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Ho Chi Minh 
 
 
1. Historical Context 

 

Students Learn About:  
 

 Decolonisation in 
Indochina 

 Japanese conquest during 
World War II 

 Rise of Asian nationalism 
and communism 

 The Cold War and the 
policy of containment 
 

 

 
 
2. Background 

 

Students Learn About:  
 

 Family and education in 
Vietnam 

 

 Born 19 May, 1890 
 

 Anti-French attitude encircled his childhood, as he was born 
into an “atmosphere of anger, bitterness and hatred towards 
the French” (Halberstam) 
 

 Father was a nationalist and Ho was brought up with these 
ideals, sister was arrested and sentenced to life 
imprisonment for stealing weapons that would be required 
for a future nationalist uprising 
 

 Throughout Ho’s boyhood he encountered “the hardships of 
the peasants, the inequities of life and the injustices inflicted 
on his family”- (Halberstam) and the corresponding 
Vietnamese resentment towards the French that 
accompanied this oppression, to which Ho was no 
exception. 
 

 It was this resentment that according to Haberstam was 
“awaiting the proper catalyst to bring it to the surface and 
turn it into a political force”, of which Ho Chi Minh would later 
prove to be 
 

 By the time he was a teenager, Ho shared his father’s ideals 
that Vietnam had a right to rule itself free from colonial rule- 
inherited his father’s rebelliousness and wantonness 
 

   



  

 Despite this still attended a French school, as his father 
believed that knowledge of the French language would serve 
a purpose when the struggle against the French begun  

 
 Father routinely criticized the bureaucracy for relinquishing 

power to the French and his nationalist sympathies 
 

 As a result of this lost his job and spent rest of his life 
wandering the countryside struggling to make a living 
 

 This had a significant impact upon Ho, as he came to view 
this as the French punishing his father for saying what 
everyone knew was true  
 

 Ho was greatly influenced by his relationships with fellow 
revolutionaries, such as that with Phan Boi Chau, a foremost 
nationalist of that era and whom helped to shaped Ho’s 
nationalist beliefs through his influences on Ho at a young 
age, 
 

 1908- Studying at national academy- witnesses protestors, 
against corruption and excessive taxation- Ho translated 
their demands into French so French colonials could read 
them- FIRST REVOLUTIONARY ACT – attracted attention 
from French secret police- was consequently expelled  

 
 After being expelled from the French Lycee in Vinh , Ho was 

then enrolled at the Lycee Quoc-Hoc, where Ho’s nationalist 
feelings were subsequently strengthened, and where many 
of his peers would eventually serve as his lieutenants   
 

 Through his observance of oppressive French rule and the 
sufferings of the Vietnamese, together with his relations with 
fellow nationalists, Ho’s ideological belief in nationalism was 
born and was only to increase throughout his life, remaining 
as his consistent drive and defining his revolutionary actions.  

 
 

 Western influences and 
travels: France and USSR 

 

 LaCouture supports the notion that Ho’s travels were crucial 
to the broadening of his political outlook, stating that “had he 
stayed at home he might never have progressed beyond an 
extremist form of nationalism…this was to turn an angry 
patriot into a modern revolutionary”. 
 

 “Ho’s remarkable travels would place him far ahead of other 
Vietnamese leaders in gauging international moves” 
(Halberstam) 
 

 At the news of the first Chinese revolution, Ho together with 
his father decided that Ho should go to Europe to study 
Western science and survey the conditions in France before 
embarking upon a revolutionary career. Unable to finance 
such a trip, Ho nevertheless managed to obtain a job on a 
French liner. 
 

   



  By the end of 1911 Ho began an odyssey, which took him to 
the major ports of Africa, Europe, and America where he 
saw the terrible impact of colonialism on other countries- had 
profound impact on him, helped to further shape his political 
outlooks 

 
 As World War I broke out in 1914, Ho landed in London, 

where he lived until 1917, taking on odd jobs to support 
himself. It was here that Ho cultivated contact with the 
Overseas Workers' Association, an organization of 
passionate anti-colonialists and anti-imperialists.These 
contacts rekindled nationalist notions- rededicated himself to 
liberating his homeland 

 
France 

 
 In 1917 Ho departed for France. He settled in Paris, working 

successively as a cook, a gardener, and a photo retoucher. 
 

 Here he had a revelation. “He was struck by the similarity 
between the lot of the exploited inhabitant of a colony and 
that of a European worker…. living immersed in a 
industrialized society broadened his outlook” (Lacouture)  
 

 Ho became a figure of relative prominence in the left-wing 
world of Paris and he surrounded himself with other 
Vietnamese revolutionaries and became a member of the 
French socialists party 
 

 In 1919, Ho in the vein of US President Wilson, put together 
an 8 point program for freedom in Vietnam- tried to convince 
the American delegation to speak out for the cause of the 
Indo-Chinese people but he was unsuccessful 
 

 Despite being “unceremoniously shown the door” 
(Lacouture), Ho’s attempt to present his program at 
Versailles built up his notoriety and enhanced his political 
position, making him a prominent political figure to whom 
Vietnamese nationalists were drawn to, and a national hero 
of the anti-colonial movement at home in Vietnam. 
 

 Distressed by the Western powers' indifference toward the 
colonies both during and after the Versailles Conference, 
whilst in Paris Ho became interested in the communist 
ideology of Marxism-Leninism. Through his exposure, Ho 
eventually became to view it as an as crucial to the 
Indochinese struggle, stating in his 1960 article ‘The path 
which led me to Leninism’ that “Leninism is…a compass for 
us Vietnamese revolutionaries and people...illuminating our 
path to final victory” and came to believe that “… only 
Communism and Socialism can liberate the oppressed 
nations…”.   
 

   



  

 In 1920 the French Socialist party split on the colonial issue: 
one wing remaining indifferent to the problems of the 
colonies and another advocating their immediate 
emancipation in accordance with Lenin's program. Ho sided 
with the latter faction, which seceded from the parent 
organization and formed the French Communist party, of 
which Ho was a founding member. 

 
 In 1921 Ho organized the Intercolonial Union, a group of 

exiles from the French colonies which was dedicated to the 
propagation of communism. During this period, Ho under the 
pseudonym ‘Nguyen Ai Quoc’, published important works in 
the groups anti-colonial journals, the Soul of Vietnam and 
French Colonialization on Trial, which denounced the 
abuses of colonialism.  

 
 His rhetoric was considered visionary in Vietnam- was 

accused of inciting treason by French colonists and was 
sentenced to death, risking his life if he ever returned home 

 
Soviet Union 
 
 1923-  Ho travelled to the Soviet Union after receiving an 

invitation to work for the Comintern-  
 
 Nationalism drew him there as Ho believed Leninism was 

the blueprint for liberating his country, and thus became to 
regard communism as one of his defining ideals 

 
 In Moscow, Ho became a member of the Comintern's 

Southeast Asia Bureau, and commenced studying at the 
Communist University of the Toilers of the East, marking the 
“beginning of his emergence as an Asian leader of 
international standing in the world communist movement” 
(Duiker)  

 
 Whilst in the Soviet Union became inspired to return to his 

country of origin, writing to a friend that he had to “make 
contact with the masses to awaken them, and lead them to 
fight for freedom and independence.” 

 

 
  



3. Rise to Prominence 
 

Students Learn About:  
 

 Experiences in China 
 

 In 1924 he moved as an agent of the Comintern to Canton, 
China, where he helped to organize the revolutionary forces 
and began his clandestine lifestyle, operating under a variety 
of aliases and travelling widely.  
 

 Ho brought the Vietnamese expatriates in Canton into a 
revolutionary society called Youth and organized Marxist 
training courses for his young fellow countrymen. The Youth 
members were the nucleus of what was to be the 
Indochinese Communist party. Ho also set up the League of 
Oppressed Peoples of Asia. 
 

 In April 1927, as the Chinese Nationalists broke with their 
Soviet advisers, Ho had to flee to Moscow. Subsequently, he 
received a brief assignment to the Anti-Imperialist League in 
Berlin, and from there Ho journeyed to Belgium, Switzerland 
and Italy, and then turned up in Siam to organize the 
Vietnamese settlers and direct the Communist activities in 
Malaya and the Dutch East Indies.  

 
 In 1930 Ho returned to China to found the ICP and in 1931 

was arrested by the Hong Kong authorities and found guilty 
of subversion. Thanks to a successful appeal he regained 
his freedom.  

 
 He immediately left for Singapore, where he was again 

arrested and returned to Hong Kong. Ho obtained his 
release by agreeing to work for the British Intelligence 
Service, and to reduce pressure for French extradition it was 
falsely announced that Ho had died. Returned to Moscow 
and underwent further indoctrination at the Lenin School, 
which trained high-ranking cadres for the Soviet Communist 
party and spent several years in relative obscurity 

 
 In 1938 Ho returned to China to take control of the 

Indochinese Communist party.- Returned to Vietnam in 1941 
 

 

 Formation of the Indochina 
Communist Party 

 

 By early 1930, there were three communist parties in French 
Indochina competing for members. As a result, the 
Comintern urged the Vietnamese to form a united 
communist party 
 

 Consequently, the Comintern leadership sent a message to 
Ho Chi Minh, asking him to come to Hong Kong to unify the 
groups. On February 3, 1930, in Hong Kong, Ho presided 
over a conference of representatives of the communist 
factions at which the Indochinese Communist Party was 
founded.  
 

   



  

 In his address delivered on February 18, 1930, Ho stated 
that: “It will help the proletariat lead the revolution waged for 
the sake of all oppressed and exploited people”  
 

 Declared party activity to be based around 10 objectives, 
which included: 
 

 To overthrow French imperialism and Vietnamese feudalism 
 

 To make Indochina completely independent; 
 

 To implement the 8-hour working day; 
 

 To bring democratic freedoms to the masses; 
 

 To dispense education to all the people; 
 

 To realize equality between man and woman. 
 

 

 Development of Viet Minh 
and propaganda units 

 

 Ho had always believed there would one day be conditions 
that were just right to begin the liberation of his homeland.  
Believed the moment had arrived In early 1941 (fall of 
France to Germany in early months of WW2 and pro-
German Vichy government took over colonial rule of 
Vietnam) 
 

 Ho slipped across Chinese border and into the Vietnamese 
jungle where he set up headquarters- armed only with ideas 
but was “ideologically free to concentrate on the one idea 
which never left his mind: the liberation of his own country” 
(Halberstam) 
 

 Was determined to organize a guerilla movement which 
would drive the foreigners from his country and aid in his 
pursuit of an independent Vietnam- this was achieve in his 
formation of the Viet Minh, a coalition of various Vietnamese 
nationalist groups.  
 

 The Viet Minh was established in May 1941, a time when 
Vietnamese resentment against foreign occupation (in this 
case Japanese) was mounting and thus Ho utilized this 
resentment, as according to Halberstam “The most powerful 
force in Vietnam, the longing to get out from under foreign 
domination…would become the property of the Viet Minh” 
 

 The VM was formed with collective benefit for Indochina in 
mind as its primary focus  the removal of French and 
Japanese forces and the implementation of Vietnamese 
independence, with its purpose being to “unite all patriots 
without distinction…so that we may work together for the 
liberation of our people and the salvation of our nation” 
(Wood)  
 

   



  

 Through Ho’s and Giap’s leadership “Ho set the policy that 
would enable his small but brilliantly organized and led 
minority to capture the seething nationalism of Vietnam” 
(Halberstam) 

 
 

 Resistance to Japanese 
occupation 

 

 In September 1940 the Japanese army invaded Indochina, 
and French forces surrendered – The Viet Minh saw this as 
an opportunity to free themselves from foreign domination, 
and thus began a guerrilla campaign against the Japanese 
 

 The Vietminh received support from the Soviet Union in this 
endeavor, and after the bombing of Pearl Harbour in 1941, 
they also received supplies and support from the United 
States.  
 

 Viet Minh collaboration with the US began after Ho rescued 
a US soldier shot down 
 

 Ho then offered his assistance, OSS accepted Ho’s offer, 
believed he could help them rescue downed pilots and 
furnish intelligence information on Japanese, on whom they 
wanted revenge after the bombing of Pearl Harbour in 1941. 
OSS began supplying training and radios, weapons- US 
assistance established the Viet Minh as the preeminent 
Vietnamese nationalist organization.  

 
 “The Americans were a puzzle…so Ho would make himself 

useful…He would help return their downed fliers” 
(Halberstam)  
 

 Ended in August 1945 after Japanese surrender to the allies, 
following the detonation of atomic bombs 
 

 
4. Significance and Evaluation 

 

Students Learn About:  
 

 Declaration of 
Independence 

 

 Following Japanese surrender, no one was in control of 
Vietnam and Ho and the VM moved quickly into the gap, 
with Giap leading guerrilla forces to take control of the North 
 

 On September 2, 1945- Ho proclaimed Vietnamese 
independence and the establishment of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, quoting directly from the US 
declaration of independence 
 

 Was potentially flattering US, exemplifying his purpose was 
nationalism not communism 
 

 However Ho had no illusions about the tenuous nation of 
Vietnamese independence- writing to OSS contact; “the war 
is won, but we small and subject countries have no share in 
the victory of freedom and democracy… if we want to get a 
sufficient share we have still to fight” 
 

  



 

 The French War (First 
Indochina War) 

 

 However, in the same month that Ho declared 
independence, French troops return to Indochina to reassert 
control 

 
 Faced with a French resolve to reoccupy Indochina and 

determined to stay in power at any cost, Ho consented 
France's demands in return for French recognition of his 
regime. The French, however, disregarded all their 
agreements with Ho.  

 
 Consequently, due to failed negotiations with the French, 

and the French attack on Haiphong, the Viet Minh waged 
guerrilla war, commencing in December 1946, and lasting 
until 1954 

 
 Ended after the humiliating French defeat at Dien Bien Phu 

on 7th May 1954 
 

 

 Geneva Conference 
 

 The four major world powers at the time (USA, Britain, 
France + Soviet Union) were meeting at Geneva- Indochina 
was due for discussion on 8 May 

 
 Pressure was placed on Ho Chi Minh to accept a divided 

Vietnam 
 
 Vietnam was to be divided in two at the 17th parallel 
 
 A 300 day period of legal migration b/w N and S was allowed 
 
 Elections were to take place in July 1956 to determine the 

permanent  fate of Vietnam (never took place) 
 
 North Vietnam was to be run by the Viet Minh and French 

forces were to withdraw 
 
 South Vietnam was headed  by the French sponsored Bao-

Dai government with Ngo Dinh Diem as prime minister 
 
 Sets into motion the 2nd Indochina war  
 

 

 The Second Indochina 
War 

 

 US intervened to counter the spread of communism- 
Vietnam had become a key battlefield in the cold war, just as 
Ho had feared 
 

 Elections to reunify Vietnam never took place- frustrated Ho 
as he was expected to have won if they’d taken place 
 

 Remnants of VC/NLF in SV were persecuted- contingent of 
NV cadres infiltrated South via Ho Chi Minh trail 
 

   



  

 Ho ordered guerrilla activities to be resumed in the South. 
Regular troops from the North infiltrated the South in 
increasing numbers. The United States, correspondingly, 
increased military assistance, sent combat troops into South 
Vietnam, and began a systematic bombing of North 
Vietnam- ‘Operation Rolling Thunder’.  
 

 By mid-1960’s Ho health was deteriorating and was serving 
primarily as a figurehead, and was probably not involved in 
the day to day conduct of the war 
 

 Ho refused to negotiate a settlement, hoping that American 
public opinion, as French public opinion had done in 1954, 
would force the United States government to ‘sue for peace’ 
(initiate peace process).  
 

 However, apprehensive that his lifework might be destroyed 
and anxious to spare NV from further devastating air attacks, 
Ho finally agreed to send his representatives to peace talks 
in Paris. Through, as the antiwar feeling intensified in the 
United States, Ho stalled, intent on obtaining from the 
conference table what he had failed to get on the battlefield.  

 
 While the talks were dragging on, Ho died on Sept. 3, 1969, 

without realizing his dream of bringing all Vietnam under 
communism. 

 
 

 Role and Impact as a 
revolutionary war leader 

 

Role: 
 
 Key source of inspiration and a symbol of national resistance 
 
 Led the revolution and quest for liberation 
 
 Formed and led the Viet Minh 
 
 Active role in decision to return to a policy of revolutionary 

war against the South 
 
 Supplied the National Liberation Front (NLF) a.k.a. the 

communist insurgents in the South with military aid and 
support. 

 
 “He led the war of resistance by drawing on his philosophy of 

human relations” (Ibid). 
 
 As a revolutionary leader, was primarily involved in policy 

making – e.g. insisted on maintaining ties with both USSR + 
China 

 
 According to Cantwell, “no military, political, economic or 

social policy existed in North Vietnam without Ho’s approval” 
 

   



  

 By mid-1960’s Ho health was deteriorating and was serving 
primarily as a figurehead, and was probably not involved in 
the day to day conduct of the war- by now “His role in 
decision making was primarily ceremonial” (S Kutler) 

 
Enduring legacy/impact: 
 
 Key source of inspiration for the Vietnamese to fight on in 

their quest for independence 
 
 “There was no flexibility in Ho's beliefs, no bending of his 

will. Even as the war increasingly destroyed the country, he 
remained committed to Vietnam's independence. And 
millions of Vietnamese fought and died to attain the same 
goal.” (Karnow) 

 
 Ho Chi Minh was a man for whom ideals were the 

fundamental drive behind his actions, as he was fueled by 
his twin desires to create an independent Vietnam based on 
his communist ideals 

 
 His unshakable will is responsible for Vietnamese liberation 
 
 Ho was “the living embodiment to his own people” and was 

“the symbol of their hopes, their sacrifices, and their 
victories” (Halberstam) 

 
 Ho’s critics however see him in a different light- as a brutal 

communist dictator responsible for the deaths of thousands 
of his opponents and possibly responsible for the Vietnam 
war itself, due to his refusal to accept the terms of 
reunification in 1956 

 
 3.5 million dead- representative of the steely determination 

of Ho Chi Minh 
 
 “The great nationalist who reflected the traditions and 

aspirations of his people” (Halberstam)  
 
 Bui Tin describes Ho as “a symbol of heroism for the people” 

– This is evident in the victory slogan that persisted from the 
end of the Ho Chi Minh Campaign in April 1975 “You are 
always marching with us, Uncle Ho.” 

 
 Not only national impact but international 
 
 1st Indochina war led to independence of Laos + Cambodia 
 
 The spread of the Indochinese conflict into Cambodia led to 

the loss of many lives- US bombings, set into motion the 
chain of events that would allow Pol Pot’s ascension to 
power and mass genocide- 3 million lives lost 
 

   



  

 According to Halberstam, what Ho set forth in his successful 
revolutionary war had enormous impact on the West and 
underdeveloped world 

 
 “The war in Vietnam helped shape the contours of world 

politics after the era of European domination” (Schulzinger) 
 
 “In his lifetime Ho had not only liberated his own country and 

changed the course of colonial rule in both Africa and Asia, 
he had done something even more remarkable; he had 
touched the culture and soul of his enemy… it had been a 
full life” (Halberstam) 

 
 

 Evaluation 
 

Personality Cult- Uncle Ho vs. Ruthless leader 
 
 His supporters often affectionately referred to him as ‘Uncle 

Ho’ 
 

 Ho’s critics however see him in a different light- as a brutal 
communist dictator responsible for the deaths of thousands 
of his opponents and possibly responsible for the Vietnam 
war itself, due to his refusal to accept the terms of 
reunification in 1956 
 

 Cantwell repudiates this “Ho was not a dictator…he rules by 
his persuasiveness and dedication to one cause: Vietnam’s 
reunification” 
 

 According to Archer, Ho had to be “held responsible for the 
savage counter-terror which the Viet Minh inflicted upon 
Southern city officials…as well as Trung Chinh’s excesses 
during the ill-conceived land reform programs…”. However 
despite this, Archer asserts than “when the books of his life 
are balanced…Ho Chi Minh will always be known as…the 
reverend uncle of his country”.  

 
 Bui Tin revealed that Ho used a pseudonym to write a book 

to idolize himself- evidencing the tendency of communist 
leaders to create a leadership cult 
 

 Was always seen in simple clothing, however according to 
Halberstam “this cult of simplicity, this ability to walk among 
his own people was basic to his success”, as Ho’s strength 
was that he was a “Vietnamese everyman”  
 

 Much debate surrounding Ho’s methods and motivations- 
according to Duiker, Ho remains “a shadowy figure whose 
motives and record have long aroused controversy” 
 

 According to Cantwell, “it is realistic to believe that many 
North Vietnamese privately criticised Ho Chi Minh, but by his 
deeds and actions he remained a public inspiration”  
 

   



  

Communism or Nationalism 
 
 His entire career was spent working towards achieving his 

ideals of nationalism and communism, and it was these 
ideological beliefs that made Ho Chi Minh one of the most 
important and influential figures of the twentieth century 
 

 Duiker supports the notion that Ho Chi Minh was fueled by 
these twin ideological beliefs throughout his career, 
presenting Ho as an “astute mind capable of weaving 
together the strands of nationalism and social revolution into 
a complex political strategy”.  
 

 “He was both the great nationalist and the tough old 
Bolshevik” (Halberstam) 
 

 MN Roy described his politics as “nationalism painted red”. 
 

 “Ho Chi Minh was remarkable….for his success in blending 
Communism with nationalism." (Whitman, “The New York 
Times) 
 

 “Ho Chi Minh adapated communist ideologies to suit 
Vietnamese purposes” (Cantwell) 

 

 


