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Abstracttc "Abstract"
This paper has two parts. The first part focuses on the new thinking in Vietnam’s foreign policy after 1986, showing the country’s ability to adjust to change. It also looks into the priorities set by Vietnam in normalizing its relations with other countries, including the ASEAN members, especially Thailand. The second part focuses on Vietnamese foreign policy towards Thailand after 1986. It scrutinizes the turning point of Vietnamese foreign policy towards Thailand which started at the end of the 1980s, the change in orientation of Vietnamese foreign policy and the new  Vietnamese attitude towards Thailand from one of antagonism and rivalry to friendship and cooperation. It also tries to examine Vietnamese expectations as it normalized relations with Thailand and the Vietnamese institutions  involved in the foreign policy decision-making process.

Introductiontc "Introduction"
Vietnam’s new foreign policy orientation relative to the new global environment became clearly evident in the 1990s. The changes were brought about  by an emerging world order and the need for economic reforms in the country.  Vietnamese leaders  threw the country open and gave a higher priority to its national interests over ideology, as part of the overall reform process. This policy allowed Vietnam to establish relations with all countries, especially with the ASEAN members, regardless of political or ideological differences.  It also made possible the normalization of its relations with Thailand, an “enemy” country during the Vietnam War.   This shift shows the pragmatic orientation of the country’s leaders and their willingness and ability to  adjust  to a changing world. A study of this new Vietnamese foreign policy will lead one to understand and to discern Vietnam’s future role in the regional and in the international arena. 

What is this new orientation of Vietnamese foreign policy after 1986?tc "What is this new orientation of Vietnamese foreign policy after 1986?"
It is a new foreign policy characterized by: a change in emphasis from ideology to national economic interests; the acceptance of a single market instead of two separate ones, socialist and capitalist; and the establishment of  friendly relations with all countries regardless of political inclination,  moving away from interacting solely with the Soviet and Eastern European countries. 

Why this shift in foreign policy?tc "Why this shift in foreign policy?"
There are external and internal factors responsible for this shift in Vietnamese foreign policy. The first is due to changes in the regional and global politics of the 1980s. Second is the overwhelming need for economic reforms in the country. This new thinking is aimed at creating international conditions favourable to economic reform, the defense of the homeland, strengthening socialism and contributing to the struggle of the world for peace, national independence, democracy and social progress.”  1  The other factors are: the change in Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy in the mid-1980s; the Vietnamese perception of new developments in the relationships among the super powers; the collapse of the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989; and the break-up of the former Soviet Union, Vietnam’s close ally, in late 1991.2  These profound changes in the international arena had a tremendous impact on Vietnam.3
A Struggle between Two Campstc "A Struggle between Two Camps"
From the early 1980s up to mid-1986, the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) considered power politics as a struggle between two camps – the United States of  America and its allies, on the one hand,  and on the other,  the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc. The normalization of relations between China and the Soviet Union started with Gorbachev’s visit to China in May 1989, leading to the Sino-Soviet Summit,4 shocked Vietnam. 

The strategic changes in the Soviet Union, the greatly reduced role of Vietnam in the Soviet Union’s military strategy, the declaration by the Soviet Union of its intention to withdraw its personnel from Cam Ranh Bay and the gradual reduction of its economic and military aid to Vietnam5 convinced the country’s leaders that it could no longer rely on the Soviets for its national security, or for economic assistance. All these made it imperative for Vietnam to  adjust its foreign policy. 

Emphasis on National Interests over Ideologytc "Emphasis on National Interests over Ideology"
Up until the latter half of the 1980s, the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) shared the orthodox Leninist view of world politics as a struggle between socialism and capitalism to determine “who wins whom?” (Ai thang ai), which  is the concept of two camps.  The Soviet concept of “three revolutionary currents”6 as adopted by Hanoi underwent revision in the early 1970s.  Nguyen Co Thach, Vietnam’s foreign minister at that time, was the leading advocate of a revised world-view. Instead,  it tried to  participate in the international labor market and sought to integrate its economy into that of the regional and world communities. 7
Since then, the country’s leaders accepted the need for Vietnam to participate more actively in the global capitalist-dominated labor market, as well as the division of labor within COMECON.8  This position was previously rejected by Vietnam  because it feared that it would relegate the country to merely providing primary products to the Soviet Union and other socialist bloc countries in return for manufactured goods. By admitting the inter-dependence among states with different economic and political systems, Vietnam expressed its readiness to lay the theoretical foundations to participate in the international labor market and to be integrated into the regional and world communities.9
The CPV Congressestc "The CPV Congresses"
The Political Report during the Sixth Congress no longer claimed that capitalism had exhausted its capacity for development or that the Soviet bloc was overtaking the capitalist states in productivity. Gorbachev’s admission of the failure of the Soviet economy in its competition with the West emboldened Vietnamese theorists and researchers to abandon the effort to prove that socialism was indeed on the verge of demonstrating its superiority. 

A New Foreign Policy tc "A New Foreign Policy "
The new thinking on the country’s foreign policy has become one of the outstanding aspects of the economic reform process showing Vietnam’s ability to adjust itself to the new world order, especially the globalized political economy.10 In terms of foreign policy directions, Vietnam made serious efforts to contribute to a more peaceful and stable environment in the region as a basis for economic prosperity and undisrupted development.  Vietnamese-Soviet relations was no longer considered as the cornerstone of Vietnam’s foreign policy.  A multi-directional foreign policy has been developed towards all other countries and ideologies.

Vietnamese foreign policy reiterated “multi-lateralism and diversification.” A major landmark of new foreign policy orientation emerged in May 1988 via Resolution No. 13,11 which was secretly passed by the Politburo, emphasizing  “a multi-directional foreign policy” orientation, the global economy, as well as interdependence.12 This happened after the codification of Politburo Resolution No. 2 leading to a strategic adjustment in Vietnam’s national security policy and to the withdrawal of Vietnamese armed forces from Cambodia in 1989.13  

China is still perceived as having ambitions to become a super power and this could create a conflict of interest with Vietnam.  However, it was also believed that China has a long-term and basic interest in promoting peace and development in the region that would temper its ambitions and make peaceful coexistence possible.14
Goals and Objectives  of Vietnam’s “Multi-lateralism and Diversification” tc "Goals and Objectives  of Vietnam’s “Multi-lateralism and Diversification” "
The goals of Vietnamese foreign policy adjustment are to preserve its independence and sovereignty,15 to advance national interests in the fields of economic and national security, to broaden friendship and cooperation with other countries, to implement national industrialization and modernization programs, and to create favourable international conditions for socialist construction and national defence.16 The changes in the foreign strategy of the Soviet Union, the normalization of foreign relations between the Chinese and the Soviets as well as the break-up of the Soviet Union made Vietnam realize that relying on the former for its national security was no longer tenable. Consequently, Vietnam had to gradually move away from relying solely on the Soviet Union to one of establishing “multi-lateral” relations using diplomatic means to preserve the country’s security. This new orientation is based on the principle of independence and self-reliance, respect for each country’s independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity, non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality, mutual benefit and a peaceful settlement of conflicts.17 
Major Achievementstc "Major Achievements"
The major achievements of this new orientation are as follows: restoration of relations with the individual members of ASEAN and with it as a regional organization; normalization of relations with China in November 1991; the restoration of official assistance from Japan in November 1992; the signing of an agreement with the European Union; normalization of foreign relations with the US in July 1995; and the integration of Vietnam into ASEAN in July 1995. These last two cases are considered by Vietnamese leaders as the most important accomplishments of its new multi-directional foreign policy. 

Priorities in Normalizing Relations with Other Countries tc "Priorities in Normalizing Relations with Other Countries "
Relations with the neighbouring countries were given top priority, based on  Ho Chi Minh’s “Ban ho hang xa, mua lang gieng gan”  which means  “Sell the remote relatives, buy the neighbors.” The “neighbours” meant the ASEAN countries and China,19 with Cambodia and Laos  falling under the same category with the former being less important than the latter. 

In the political report of the Sixth Party Congress in 1986, Vietnam mentioned for the first time its efforts to develop friendly relations with the countries in Southeast Asia and its readiness to negotiate with the countries in the region in order to help solve regional problems, e.g., Cambodia.20 More and more,  Vietnam’s leaders have come to understand and to acknowledge the contributions made by ASEAN as a regional organization towards regional peace and stability.  The country’s leaders believed that Vietnam’s security interests are better served by befriending ASEAN members.21  

Nguyen Co Thach, one of the more influential party leaders in defining Vietnam’s foreign policy gave first priority to normalizing its relations with the United States.22  However, it was not until 1994 that the United States lifted its economic embargo.  The second priority was establishing relations with the industrialized countries such as those in Western and Northern Europe, Japan, Australia, New Zealand and the Newly-Industrialised Countries as well as with international financial institutions. 

The third priority group consisted of countries of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. At the beginning of the 1990s when drastic changes were taking place in these countries, Vietnam could not make corresponding diplomatic moves because of its preoccupation with its own internal affairs. Later on, however, Vietnam began to develop and to gradually strengthen its relationships with the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).     

The Turning Point tc "The Turning Point "
From 1986, Vietnamese foreign policy towards Thailand was drawn up relative to its policy towards the ASEAN member countries, as a whole.  In the Sixth CPV Congress  in 1986, Vietnam cited and recognized Laos’ efforts in establishing mutual confidence with Thailand.23 

Indications of Vietnam’s changing policy to strengthen its ties with Thailand can be  discerned in one of the Foreign Affairs Minister Nguyen Co Thach’s articles, entitled “All for peace, national independence and development,” published in Tap Chi Cong San in Vietnamese in August 1989. In this paper, he  acknowledged the Thai Prime Minister Chatichai’s overtures to the Indochinese countries.  He touched upon Chatichai’s policy of “turning Indochina from a battlefield into a market place” which was considered as an aspiration for peace, national independence and development. This aspiration was shown in ZOPFAN (Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality).24  His reference to Chatichai’s policy illustrated his support for the normalization of foreign relations with Thailand.  These initiatives came into fruition during the summit meetings between the two leaders culminating in the Vietnamese PM, Vo Van Kiet, visiting Thailand and meeting with Thai PM Anand Punyarachun in October 1991.  Prime Minister Anand made a reciprocal visit in January 1992.25   

“From a battlefield into a marketplace…”tc "“From a battlefield into a marketplace…”"
The emergence of a policy  “turning Indochina from a battlefield into a market place” was a turning point in Thai foreign policy and set a new tone in the relations between Thailand and the Indo-Chinese countries.  However,  this policy was not welcomed at that time by the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Thai National Security Council or its ASEAN neighbours who regarded Chatichai’s action as an act undermining the whole organization’s credibility. 

However, the Thai ambassador in Hanoi  and the Vietnamese ambassador to Bangkok  agreed that relationships between their two countries  were at their highest level ever.26 Similar sentiments were expressed by Thai and Vietnamese experts, and officials of the Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Hanoi,  as well as by Thai diplomats and  Vietnamese scholars27  in Hanoi and by Vietnamese diplomats in Bangkok.

Various agreements and memoranda of understanding were signed in the 1990s, including those which emphasized closer relations, better understanding and mutual trust between the two countries. Among the important agreements inked were the Agreement on the  Delimitation of the Maritime Boundary in the Gulf of Thailand (1997), the Agreement on Drug Control (1998), the Agreement on Law and Legal Cooperation (1998), a Memorandum of Understanding on Joint Patrol (June 1999),28 the Agreement on Exemption of Visas for Ordinary Passport Holders signed on 9 May 2000 (in force by  9 July 2000).  The Agreement on the Exemption of Visas for Diplomatic and Official Passport Holders was previously signed in 1997. Moreover,  some sensitive outstanding problems were all solved by the end of the 1990s, including the problem on the granting of citizenship to Vietnamese refugees of the 1940s in the northeastern provinces of Thailand and  the maritime conflict arising from territorial violations committed by fishermen of the two countries  due to a lack of a maritime border delimitation in the Gulf of Thailand.

Changing Attitudes towards Thailandtc "Changing Attitudes towards Thailand"
Vietnamese perception of Thailand’s sincerity, of its decreasing and eventual dropping of its anti-communist attitude, and of its seriousness in solving outstanding bilateral problems are important factors in changing Vietnam’s attitudes towards Thailand throughout the 1990s.29  Among the actions considered positive by Vietnam, as shown in a closed-door meeting among Vietnamese experts on Thai-Vietnamese relations held in April 1999, was the Thai government’s granting of Thai citizenship to the Vietnamese who fled to and thereafter resided in the Thai northeastern provinces in the 1940s, the Thai government’s permission to bring Usanee Ponlachan’ s ashes into the country in November 1997, 30 and Thai cooperation with the Vietnamese government in stopping the activities of anti-Hanoi regime groups.31  Previously, the Thai government consistently regarded and called these people refugees and sometimes asked the Vietnamese government to repatriate them.32
Normalizing Relations with Thailand tc "Normalizing Relations with Thailand "
Regardless of whether Vietnam already expected the outcomes of normal relations with Thailand before hand, it had the following effects:
First, Vietnam would project an image of a peace-loving country before the international community because Thailand was its “old enemy” during the Vietnam War.  Both countries also adopted  hard-line positions and policies against each other during the period of the Cambodian conflict. This new image would facilitate Vietnam’s integration into the region, such as becoming a member of ASEAN and other economic groups. Furthermore, Vietnam’s good image could encourage the United States and other countries to establish/strengthen their diplomatic ties with Vietnam.   Vietnam also took this opportunity to open its doors to other ASEAN countries,  hoping that through Indonesia and Thailand, it could penetrate ASEAN.33
Second, being on good terms with Thailand would create a more favourable regional condition for Vietnam’s economic reform. In the past, Vietnam had to allocate a huge part of its budget for military defense, not only in Cambodia but also along the Thai-Cambodian border. This was one of the reasons for  the country’s economic  stagnation since the mid-1980s.

Third, as with other countries, good relations with Thailand will bring about further economic relations that will benefit Vietnam such as trade, investments, economic aid as well as skills and technology development, especially in the fields of agriculture, public health, education and tourism. Vietnam is well  aware that national economic interest was given priority over security matters by the Chatichai government when the latter decided to adopt a new foreign policy towards the Indochinese countries.

The Vietnamese Foreign Policy-making Processtc "The Vietnamese Foreign Policy-making Process"
According to Zachary Abuza,34 the institutions involved in the process of foreign policy-making, although in varying degrees,  are  those of the Communist Party and of the state. In the Party, the Central Committee (CC) has the power to select members of  the Politburo and the CC Secretariat. Sensitive foreign policy decisions, such as  the 1988 Politburo Resolution No 13 which was made in response to Nguyen Co Thach’s personal thinking and support,35  are extremely centralized and only discussed within the Politburo, Secretariat or/and among members of the CC who deal specifically with foreign affairs, including the ministers and vice-ministers from the “security bloc”.36  However, the Politburo has the ultimate authority in setting the policy line and in making important foreign policy decisions which require urgent action.37  It is highly difficult to identify who is the most influential person in defining foreign policy among members of the Politburo. 

Apart from Nguyen Co Thach, it was also believed that President Le Duc Anh had an important role in foreign policy decision-making towards the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s.  At that time, the latter was a General, a Minister of Defence and a member of the Politburo since 1982. He ranked second in that body from  June 1991 to September 1997. He was a protege of Le Duc Tho and was the commander of the Vietnamese forces in Cambodia. In 1990, he was the Chairman of the Central Committee that was preparing for the CPV’s Seventh National Congress. He was the first President who had any real decision-making powers. Although the Politburo had ultimate authority, only a few foreign policy decisions were made by the body collectively. Rather, certain key members or those with institutional ties to externally-oriented bodies, are expected to make the decisions in small groups.38
The Security Bloc, both in the Party and of the State, is also involved in the process of foreign policy decision-making. The Bloc includes officers in the Army, officials in the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Interior. During the period when national security was a very sensitive matter, such as during the 1980s,  it was highly involved in the process. According to Gareth Porter, “the power and functions of the departments whose areas of responsibility coincide with those of government ministries may exercise de facto policy-making influence over those ministries.” 39 

Conclusiontc "Conclusion"
The changes in the world view of  Vietnamese leaders can be traced back to a shift in the international environment in the mid 1980s and the need for economic reform in the country.  The Vietnamese ability to adjust to the new world order demonstrates the people’s pragmatism and augurs well for its future.  Overall, the initiatives taken since the beginning of the 1990’s are as follows:

1.
developing its foreign relations, both bilaterally and multilaterally;

2.
vigorous diplomatic offensive;

3.
normalizing relations with its immediate neighbours and ASEAN; and

4.
efficient foreign policy decision-making process. 

Thai-Vietnamese relations which were previously characterized by antagonism and confrontation have been replaced by friendship, mutual trust and cooperation. Into the new millenium, the foreign relations between these two countries promise to be closer since they now belong to the same regional and global groups.  There are commonalities in the fields of politics, economics and national security.  

The new Vietnamese foreign policy toward Thailand is one good adjustment it has made in the emerging world situation.  Moreover, its  foreign policy-making process and its implementation should be considered and heeded by the Thai government, especially the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, even if Vietnam is a “materially” less developed country.  A long history of war and of foreign occupation and exploitation, coupled with frequent natural disasters may have taught the Vietnamese not only to be strong but also to be pragmatic and determined.  All these redound to Vietnam’s national interest and survival as a country.
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