKĐTT (Hà Nội: Chính tri ̣ Quốc gia, 1956), p. 652.
11 ‘Mấy ý kiến vê ̀ chın̉h đốn công tác chi bộ nông thôn (Tài liêụ này soạn sau đọ ̛t 1 giảm tô), Kinh
nghiêṃ chın̉h đốn chi ̣ bộ nông thôn trong giam̉ tô và caỉ cách ruộng đất’ [Some ideas regarding the
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Precisely who authored the reports is rarely known. The trajectories of these
reports are still poorly understood as well. In vertical terms, the reports made their
way up the administrative chain-of-command with the ultimate readership likely
being members of the Central Land Reform Committee. In horizontal terms, the
Central Land Reform Committee periodically compiled large numbers of the ‘recap-
itulation’ reports into published volumes, presumably for other cadres tasked with
implementing the campaign to study. (The longest one obtained was nearly 450
pages.) The publisher, the Central Land Reform Committee, did not organise the con-
tents in any systematic fashion beyond chronology by ‘wave’, however. Neither is
there any attempt to synthesise the separate findings into patterns of ‘lessons learned’.

Despite such limitations, the ‘recapitulation’ reports warrant more than a passing
footnote in the historiography of the mobilisation campaign. Indeed, the first official
scholarly history of the mobilisation campaign, published by the Institute of
Economics in 1968, noted that the ‘reorganisation’ process was, when the Party lead-
ership abruptly halted the campaign in 1956, the first of three ‘errors’ most in need of
urgent ‘rectification’.12 Yet, this part of the process has received almost no attention.
To address this oversight, it is important to remember that ‘reforms themselves are
cultural’, as Colin Hoag and Matthew Hull point out. ‘They entail norms, ways of
speaking and interpreting, and a politics.’13 Close attention to these cultural aspects
of the reports through their ‘storytelling devices’ offers the means to deepen our
understanding of failure, both as the report authors framed them and, by extension,
how we might re-frame them from the vantage point of the present.

This article consists of four main sections, each focusing on how different ‘story-
telling devices’ narrate cadre assessments of failure and the interpretive challenges
they raise when subject to analysis. The first section provides further details on the
historiography of this period and how the ‘recapitulation’ reports can be situated
within it. The second section directs attention on the initial task of ‘reorganisation’,
the assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the extant Party cell at the individ-
ual level as well as collectively. The third section details the next task, the ‘purification’
of the partially ‘reorganised’ cell via different forms of disciplinary action. The fourth
section examines the final task, the techniques the mobilisation teams used to foster
‘unity’ between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ cell members to consolidate the ‘reorganised’ cell
ideologically as well as socially. The conclusion returns to the question of what the
‘recapitulation’ reports offer, theoretically and methodologically, towards more fully
understanding this still highly controversial mobilisation campaign, and studies of
failure more broadly.

reorganisation of rural cells mission (Documents compiled after rent reductions wave 1)’, in Experiences
of the reorganisation of rural cells during the rent reductions and land reforms (Hà Nội: Nhà xuất bản Ủy
ban cải cách ruộng đất Trung u ̛ơng, 1955), pp. 11–12.
12 Trâǹ Phương, chủ biên, Cách mạng ruộng đất o ̛̉ Viêṭ Nam [Land revolution in Vietnam] (Hà Nội:
Uỷ ban Khoa học Xã hội Viêṭ Nam, 1968), p. 189. ‘The striking of enemies’ in terms of the types and
severity of the punishments meted out and the implementation of the Party’s line on ‘class’ matters
were the second and third, respectively.
13 Colin Hoag and Matthew Hull, ‘A review of the anthropological literature on the civil service’,World
Bank policy research working paper no. 8081 (2017), p. 15.
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Context
A consensus now exists that the Communist Party’s senior leadership, including

Hô ̀ Chí Minh, embraced the Maoist model for waging class warfare from the very
start with full knowledge of the violent chaos it would unleash across the countryside.
Indeed, in the most definitive work to date, Mass mobilization in the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam, 1945–1960, Alec Holcombe argues that the key purpose of the
campaign was from its inception narrowly self-interested. The central goal, he states,
was ‘to use the landlord class as a scapegoat for six years of unsuccessful economic
policies and other unpleasant aspects of rural life in northern Vietnam’s liberated
zones’.14 But two additional factors mattered tremendously as well. Commune resi-
dents frequently manipulated the process to retain power and wealth, settle personal
scores, obtain coveted property, become cadres themselves, and so on.15 Cadres tasked
with carrying out the campaign also received little training beyond ‘study sessions’
beforehand. The sessions, which were largely ideological rather than practical in
nature, meant that mobilisation cadres were methodologically ill-prepared to imple-
ment the campaign properly, even where they acted in good faith.16 It is possible
to argue, as Holcombe does, that the campaign’s architects were well aware that
these latter two factors would reinforce the scapegoating of ‘class enemies’ as a
means to deflect criticism away from the Party. From this perspective, the violent
chaos was a success. But it was also a failure, when contextualised more broadly.
The same chaos significantly threatened the newly independent regime’s stability,
and it also hindered post-campaign efforts to promote agriculture productivity via
gradual collectivisation.17

Interestingly, report contents do not exhibit obvious signs of a scapegoating strat-
egy. It is difficult to believe the report authors were not aware of the results desired,
however. Memories of the 1951–1952 Maoist-style ‘Thought Reform’ campaign,
which purged many thousands of Party members, were still fresh.18 Fresher still
was a May 1953 Politburo directive, issued just prior to ‘wave’ one of the land reforms.
It declared that landlords constituted at least five per cent of the total population, irre-
spective of realities on the ground, meaning there was an official quota in effect.19 Yet,
the report contents were usually measured in tone, empirically oriented, and largely
devoid of political slogans as this representative example illustrates:

During the land rent reduction campaign, why is it that [we have] not yet replaced the
landlords in the [Party] cell with the poorest and most wretched of peasants? The causes:

14 Alec Holcombe, Mass mobilisation in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 1945–1960 (Honolulu:
University of Hawai’i Press, 2020), p. 139.
15 On the controversial ‘bloodbath theory’, see Alex-Thai Vo, ‘Preliminary comments on mobilising the
masses, 1953’, Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 31, 3 (2016): 1019.
16 Moise, Land reform in China and north Vietnam, pp. 226–36.
17 MacLean, The government of mistrust, pp. 54–77, 94–110.
18 Nguyễn Ma ̣nh Hà, ‘Công tác chın̉h huấn cán bộ (1951–1953)-Một số kết quả và kinh nghiêṃ’, [The
task of cadre thought correction (1951–1953)-Some results and experiences], Tạp chí Lic̣h su ̛̉ Đan̉g 7, 380
(2022): 86–92.
19 ‘Politburo’s directive issued on May 4, 1953, regarding some special issues on mass mobilisation’,
Journal of Vietnamese Studies 5, 2 (2010): 243–7.
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1. [We] have yet to correctly assess the situation of those rural cell members who lack
clean [personal] histories. [We] have yet to sufficiently perceive the landlord situ-
ation that has controlled the cell for a long time. Resultingly, there are cadres who
blindly believe in the bad cadres.

2. With regard to the bad cadres that [we] discovered, there are some cadres who regret
[their actions] because they believe in labouring [as peasants], have ability, are cul-
tured, etc. Those [cadres] should not be disciplined.

3. [We] have used the Party’s methods to carry out reorganisation, but [we] did not
learn to rely upon the masses and did not listen to their opinions. Consequently,
we did not clearly distinguish these bad Party members from good ones, therefore,
[we] lacked the means to purge these Party [bad] members perfectly.20

References to Marx, Lenin, Mao, or socialism are rare as well. Nevertheless, the lan-
guage in the reports makes it clear that the authors had undergone significant ideo-
logical training judging by the fluency with which they expressed themselves in such
terminology. Such jargon can be off-putting, and it likely was at the time to ordinary
people. But it is crucial to attend to how they deploy it to frame failure because it also
conveys the conceptual life-worlds these mobilisation cadres inhabited at the time.21

The reports are striking in many other respects as well. They vary considerably in
length, with the average length of those examined being approximately 15 typewritten
pages, and the longest reaching 51 pages. Considerable differences in narrative detail
and analytical sophistication also exist, further indicating that there was no official
template to guide their authors. The lack of such a template meant that there were
no apparent limitations on the amount and type of information sought. As a result,
the reports contain a diverse array of information ranging from micro- to macro-level
issues. Brief profiles of the landlords targeted sometimes appear.22 So, too, do the
commentaries on the poor and landless peasants recruited, periodically including
dialogue-style excerpts of their indoctrination.23 Notably, the affective dimension,
in terms of the language of peasant victimisation, is almost entirely lacking, however.

20 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết công tác chın̉h đốn chi bộ trong đợt thí nghiẹm cải cách ruộng đất’ [Recapitulation
report regarding the task of reorganising cells during the experimental wave of the land reforms]. In Kinh
nghiêṃ chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong giam̉ tô và caỉ cách ruộng đât [Experiences of reorganising rural
cells during the land rent reductions and the land reforms] (Hà Nội: Uỷ ban cải cách ruộng đất trung
u ̛ơng, 1955), p. 178.
21 See also, Alec Holcombe, ‘The complete collection of Party documents: Listening to the Party’s offi-
cial internal voice’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies 5, 2 (2010): 225–42.
22 See, for example: ‘Đội An-Khánh phất động quâǹ chúng truy cu ̛ờng hoà gian ác và tay sai (Kinh
nghiêṃ đọ ̛t I cải cách ruộng đất ở Thái Nguyên’ [An-Khanh team mobilises the masses to pursue village
bullies and their henchmen (Thai Nguyen land reform wave 1 experiences)] (n.d.); ‘Báo cáo tổng kết phát
động quâǹ chúng đáu tranh thực hiêṇ cải cách ruộng đất (Đoàn công tác thí điê ̉m cải cách ruộng đất
Trung ưo ̛ng ở Thái Nguyên’ [Recapitulation report on the mass mobilisation struggle to implement the
land reforms (Central-level brigade mission for the Thai Nguyen land reform experiments)] (n.d.).
23 See, for example: ‘Đồng chí Đàm-Tá-Ban bắt rễ và bô ̀i dưỡng anh Sinh (Báo cáo đồng chí Ban, cán
bộ Binh-Thuâ ̣n trong hội nghi ̣ tổng kết đợt thí điê ̉m cải cách ruộng đất Thái Nguyên)’ [Report on com-
rade Ban during the Binh Thuan cadres conference recapitulating the Thai Nguyen land reform experi-
mental wave] (n.d.); ‘Đồng chí trong phát động tu ̛ tu ̛ởng ông Kế và bôi dưỡng ông đi xâu chuỗi mở rộng
tố khổ (Trích nội san đọ ̛t II của đoàn cải cách ruộng đất Thai Nugyên-Bắc Giang’ [The ideological
mobilisation of comrade Mr. Ke and the strengthening of his ability to string beads to widen denuncia-
tions (Internal excerpts of the Thai Nguyen-Bac Giang land reform brigade wave 2] (n.d.).
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Quotes taken from the denunciation of landlords do not appear, for example. Neither
do details on trial outcomes. Also missing are references to other important concur-
rent events, such as the 1953 famine, then unfolding across large swathes of the nor-
thern countryside. The authors, except in very few cases, do not cite other pertinent
policy documents either, while the important 1953 Land Reform Law is not men-
tioned at all.

These variations aside, all of the reports shared two basic components. The open-
ing section detailed what the mobilisation team accomplished. In nearly all cases, the
results took the form of statistics, such as the types of ‘class enemies’ identified, the
amount of land and private property redistributed, the number of previously margin-
alised peasants promoted into positions of administrative authority, and so on. The
accuracy of these figures, later revised, sometimes significantly, should not be dis-
missed as merely being politically expedient claims crafted to please their superiors.
The campaign did, in fact, produce positive outcomes and changed the lives of
millions for the better. But, as the next section of the reports made clear, the achieve-
ments did not come without costs. These costs, which generally received far more
attention and narrative space in the reports than did the achievements, detailed
what the typically anonymous authors framed as failures.

The lifecycle of the reports is very difficult to reconstruct as well. Most obviously,
the reports do not include dates, only subtitles that indicate that a report concerns
events that occurred during a specific ‘wave’. Consequently, it is not possible to accur-
ately determine when the report was written, much less when it was submitted to the
team’s superiors to be read. The timeliness of the reports with regard to policymaker
decision-making schedules is thus unknown. Additionally, internal government docu-
ments customarily list which branches of the bureaucracy are to receive copies, mak-
ing the institutional audience for them clear in the process. The ‘recapitulation’
reports do not include such details either, so identifying the likely trajectories of
these reports must rely upon conjecture.

In several instances, the Central Land Reform Committee compiled dozens of
separate reports, as well as policies that did not always appear in the Complete collec-
tion of Party documents, and then published them in the form of lengthy volumes.24

The 1955 Experiences of reorganisation of rural Party cells during the land rent reduc-
tions and the land reforms, is one such example. The page numbers of other ‘recap-
itulation’ reports indicate that they were once part of a published volume but are no
longer so. Other reports have no page numbers at all and may (or may not) have cir-
culated as standalone ones. These uncertainties reflect the source of the materials,
used-book dealers in Hanoi, who, when asked, either could not or would not explain
how they themselves acquired Xerox copies of the original typewritten reports.

These limitations aside, the reports are nonetheless illuminating. To demonstrate
how, this case study draws upon 89 primary source documents. Thirty-four of the
reports focus on different aspects of the ‘reorganisation’ of rural Party cells; 43 on
issues specific to the land rent reductions and land reforms, and 15 more on these
efforts in Thái Nguyên Province, the geographic location featured.

24 For further discussion of the significance of this collection, see the forum section in the Journal of
Vietnamese Studies 5, 2 (2010).
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Several features made Thái Nguyên an ideal, though not the sole, site for the start
of the mass mobilisation campaign. Much of Thái Nguyên was in a liberated area dur-
ing the First Indochina War, the population was portrayed in official documents as
being ‘patriotic’, and the province contained numerous genuine ‘landlords’ that col-
lectively owned nearly 20 per cent of all the arable land according to assessments.25

Communes in Thái Nguyên served as sites of experimentation and, in theory, the
implementation of ‘experiential lessons learned’ over several years for these reasons.26

Interestingly, ‘recapitulation’ reports that mobilisation teams in other provinces sub-
mitted (e.g., Phú Thọ, Tuyên Quang, Yên Bái, Bắc Giang, and Hà Tĩnh) over these
early ‘waves’ exhibit strong similarities. These similarities indicate that the Thái
Nguyên reports were not atypical. But Thái Nguyên Province was different from
the other provincial reports in one important respect. Thái Nguyên was the only prov-
ince to undergo successive ‘waves’ of both the land rent reductions and land reforms,
meaning there was a degree of continuity and, in theory, accrued knowledge regarding
the ‘experiential lessons learned’ not necessarily generated elsewhere. Several direct and
indirect references to Thái Nguyên in central-level policy documents promulgated
during this initial period (late-1952 to late-1954) further suggest that the architects of
the campaign did in fact regard the province as a useful case-study as a result.27

Table 1. Thái Nguyên mass mobilisation timeline

Rent and interest
rate reductions Wave Start End

Communes
affected

Experimental November 1952 January 1953 2
1 14 April 1953 22 July 1953 6
2 25 August 1953 20 October 1953 33
3 20 December 1953 21 January 1954 32

73
Land reforms Experimental 25 December 1953 30 March 1954 6

Wave 1 25 May 1954 20 September 1954 47
Wave 2 23 October 1954 15 January 1955 22

75

Source: Nguyễn Duy Tiến, ‘Qúa trình giải quyết vấn đê ̀ ruộng đất ở Thái Nguyên từ sau cách ma ̣ng
tháng 8 năm 1945 đến hết cải cách ruộng đất’ [Resolving land issues in Thai Nguyen from the
August 1945 Revolution through the end of the land reforms] (Ph.D. diss., Institute of History,
Hanoi, 2000), pp. 6, 17–18, 74, 82, 88.

25 Nguyễn Duy Tiến, ‘Thực hiêṇ thí điê ̉m chính sách ruộng đất của Đảng ở Thái Nguyên nhũ ̛ng năm
1952–1953’ [The implementation of the Party’s land reform experiments in Thai Nguyen during
1952–1953]. Tập chí lic̣h su ̛̉ Đan̉g 12 (1999): 60–3.
26 These lessons also served as a negative example due to the reproduction of ethnic-majority Kinh
chauvinism in the ethnically diverse northwestern provinces. Personal communication, Christian
Lentz, 19 Apr. 2021.
27 ‘Nghi ̣ quyết của Hội nghi ̣ Bộ Chính tri,̣ tù ̛ ngày 8 đến 9 tháng 8 năm 1953, vê ̀ chın̉h đốn công tác
phát động quâǹ chúng’ [Politburo conference resolution, 8–9 August 1953, regarding the task of mass
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Cell assessment
A circular, issued in mid-March of 1953, shortly before the first wave of land rent

reductions began in Thái Nguyên, summarised the central goal of the ‘reorganisation’
of rural Party cells. The main purpose of the process was to ensure that the new cell
would be ‘pure’, the relationship between its members and non-members ‘tight’, and
the political and economic interests of peasants ‘regained’.28 The point of departure
for achieving the second two goals was thus the first: purification. But the circular
did not specify how the teams should actually ‘purify’ a cell. The situation changed
in mid-November when a new instruction provided a typology for teams to use.
The typology, which remained substantively unchanged over the course of the entire
multi-year campaign, called on the teams to first assess a cell member’s ‘class fraction’,
‘point of view’, and ‘ideology’ to determine whether they should be individually cate-
gorised as ‘good’, ‘mixed’, or ‘bad’.29 People assigned to the first category were to be
retained, the second ‘reformed’ if possible, and the third expelled. (By default, land-
lords and rich peasants fell into the third category, though they were not always
expelled in practice.30) Determinations regarding the members categorised as
‘mixed’ were not always easy to make, however.

A person’s ‘history’, that is, one’s track record of support for the revolutionary
cause, was an indicator that could sway the team’s decision either way. So, too, was
the nebulous concept of liên quan, which in this context meant ‘to have connections’
with a ‘class enemy’. The nature of the connection (both frequency and type) did not
receive policy clarification beyond specifying blood relatives and ‘lackeys’ as givens.
Due this partial silence, it is not surprising the ‘recapitulation’ reports frequently
noted the teams employed the concept too broadly and ‘disciplined’ otherwise accept-
able cell members, who were then expelled.31 One Thái Nguyên report, to offer a rep-
resentative example, bluntly acknowledged that the team’s ‘documentation was always
vague, fragmentary, [as well as] insufficiently investigated and synthesised, so there
were incorrect conclusions’.32 The numbers were telling in this regard.

mobilisation]. VKĐTT (1953), pp. 277–93; ‘Chı ̉ thi ̣ số 107 của Ban Bí thu ̛, ngày 7 tháng 12 năm 1954, vê ̀
viêc̣ chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong cải cách ruộng đất’ [Party Secretariat instruction no. 107, 7
December 1954, regarding rural cell reorganisation during the land reforms]. VKĐTT (1954),
pp. 393–402; ‘Chı ̉ thi ̣ số 59 chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn cuộc vận động quâǹ chúng giảm tô’ [Party
Secretariat instruction no. 59, 28 December 1953, regarding the reorganisation of rural cells during
the rent reduction mass mobilisation]. VKĐTT (1953), pp. 562–74; Nguyễn Duy Tiến, ‘Qúa trình giải
quyết vấn đê ̀ ruộng đất ở Thái Nguyên tù ̛ sau cách mạng tháng 8 năm 1945 đến hết cải cách ruộng
đất; [The process of resolving land issues in Thai Nguyen from before the August 1945 Revolution
through the end of the land reforms]. (Ph.D. diss. Hanoi, Institute of History, 2000).
28 Chính phủ nu ̛ớc Cộng hòa xã hội chủ nghĩa Viêṭ Nam, ‘Vì đăỳ ma ̣nh cuộc kháng chiến chống Pháp’
[Socialist Republic of Vietnam, ‘With a view towards strengthening the resistance war against the
French’], 11 Aug. 2010, http://www.chinhphu.vn/portal/page/portal/chinhphu/noidungchinhsachthanhtuu?
categoryId=698&articleId=10001591 (last accessed 12 Apr. 2024).
29 ‘Chı ̉ thi ̣ của Ban bi thú ̛, ngày 10 tháng 11 năm 1953, vê ̀ chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong phát động
quâǹ chúng’ [Party Secretariat instruction, 10 November 1953, regarding the reorganisation of rural cells
during the mass mobilisation]. VKĐTT (1953), pp. 357–8.
30 ‘Chı ̉ thi ̣ 59’, VKĐTT (1953), pp. 356–64.
31 See, for example, ‘Báo cáo tổng kết 5 bu ̛ó ̛c…’, p. 11.
32 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết tình hình chın̉h đốn tổ chức trong cải cách ruộng đất đọ ̛t 1 Thái Nguyên’ (n.d.)
[Recapitulation report on the situation of organisational reorganisation during Thai Nguyen land reform
wave one]. KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 208; Nguyễn Duy Tiến, ‘Thụ ̛c hiêṇ thí điểm chính sách ruộng đất của
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Numbers may be ‘gestural’ in nature, meaning their primary importance may lie
in their metaphorical or rhetorical use.33 In the context of the campaign, the numbers
regarding ‘class enemies’ included in the reports represented the scale of the threat
and thus the perceived urgency of the need to eradicate it. Determining the scale of
the threat by reading the reports is challenging, however. Most of the reports have
a narrow geographic focus, such as a single commune out of the several targeted.
In addition, these reports break down the cell’s membership by ‘class fraction’, but
typically only in percentage terms, meaning the totals out of which these figures
were determined was missing.

A report on the land rent reductions in Thái Nguyên, for example, stated that the
number of landlords in Party cells relative to the total number of landlords in the
province was nearly 50 per cent, with some communes reaching between 70–80 per
cent.34 Another report, this one on the land reforms experimental ‘wave’, found
that 63 per cent of the Party cells in the six communes targeted were ‘bad’ as a result
of the number of landlords and rich peasants in them.35 Land reform ‘wave’ one find-
ings were similarly alarming, if accurate. The teams identified 76 landlords, 129 rich
peasants, and 44 ‘other exploiters’ within the 47 Party cells examined.36 According to
the report’s author, 32.94 per cent of these cells needed to be completely disbanded
and created anew; 52.24 per cent partially reorganised following a period of
‘re-education’ for those not expelled; and a mere 14.38 per cent requiring no signifi-
cant changes in member composition.37

These statistics should be treated with caution, however. Provincial data later
revealed that the totals were often wrong by a significant margin (Table 2). A
re-assessment, conducted during the post-land reform ‘Rectification of Errors’ cam-
paign found that the Thái Nguyên teams had wrongly categorised 30.79 per cent of
the cell members. Out of total of 3,488 people, 1,074 were incorrectly assigned as
being either ‘exploiters’ or having ‘connections’ with them.38 The ideological ‘error’
of ‘Leftism’, defined here as excessive revolutionary zeal when carrying out policies,
was even worse when all ‘class enemies’ in the 75 communes targeted are included.

Đảng ở Thái Nguyên nhũ ̛ng năm 1952–1953’ [The implementation of the Party’s land reform experi-
ments in Thai Nguyen during 1952–1953]. Tập chí lic̣h su ̛̉ Đan̉g 12 (1999): 60–3.
33 Mary Poovey, A history of the modern fact: Problems of knowledge in the sciences of wealth and society
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 172.
34 ‘Làm thế nào để chın̉h đốn chi bộ trong phát động quâǹ chúng giảm tô đu ̛ợc tốt (Tài liêụ của Ban
Tổ chú ̛c Trung u ̛ơng)’ [How to reorganise cells with good results during the land rent reduction mass
mobilisation (Central Department of Organisation documents)]. KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 92.
35 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết phát động quâǹ chúng đấu tranh thụ ̛c hiêṇ cải cách ruộng đất (của Đoàn công tác
thí điê ̉m cải cách ruộng đất Trung u ̛ơng ỏ ̛ Thái Nguyên’ [Recapitulation report on the mass mobilisation
struggle to implement the land reforms (Central brigade mission land reform experimental wave in Thai
Nguyen)]. (n.d.), p. 8.
36 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết tình hình chın̉h đốn tổ chú ̛c trong cải cách ruộng đất dọ ̛t 1 Thái Nguyên’
[Recapitulation report on the organisational reorganisation situation during Thai Nguyen land reform
wave I]. (n.d.) KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 198.
37 Ibid., p. 199.
38 ‘Báo cáo kiê ̉m điểm công tác sửa sai của tın̉h Thái Nguyên, đơn vi ̣ bảo quản 302’ [Mission assess-
ment corrections report on Thai Nguyen Province, preservation unit 302], cặp 21, Lưu tru ̛ Tın̉h ủy Thái
Nguyên) [portfolio 21, Thai Nguyen Provincial archive]. (n.d.), p. 7.
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Unfortunately, the provincial statistics do not indicate what percentage of the
totals included Party cell members, but the figures certainly suggest that ‘Leftism’
was a problem from the very beginning of the campaign rather than predominantly
towards its end. Nor do the data provide details on what happened to the members
following the assignment of the incorrect ‘class fraction’. The question of punishment,
which the reports described in terms of ‘disciplinary’ action, provides possible clues.

Cell purification
The ultimate goal of ‘reorganisation’, policy documents regularly stated, was for

each cell to become the ‘seed for political leadership in the countryside’. To achieve
this goal, the cell’s purification was required. The first step, as previously mentioned,
required the teams to determine which members were ‘good’, ‘mixed’ (sometimes
referred to as ‘weak’) and ‘bad’. Teams used these categories to assess each cell mem-
ber individually and then tabulated the respective totals to classify the cell as a whole.
To make these assessments, the teams relied upon a range of indicators, though they
were rarely concretely defined. As the reports make clear, the lack of specificity was
problematic because the question of who chose what indicators to emphasise was
an ideological decision in addition to a technical one. In the highly charged context
of class struggle, for example, the indicators were almost exclusively qualitative and
hence subjective in nature. Thus, their utilisation tended to ‘produce the phenomenon
that they claimed to measure’.39 Their utilisation did so because the five-step model
greatly oversimplified complex local realities, which ensured that the teams’ interpret-
ation of the indicators used would largely conform with the ideological abstractions
that policymakers prescribed.

‘Good’ cell members, policy after policy explained, worked ‘diligently’, were Party
‘loyalists’, enjoyed the people’s ‘trust’, had a ‘clean history’, and so on. Some of the
indicators, such as a ‘clean history’, were at first glance simple to determine. Policy
documents and ‘recapitulation’ reports variously specified prior service in the
French military or administration, collaboration with the Japanese during the second
World War, lack of support for the August 1945 Revolution and the subsequent inde-
pendence struggle, the exploitation of others, and serious acts of violence as resulting
in ‘unclean’ histories. People’s past histories were rarely this straightforward, however.
An individual might enthusiastically support the revolutionary struggle at one

Table 2. Provincial data on ‘errors’ by ‘class fraction’

Class fraction
Total
people

Correct
(no. households)

Correct
(percentage)

Incorrect
(no. households)

Incorrect
(percentage)

Landlord 1,007 360 35.75 647 64.25
Rich peasant 941 146 15.52 795 84.48
Other exploiters 135 0 0 135 100

Source: Nguyễn Duy Tiến (2000), p. 128.

39 Sally Engle Merry, The seductions of quantification: Measuring human rights, gender violence, and sex
trafficking (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), pp. 12–13.

FA I LUR E ( R E ‐ ) F RAMED 11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463424000407 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463424000407


moment, but less so at another, and not at all at yet another. The question then was,
how much overall support over time was needed to be considered sufficiently ‘clean’?
Party policies were quiet on this issue.

The category of ‘bad’ Party cell members similarly appears uncomplicated at first
reading. Source material distinguished five subgroups: ‘spies’, ‘traitors’, ‘reactionaries’,
those that engage in ‘class exploitation’ (four sub-types listed), and those who have
committed serious ‘crimes against the state and people’.40 The boundaries distinguish-
ing the subgroups were less distinct in reality than their descriptions would suggest,
however. By definition, ‘traitors’ committed serious ‘crimes’ against the state. But,
policies provided no advice on what, if any, implications such situations should
have on the process, as not all of the indicators, such as acts of ‘class exploitation’,
resulted in immediate expulsion. The silence in the reports extended to include
what happened to these individuals once expelled. It is likely that many, if not
most, experienced further punishment (e.g., loss of property, physical beatings,
imprisonment, or execution) depending on the nature of their alleged ‘crimes’.
Unfortunately, the Thái Nguyên ‘recapitulation’ reports limit their discussions to
the breakdown of the ‘reorganised’ cell by the ‘class fraction’ of its members, leaving
entirely open the question of the punitive consequences.

The category of ‘mixed’ cell members was more ambiguous. Such members had a
good ‘class fraction’ (meaning middle or poor peasant) according to policies, but a
‘low level of class consciousness’. They were additionally described in reports as
being ‘lazy’ in terms of their ‘work habits’ and lacked a strong desire ‘to improve’
themselves. In such cases, the teams and ‘good’ cell members were jointly to try to
‘rehabilitate’ them, but if that did not succeed, they too were to be expelled.41 How
to determine a person’s level of ‘class consciousness’ went unexplained, however.
Much like a person’s ‘history’, the question became how much ‘consciousness’ was
enough. Did awareness of the relevant policies suffice? Was it the ability to speak
about the policies using the appropriate terminology? Or did sufficient ‘class con-
sciousness’ require a demonstration of genuine understanding? If so, then in compari-
son with whom (ordinary people, ‘good’ cell members, or the mobilisation team
themselves)?

Significant ambiguities also appear in the next step of purification: the ‘disciplin-
ing’ of all cell members, but especially the ‘mixed’ and ‘bad’ ones. Successive policies
did not define what ‘discipline’ (xu ̛̉ trí) entailed. Instead, the Thái Nguyên source
material makes scattered references to different activities, which are sometimes pre-
sented in sequence, but at other times not. When ordered logically, the process
appears to have assumed the following sequence: ideological and policy study, ‘criti-
cism and self-criticism’ sessions, the collective review of both tasks, followed by ‘cor-
nering’ (i.e., targeting of) selected individuals, which may or may not have resulted in
their demotion or expulsion.42 On the one hand, the failure to define the various
forms of ‘discipline’ may simply indicate the assumption that everyone already

40 ‘Chı ̉ thi ̣ của Ban Bí thứ, ngày 10 tháng 11 năm 1953, vê ̀ chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong phát động
quâǹ chúng’ [Party Secretariat instruction, 10 November 1953, regarding the reorganisation of rural cells
during mass mobilisation]. VKĐTT, pp. 359–60.
41 Ibid., pp. 360–1.
42 ‘Báo cáo kiê ̉m điểm công tác sủ ̛a sai…’ (n.d.), p. 7.
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possessed a shared understanding of what it entailed. But, on the other hand, the pol-
icies also instructed the teams not to follow regular administrative procedures, sug-
gesting that an alternative one was used.43 No details on what the alternative
procedures entailed were forthcoming, however.

Finally, the policies required the creation of a cell committee, under the teams’
supervision, to ‘discipline’ everyone in a ‘timely fashion’ and in a ‘resolute and pru-
dent’ manner.44 The wording — timely in the sense of prompt rather than rushed
or delayed, and resolute and prudent in the sense of in a determined yet thoughtful
fashion — can be read as a warning against the ideological ‘error’ of either excessive
zeal (‘Leftism’) or insufficient discipline (‘Rightism). Three brief examples from Thái
Nguyên reveal why these ideological ‘errors’ were frequently perhaps unavoidable.

The Government’s Department of Organisation provided a lengthy critique of
the ‘reorganisation’ process during the land rent reductions in Thái Nguyên. The
teams, the authors opined, had ‘deviated’ from policy. In their view, they had ‘not
yet grasped’ three essential issues: the ‘true’ class structure of the cells, how ‘class
enemies’ had gained entry in the cells, come to dominate it, and undermine Party pol-
icies for within; and the extent to which the ‘reorganised’ cell remained ‘unclean’.45

Consequently, the disciplinary process was ‘resolute but not prudent’ in some cases
(a form of ‘Leftism’) and ‘prudent but not resolute’ (a form of ‘Rightism’).46 A separ-
ate Thái Nguyên report on the first ‘wave’ of the land reforms additionally directed
attention to the vague concept of ‘having connections with’. According to the report,
a significant number of ‘class enemies’ had ‘slipped the knot’, and still occupied
decision-making positions within the cell, and thus had yet to be properly ‘disci-
plined’. The result, the report conceded, was ‘Rightism’ due to the fact that many
landlords and rich peasants remained.47 By the same token, the report continued,
cell members had sought to prevent people who had performed wage labour for
rich peasants in the past from joining the cell on the grounds that they ‘had connec-
tions’ with ‘class enemies’, which was an example of ‘Leftism’.48

In yet another report, the Government Department of Organisation provided a
high-level summary of the ‘purification’ process in four provinces (Thái Nguyên,
Bắc Giang, Phú Thọ, and Thanh Hóa) targeted for land reform ‘wave’ two. Teams
‘reorganised’ 268 cells between March 1953 and December 1954, out of which a
total of 3,882 cell members were expelled; 3,333 of them were categorised as ‘bad’,
and the remaining 549 as ‘mixed’. Consequently, only 2,908 ‘good’ members retained
their positions in the cells.49 The report does not break down the statistics on a

43 VKĐTT (1954), p. 118.
44 Chı ̉ thi ̣ số 107… KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 44.
45 KNCĐCBNT (1955), pp. 92–3.
46 Ibid., p. 103.
47 ‘Báo cáo vê ̀ phu ̛ơng pháp lãnh đạo (đọ ̛t thí điểm cải cách ruộng đất ở Thái Nguyên. [Report regard-
ing leadership methods (Land reform experimental wave in Thai Nguyen)]’. (n.d.).
48 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết 5 bưó ̛c…’
49 Ban Tổ chú ̛c Trung Ương, ‘Báo cáo tổng kết chın̉h đốn chi bộ nông thôn trong giảm tô và cải cách
ruộng đất (tù ̛ Hội nghi ̣ cán bộ Tổ chú ̛c toàn quốc tháng 3 1953 đến hết năm 1954)’ [Recapitulation
report on rural cell reorganisation during the rent reductions and land reforms (Department of
Organisation national cadres conference, from March 1953 through the end of 1954)]. (n.d.)
KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 116.
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province-by-province basis, unfortunately. Without access to provincial data that may
have been gathered during the ‘Rectification of Errors’ campaign, it is impossible to
assess the degree to which ‘Leftism’ and ‘Rightism’ contributed to these outcomes.
But the collective figures, to the extent accurate, do reveal that the number of ‘impure’
cell members significantly outnumbered ‘pure’ ones. Hence, the officially stated
urgency to rapidly replace them with ‘new’ cadres, who may or may not have been
vetted closely. (As one Thái Nguyên report noted, the ‘new’ ones were not always
an improvement over the ‘old’ ones.50) Not surprisingly, the next step, the consolida-
tion of the cell, raises interpretive challenges of its own.

Cell consolidation
Information regarding the consolidation of ‘reorganised’ cells takes three main

forms in the source material. The first was ‘reform though education’. The second
entailed the ‘development of the new cadres’. The third focused on reconstruction
via the election of new cell committee leaders. The order in which these tasks were
to be carried out was not consistent, however, making it unclear as to whether
there was a fixed sequence or some flexibility to carry out some aspects of each
task concurrently. The issue of order aside, the goal remained the same: to create
‘unity’ between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ cadres so as to enable the ‘reorganised’ cell to func-
tion efficiently and effectively.

Surprisingly, Instruction no. 59, Circular no. 104, and Instruction no. 107, the
three most important policy documents on ‘reorganisation’ issued during the first
three land reform ‘waves’, offer only a modicum of information on these essential
tasks. First, efforts to ‘reform through education’ recommended learning-by-doing
rather than textual study, likely due to very low literacy rates in the countryside
coupled with the abstract nature of the ideological concepts. Circular no. 104 stressed
the need for ongoing ‘criticism and self-criticism’ sessions as the most suitable
method for raising everyone’s ‘ideological levels’.51 While Instruction no. 107 recom-
mended that the teams take this method further and identify ‘exemplary’ cell mem-
bers for their colleagues to emulate.52 The category of ‘exemplary’ received only
general description, however. But, one report did provide what might be a represen-
tative list of the qualities needed: ‘to struggle resolutely, be persistent in one’s view-
point, not fear landlords’; ‘to be diligent and work selflessly on behalf of the
masses’; and ‘to have a good relationship with the masses’.53

Second, consolidation was not limited to the members’ education. It is also
included the ‘development of new members’. The task, despite the name, actually con-
cerned the need to ensure that previously poor and landless peasants now constituted
the majority of the ‘reorganised’ cell members. From the point of view of policy-
makers, such a majority would ipso facto prevent the resurgence of ‘feudal’ and ‘cap-
italist’ ideas from subverting the cell from within. Subsequent studies proved the
assumption wrong, however.54

50 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết phát động quâǹ chúng đấu tranh…’ (n.d.), p. 6.
51 KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 40.
52 Ibid., p. 45.
53 Ibid., p. 229.
54 Trâǹ Phương, chủ biên, Cách mạng ruộng đất o ̛̉ Viêṭ Nam.
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Third, local elections, organised around a choice of vetted candidates, provided
the primary means to accomplish cell consolidation, if the amount of text devoted
to this task in the policies is indicative. The process should be done ‘diligently and
prudently’ and in a manner the ‘people would accept’, presumably to avoid dissension
and to maintain Party legitimacy.55 Not surprisingly, eligible cadres had to be poor or
landless peasants, have a ‘clean history’, the ‘trust of the masses’, the capacity to safe-
guard the cell’s ‘political and ideological leadership’, as well as preserve the Party’s
‘line’ with some external district and provincial support.56 The policies presented
these requirements as if they were self-evident. Some of them arguably were, such
as a person’s past history, which could be crowd-sourced to verify. But some of the
selection criteria were based upon expectations of future performance. The ability
to defend the ‘Party’s line’ in the face of possible resistance was one such example.
Such predictions did not always prove to be accurate, however, and further admissions
in the Thái Nguyên reports reveals why this presumption was deeply problematic.

A compilation of documents on the first land rent reduction ‘wave’ indicates that
policies on the consolidation of the Party cells was already in place prior to the land
reforms. But the majority of provincial and district cadres who guided the process in
collaboration with the teams, had yet to ‘centralise the leadership task of strengthen-
ing the Party’, the documents conceded.57 The Government Department of
Organisation recommended that more attention to the ‘re-education’ of cell members
would help resolve this problem. (The Vietnamese term can also be translated more
literally as, ‘to rectify thought patterns’.) But once again, what the process of
‘re-education’ actually entailed went unspecified.58 It perhaps went without explan-
ation because political and ideological re-education was a central component of the
broader purge of ‘impure’ Party members at the central and provincial levels of the
administration between 1951 and 1953. Thus, it is likely that these cadres understood,
to varying degrees, what the process required as a consequence.59

But the Thái Nguyên reports confessed that the teams had carried out the discip-
lining process either ‘indiscriminately’, a form of ‘Leftism, or ‘timidly’, a type of
‘Rightism’. These outcomes respectively meant that the cells were either ‘purified’
to the point that they had too few experienced members or not enough so too
many ‘impure’ members remained.60 A separate Thái Nguyên ‘recapitulation’ report
on the experimental land reform ‘wave’ offered a far more ambiguous assessment of
the teams’ performance. On the one hand, the report’s conclusion was that the
‘reorganisation’ process was very ‘arduous’, very ‘complicated’, and very ‘trying’,
which is why teams must truly ‘comprehend’ the five-step model of mobilisation
before beginning.61 On the other hand, the advice, while sensible, does not admit

55 Ibid., p. 46.
56 Ibid., p. 39
57 Ibid., p. 19.
58 Ibid., pp. 109–10.
59 VKĐTT (1952), pp. 101–6, 184–6, 431–8; (1953), pp. 148–60, 251–2, 315–19.
60 KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 113.
61 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết công tác chın̉h đốn chi bộ trong đọ ̛t thí nghiêṃ cải cách ruộng đất’ [Recapitulation
report on the cell reorganisation mission during the land reform experimental wave]. (n.d.), p. 197.
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that any ‘errors’ occurred in the six communes targeted during this ‘wave’. Subsequent
‘recapitulation’ reports suggest why this silence existed.

An inspection report on ‘wave’ one in Thái Nguyên, based on what occurred in a
single commune, critiqued the ‘reorganised’ cell and, by extension, its own team
members, for the ‘lack of results’ and ‘waste of money’. The cell had organised
three separate conferences — one each for all other cadres, the ‘backbone’ elements,
and local representatives of the mass organisations — to consolidate their respective
member’s leadership positions. The presenters, according to the report, did not
‘organise carefully, went on too long, debated in an unstructured manner, did not
explain their points clearly, and, as a consequence, the participants’ understanding
was ‘very mechanical’.62

A different report on all six of the Thái Nguyên communes targeted acknowl-
edged that the ‘re-education’ of all of the local Party members following ‘reorganisa-
tion’ was ‘weak’ and contributed to serious ‘doubts’ about the process.63 This problem,
one among the many the report admitted, reflected the inexperience of the teams.
Their mobilisation efforts did not fully comply with ‘regulations’, and ‘failure’ was
the result according to the author.64

The final ‘recapitulation’ report, presented at a national conference, likely held in
early 1955, provided a broader overview of the land rent reductions and land reform
‘waves’ carried out between March 1953 and December 1954. The Government’s
Department of Organisation report covers familiar ground with one notable excep-
tion. It does not single out Thái Nguyên by name. (Three other provinces underwent
land reform ‘waves’ during this period.) Nevertheless, 73 communes in Thái Nguyên
participated in three ‘waves’ of rent reductions and 75 more during three ‘waves’ of
land reforms, respectively, indicating that the department had ample information
on the ‘errors’ that occurred via prior ‘recapitulation’ reports. Yet, the department’s
report offers no substantive reflections on the results to date.65

The silence on the consolidation of the ‘reorganised’ cells was not complete, how-
ever. The Central Land Reform Committee published a ‘lessons learned’ volume
entitled, Mission leadership experiences during the rent reductions and land reforms,
in April of 1955.66 The contents, which primarily consisted of ‘recapitulation’ reports,
including several from Thái Nguyên, were presumably once again troubling from a
leadership point of view. As one Thái Nguyên report put it, each step of the campaign
was implemented ‘out-of-order’ because the cadres were ‘disorganised’, did not
understand ‘specific methods’, and ‘lacked personal experience’.67 Similar confessions
appear throughout the volume. The significance of the volume is difficult to assess,

62 ‘Kiểm tra công tác lãnh đạo cải cách ruộng đất đợt I xã Phúc Xuân (Thái Nguyên)’ [Leadership
inspection mission Phuc Xuan Commune land reform wave I (Thai Nguyen)]. (n.d.), pp. 10–1.
63 KNCĐCBNT (1955), p. 232.
64 Ibid., p. 249.
65 ‘Báo cáo tổng kết chın̉h đốn…’
66 Kinh nghiêṃ lãnh đạo công tác giam̉ tô và caỉ cách ruộng đất [KNLĐCTGTCCRĐ] (Hà Nội: Uỷ ban
cải cách ruộng đất Trung ưo ̛ng, 1955).
67 ‘Năm̀ vũ ̛ng trọng điểm đi sâu vào công tác thụ ̛c tế, sáng ta ̣o kinh nghiêṃ kip̣ thời lãnh đạo toàn diêṇ
(Kinh nghiêṃ lãnh đa ̣o công tác cải cách ruộng đất đọ ̛t I ỏ ̛ Thái-nguyên’ [Grasping the focal point to
actually go deep into the mission, the experience of creating all-around leadership].
KNLĐCTGTCCRĐ (1955), p. 39.
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however. As is the case with all of the ‘recapitulation’ reports, the number of copies
published, the extent of their circulation, and their actual impact of the ‘experiential
lessons learned’ on other teams as well as policymakers is unknown. So, too, is the
importance of the timing of the volume’s release, which came three months prior
to the massive volume the Central Land Reform Committee published on experiences
with the ‘reorganisation’ of rural Party cells, which was based on ‘recapitulation’
reports from teams working in a half-dozen different provinces. The first volume’s
narrow focus, how to improve the teams’ leadership through emulating the positive
examples of others, suggests that the committee had by that point recognised the
nature of the problems to date. But, as the content of the policies connected with
the ‘Rectification of Errors’ campaign that officially began in October of 1956 made
clear, the ‘experiential lessons learned’ went largely unheeded.

The Party, presenting itself as a unified whole in the form of a conference reso-
lution, issued a response to the disorder at the start of the ‘Rectification’ campaign.
The resolution announced the disciplining of two senior officials: Hô ̀ Viêṭ Thắng,
who oversaw the work of the Central Land Reform Committee, and Lê Văn Lu ̛ơng,
who directed the ‘reorganisation’ process. The resolution listed their respective pun-
ishments. For Lê Văn Lu ̛ơng, it was his expulsion from both the Politburo and the
Party Secretariat, as well as his demotion within the Party’s Executive Committee.68

The following month, the Department of Organisation also removed him from his
post. Both men made for convenient scapegoats due to their leadership positions.
Neither of the men were solely responsible for all the policy decisions, however.
While Lê Văn Lu ̛ơng personally signed many of the instructions concerning ‘reorgan-
isation’, it was the Party Secretariat that attached its name as the issuing authority of
the Instructions promulgated during the campaign. None of the Secretariat’s other
members are known to have suffered any public punishment for their roles in the
debacle.69

Conclusion
‘Failure is always framed… failure is also rhetoric and narrative, and it engages in

communicative and storytelling devices that influence models of coping with and
coming to terms with it.’70 Kessler, again quoted here, identified three patterns in
which this coping and coming to terms occurs in neoliberal contexts: failure as empir-
ical irregularity, failure as miscommunication, and failure as a mode of organisation.
These framings clearly function as post hoc attributes of blame, he explains. But, as
Kessler demonstrates, these frames do not fundamentally challenge the structures

68 ‘Nghi ̣ quyết của Hội nghi ̣ Trung u ̛ơng lâǹ thứ 10 vê ̀ viêc̣ thi hành kỷ luật đối với một số đồng chí
Trung Ương phạm sai lâm̀ trong công tác cải cách ruộng đất và chın̉h đôn tổ chú ̛c’ [Tenth Party plenum
regarding the administration of disciplinary action against some central-level comrades who committed
errors during the land reforms and the organisational reorganisation]. VKĐTT (1956), pp. 536–68. His
exile from the most powerful decision-making bodies was relatively short-lived, however. He was elected
to the Party’s Central Executive Committee and the Party Secretariat in 1960, followed by the powerful
Central Inspection Committee in 1961.
69 By contrast, the General Secretary of the Party, Tru ̛ờng Chinh, announced his forced resignation in
October of 1956 at the Tenth Party Plenum as punishment for the ‘errors’ as a whole. Hồ Chí Minh
replaced him as General Secretary.
70 Mica et al., Routledge international handbook of failure, p. 10.
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and logic of neoliberalism itself, meaning that future failures will continue to success-
fully serve the interests of capital.

Despite immense differences in context, the ‘recapitulation’ reports exhibited
some surprising parallels in terms of the framing of failure. Report authors typically
used each step in the mobilisation model to structure their narratives. The section on
‘reorganisation’ consisted of three sub-steps: cell assessment, cell purification, and
then cell consolidation. My analysis adopted this structure to highlight what did
and did not change during each sub-step of the process over successive ‘waves’ in
Thái Nguyên Province. Close attention to the patterned descriptions of ‘shortcom-
ings’, ‘limitations’, ‘mistakes’, as well as more serious ‘errors’ that occurred during
‘reorganisation’ reveals that all three of Kessler’s framings were also in evidence, albeit
expressed in terms that reflected the revolutionary context of the time. Importantly,
these patterns additionally reveal how the report authors described where success
ended and failure began, making some implementation outcomes visible to the reader
and others invisible.

Failure in terms of empirical irregularities focused on the consistent misidentifi-
cation and/or mischaracterisation of peoples’ ‘class fractions’ (landlords, rich pea-
sants, etc.) by cadres, allegedly due to their poor grasp of official policies. The
conclusion, however, made no mention of the fact that policymakers assigned quotas
that required the mobilisation teams to label a fixed percentage of people as ‘class
enemies’ when in empirical fact they generally were not. There was a related silence
in the reports on the many ways ordinary people exploited the process to hide the true
extent of their property holdings and wealth or to carry out vendettas against others, a
tactic known as ‘fishing in troubled waters’. Not surprisingly, the resulting chaos pro-
duced significant conflict between ‘old’ and ‘new’ members of the ‘reorganised’ cells,
hindering consolidation and subsequent policy implementation.

Failure in terms of miscommunication took multiple forms as well, the most ser-
ious silence arguably being the vaguely worded central-level policies themselves.
Ironically, the majority of these policy documents were titled ‘Instructions’ (chı ̉
thi)̣. Their content did become somewhat more detailed over time, especially during
the ‘Rectification of Errors’ campaign.71 However, the Instructions prior to that point
did not provide significant ‘how-to’ guidance to mobilisation cadres, leaving them
largely to their own devices. Consequently, the implementation failures, attributed
to the mobilisation cadres as well as the ‘reorganised’ cell members, served as a
major focus of the reports, while the inadequacies of the Instructions went unre-
marked upon.72

Finally, a silence regarding failure as a mode of organisation took striking form.
Bluntly, the mobilisation model itself went without any critique. This deafening
silence may reflect the fact that report authors were well aware that any such
critique would not be tolerated in this political climate, especially in light of the mas-
sive purges of Party cadres that occurred during 1951–1952.73 A ‘public secret’,
according to Michael Taussig is ‘knowing what to know’, particularly in contexts of

71 Trâǹ Phương, Cách mạng ruộng đất o ̛̉ Viêṭ Nam, pp. 188–217.
72 See, for example, ‘Chính sách phân điṇh thành phâǹ giai cấp ở nông thôn’ [Policy for the determin-
ation of class fractions in the countryside] (Hà Nội: Văn phòng Thủ tu ̛ớng phủ, 1957).
73 Nguyễn, ‘Công tác chın̉h huấn cán bộ (1951–1953)’.
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violence.74 Here, a public secret can be understood as knowing what not to write,
which may have been partly the case with the reports. But, given the official position
on the efficacy of emulation in terms of personal and collective transformation, as well
as high levels of cadre ideological indoctrination, the silence may also reflect knowing
what not to question.

It should be stressed that the reported failures were not specific to Thái Nguyen
Province. Contemporaneous ‘recapitulation’ reports covering ‘waves’ in other pro-
vinces were quite similar. Central-level policies on ‘reorganisation’ later selected
and published in the Complete collection of Party documents provide further support
for this conclusion. The number of policies promulgated on ‘reorganisation’ jumped
from 1 in 1954, 2 in 1955, to 11 in 1956. Despite this sharp increase, the policy docu-
ments reiterated the same findings in general terms meaning that no iterative policy
learning appears to have occurred over time. The success of the campaign was very
short-lived as a result. Indeed, the violent chaos genuinely threatened the Party’s legit-
imacy at the time as well as the ability of the ‘reorganised’ cells to advance central-
level policies in rural areas in its wake. The redistribution of land and other resources
to people who had little or none prior to the campaign did not last long either. Initial
efforts to collectivise agricultural began almost immediately after the ‘Rectification of
Errors’ campaign. So too, did popular resistance to this development approach, and it
seriously hampered subsequent efforts to ‘build socialism’ in the countryside for dec-
ades.75 For these reasons, judgements as to what constitutes ‘success’ and ‘failure’, be
they contemporaneous or after the fact, need also consider what types of histories and
their temporalities such (re-)framings do and do not make possible to write.

74 Michael Taussig, Defacement: Public secrecy and the labor of the negative (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1999).
75 Benedict J. Kerkvliet, The power of everyday politics: How Vietnamese peasants transformed national
policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005); Chad Raymond, ‘“No responsibility and no rice”: The rise
and fall of agricultural collectivization in Vietnam’, Agricultural History 82, 1 (2008): 43–61.
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